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Prologue

The sunisavariable star. Changes in solar output have sent glaciers marching toward the
equator every fifty thousand years or so. The last such episode took place in late prehistoric times
and coincided with the displacement of Neanderthal Man by the Cro-Magnons. Nor has Modern
Man been immune to the effects of the sun’s variability. During the Little Ice Age of the Sxteenth
through Nineteenth Century, a minor reduction in solar output caused the harbors of Iceland and
Greenland to be blocked by ice for 6 months out of every year. At least one Viking colony starved
to death because of the climatic change.

It was not until thefirst decade of the Twenty Second Century, however, that humanity redlized the true
extent of Sol’ svariahility. Beginning in 2102, the sun was wracked by a series of solar flares. Assuch,
outbursts grew more frequent and violent; astronomers began to reexamine their long held beliefs about
the nature of the sun. It was with understandable horror that they realized Sol was about to enter a period
of long term ingtabiility. Projections caled for the sun’ s output to increase gradudly for severd hundred
years. While minor on the scale of the universe, the change would render Earth uninhabitable within a
century. If nothing were done to stop it, the Mother of Men would become atwinto Venus-- a
hothouse planet on which liquid water no longer existed.

Faced with extinction, the human race directed its considerable resources toward saving the
home world. No possibility was overlooked. Many research efforts were launched in a period that
became known as the Golden Age of Pure Science. Despite their best efforts, the scientists could
find no practical method for bringing the errant star to heel. After decades of study, Earth’s
leaders reluctantly concluded that humankind would have to abandon its ancestral home. They
began to search the Solar System for a place of refuge.

The haven they chose was not one many would have guessed.



Chapter 1: The Battle of New Philadelphia

Larson Sands lay in his acceleration couch and watched the dawn asSparrowHawk raced eastward at a
thousand kilometers per hour. Dawn on Saturn was aways spectacular, but never more so than ona
battle morning. Asthe sun climbed the sky, it quickly transformed the world from ablack and silver
etching to ablue-white panorama of air and cloud. Lars watched asthe rays of the sun chased azure
shadows from the deep cloud canyons, and turned The Arch overhead into a pale ghost of itsformer self.

“Message coming in fromDelphi .

Sands glanced toward his copilot. Halley Trevanon was a brunette in her early twenties (Standard
Calendar). Halley possessed awide mouth, full lips, green eyes, and a scar that bisected her left
eyebrow. She was scanning the sensor readouts that told them what shipswerein their vicinity.

“Petch him through,” Larssaid.

The communications screen on the instrument pand lit to show Dane Sands s smiling face. Dane was
Lars syounger brother, and Haley’ sfiancé.

“Hdlo,SparrowHawk ,” Dane said. “ Get enough deep last night?”’

“Y ou know damned well we didn’t!” Lars muttered back. Dane was serving aboard the New

Philadd phiaflagship,Delphi , some two hundred kilometersto their west. It was histask to act asliaison
betweenSparrowHawk and her New Philadelphiaemployers. Like them, he had been &t his post since
just after Second Midnight when the first Sghting reports had comein.

Five thousand kilometersto the east, a New Philade phia scout had reported an unknown aircraft moving
west at high speed. Although there had been no positive identification, the commodore commanding the
New Philadel phiafleet had ordered his heavier-than-hydrogen craft launched. In the three hours since,
SoarrowHawk and the other ships of the fleet had been on guard for an approaching enemy. Despite
their efforts, they had detected nothing.

“I’ve got some newsfor you,” Dane answered. “It lookslike last night was afdse darm.Dakota may
have suffered a sensor glitch caused by atmospheric conditions.”

Larsnodded. Saturn’ sthick atmosphere of closdly packed hydrogen atoms did strange things to radar
performance. Eddy currents and vertica convection cells created ghosts that looked like the wake of a
fast moving arcraft. Such mistakes were common.

“What are our orders?’
Dane glanced at something out of camerarange. “1 show you two hundred kilometers east of Delphi .”

“Correct.”



“Why don't you work your way back in this direction? If nothing has shown up by thetime you arrive,
we will take you back aboard. Y ou should be herein time for breakfast.”

“Understood,” Larssad. “We re turning now.”

He pulled his control to the left and back dightly, sendingSparrowHawk into agentle turn. Ashe did o,
Dane Sands asked, “How’smy girl ?’

“Excited, and alittle scared,” Halley responded. Like Lars, she was encased in an environment suit, with
her helmet visor up. Should the ship be holed, she could sedl her suit in amatter of seconds. The other
four crewmen aboardSparrowHawk were smilarly attired.

“Don’'t wear yoursdlf out,” Dane said. “ The high command hereis still hoping our show of strength will
cause the Alliance to back off. We know their fleet |eft Cloudcroft three days ago, but we gill have no
evidence that they are coming here.”

“Do you redly think that, my love?”
Daneflashed her hismost lopsided grin. “ That' sthe way we ve been betting al along, isn't it?’

Larson Sands said nothing. Over the past few weeks, he had started to wonder if their bet had been a
wise one. The Ddphiswere expert geneticistis who had long pursued the dream of engineering alifeform
that could livein the upper Saturnian aimosphere. Rumors that they had developed a viable organism had
reached the Northern Alliance, causing it to invite New Philadelphiato join them. Theinvitation had been
couched in terms that caused the Delphisto ook to their defenses.

Aswasthe case with most independent cities, New Philadephiacould not afford afull time navy to
chdlengethe larger, more powerful Saturnian “nations.” Rather, they maintained the core of afighting
force that could be rapidly expanded in time of trouble. In addition to afew customs ships, they had
turned one of their large air freightersinto a powerful flagship and mobile base. To supplement thisflest,
they had sent recruiters throughout the northern hemisphere looking for privateer shipsand crews.

The Sands brothers and Halley Trevanon had met the Delphi recruitersin abar aboard Pendragon City.
Larstill remembered the plump songstress who belted out The Ballad of Lost Earth whilethe Delphi
recruiters made their pitch. Afterward, Dane Sands had argued in favor of taking the job. He had thought
it easy money, asmple show of force to convince the Alliance that their gain would not be worth the
COost.

It was an argument that had the benefit of history onitsside. For if there was onething al the cloud cities
of Saturn shared, it was their vulnerability to attack. When a single fanatic with abomb could send an
entire population plummeting into the crushing pressure of the lower atmosphere, those who ruled thought
long and hard before chalenging their neighbors. If faced with alarge enough opposition force, the
Alliance would forego its claim on New Philadephialest they place their own citiesat risk.

Larson Sands and Halley Trevanon had been less certain about the job, but neither had voiced astrong
objection to wearing the New Philadel phialivery. At the time, SparrowHawk ’ s fusion reactors had been
more than a standard year past recommended overhaul. Worse, the ship’s haf-dozen crewmen had not
been paid in months. They had needed the money too badly to say no.

That had been three months ago. For some time after their arrival aboard the Delphis’ capitd city, it had
appeared the diplomats would resolve the dispute. A week earlier, however, the Alliance ambassador
had broken off negotiations. The New Philadel phia high command had aso received reportsthat the
Alliance flegt had sortied.



New Philadel phiaresponded by launching their own fleet. They had sent ships east dong the North
Temperate Bdt flyway to interpose themsd ves between New Philadd phia sthree cities and the Alliance.
Their presence there was both a chalenge and awarning. While it would be asimple matter for the
Alliance to bypass the Delphi flagship and her covey of fuson powered aircraft, to do so would leave
their own cities open to attack. If they were serious about annexing New Philade phia, they would first
have to seek out the New Philadelphiafleet and destroy it. The Delphis hoped to inflict enough damage
that the Alliance would lose interest and go home.

AsSparrowHawk came westward, it did not take long for New Philadel phia’ s massive flagship to
materidize out of the blue haze of distance. Delphi was an anachronism, amachine from out of another
time and place. It was adirigible, agiant gasbag half-a-kilometer in length whose whale shape traced its
ancestry back to the earliest flying machines. Large stabilizers sprouted from the airship’ s stern, while the
bow was a blunt curve that diced the wind with minimum resistance. Behind the grest dirigibleroiled a
long streamer of disturbed air that marked the flagship’ s exhaust. Where cargo hatches had once been,
there were now weapons locks, long-range sensors, and sally ports.

Heavier than hydrogen craft likeSparrowHawk had their uses, but eventualy, they had to land. The giant
lighter-than-hydrogen dirigibles likeDelphi provided them with aplace to set down. Like the ancient
arcraft carriers of Earth, they were the roving bases from which the smaller craft launched their attacks.
However, like those earlier behemoths, the flagship was a fragile construct. It depended on its squadrons
for protection.

“ Attention, All Ships! Enemy craft sighted. Fifteen hundred kilometers at ninety degrees. All craft
form up onAvadon. Prepare to attack!”

Larsglanced once a Halley. The voice was that of Commodore Kraken, the Delphi commander. A
flurry of orders came over the command circuit from Dane as the battle center of the flagship came dive.
LarsloopedSparrowHawk wel behindDe phi in order to take his place in the defensive line. There were
twenty-one New Philadel phiacraft in dl. Eighteen of these were assigned to intercept the intruders and to
drive them back.

“Everyonetied down?’ he asked over hisintercom.

SoarrowHawk’ sfour crewmen checked in. Ross Crandall was attending the ship’ sfire control
compuiter. Brent Garvich and Hume Bailey were a wegpons stations, while Kelvor Reese monitored the
ship’'sauxiliary systems.

When the squadron defendingDel phi had formed up, they accderated to two thousand kilometers per
hour. Even at that speed, they had not exceeded sonic velocity in Saturn’ s hydrogen-helium atmosphere.

The two fleets closed to maximum range and began their first cautious probings of one another’s
formations. In the thick atmaosphere, lasers were limited to short range. Thus, the sky wasfilled with
missiles as shipslaunched at their distant adversaries. Within seconds, individua sparks of light began to
gppear as enemy missiles came within laser range and were blotted from the sky.

The two dozen Alliance ships bored in to engage the mixed privateer/Delphi force. The two fleets
interpenetrated. Within seconds, the sky was filled with twisting, turning ships that stabbed at one another
in adeadly dance.

The Alliance drew first blood as they blasted the wing off one of the Delphi customs craft. Sands
watched asthe smdl vessel hedled over and began itslong dive toward the invisible hydrogen seatwo
thousand kilometers below. There was no fire because there is no oxygen in Saturn’ s atmosphere to
support combustion. While he watched, asmall object separated from the single seet fighter and grew



into aslver balloon with atiny figure suspended benesth it.

Assured that the pilot had gotten out, Lars went back to the battle. The next two craft to take hits
belonged to the Alliance. One of their prowlerswas struck amidships by amissilethat exploded it. The
rain of parts was such that Sands doubted anyone had survived. The second ship, alarger destroyer,
took amissilein its reactor spaces. The results were less spectacular, but sufficient to causeit to
withdraw.

“We rewinning!” Halley exclaimed after she launched amissile that was destroyed by laser fire scant
metersfrom itstarget. Even though vaporized, the cloud of molten drops splattered acrossthewing
surfaces of itstarget, causing it to follow its wounded companion east.

“They’'re not as strong aswe were led to believe,” Lars said through gritted teeth.

Another Delphi ship died within the next few seconds, dong with one of the larger Alliance craft. By now
the dogfight was spread across so much sky that SparrowHawk appeared alone. The only nearby ship
was asingle seat Alliance fighter. Sands bore in as his opponent attempted to flee. His concentration was
broken by a sudden cry for help.

“ Attention All Ships! ThisisDdphi. We are under attack. The group you have engaged isa
diversion. The main fleet is here. All shipsto us!

“Damn!” Sands exclamed. A high geeturn transformed the curseinto an unintdligible grunt. Once lined
up to the west, he advanced histhrottles to emergency maximum and felt SparrowHawk leap forward.

“What' syour stuation, Dane?’ he asked over his private command circuit.

Dane' sface was wide eyed as he came on the screen. Lars did not know when he had seen his brother
so frightened.

“They came out of the cloud wall, Lars! Nearly thirty of them. They are boring in on the flagship. Our
combat air patrol has gone out to meet them. We are running west asfast aswe can. | don't think we're
going to makeit.”

“We reon our way.”
“Hurry, damnit!”
“How many othersarewith us?’ Larsasked Halley.

She made aquick sensor survey of the sky. She noted six other craft with the green New Philadel phia
icon. There were adozen enemy vessels behind them. The rest of the Delphi fleet was still engaged and
unableto break free.

“We should have known something was wrong. No one sends a two dozen shipsto attack acity.”
“Do you think Dane' sin danger?’ Haley asked, horror suddenly creeping into her voice.
“I think we'reall in danger,” hereplied grimly.

Asthey rocketed through the sky, Haley put up the long-range scanner display. What they saw sent a
chill through Sands. A swarm of red icons was being opposed by three green while the flagship symbol
attempted to flee. The defending New Philadelphia craft lasted only afew seconds before fluttering into
the depths. They left twenty-eight intact Alliance craft free to swarm aroundDelphi .



“That'sit,” he said asthe Alliance fleet reached the flagship. “Kraken will have to surrender now.”

Almost as though the commodore had heard Sands's comment, the call went out. The two privateers
listened gloomily asthe New Philadel phia commander struck his colors. One part of Sandswas
saddened by theloss, another part relieved. Dane would be interned for awhile, but would eventualy be
freed. There was no reason for the Alliance to harm captured privateers.

“Let’sget away from here,” he ordered Halley. “We don’t want to be interned, too.”
“Rigl,]t.n

Ahead of them, the flagship wasjust coming out of the blue. It was till so distant that they could not see
the smdler Alliance ships darting around it. Lars was about to turn away when thefirst bright flash
appeared on the upper surface of the dirigible.

“What the hell?”
“They're atacking!” Halley screamed. “ They’ re not accepting the surrender.”
“Stand by,” Lars ordered. “We'regoingin.”

It wasimpossible for SparrowHawk to move any faster. Despiteits headlong speed through the thick
atmosphere, it seemed they were barely moving as two more missilesimpacted the flagship. Sands
watched in horror asthe dirigible split open like aripe grape. With the central gasbag holed and the hot
hydrogen spilled to the surrounding atmaosphere, the ship was unable to support its own weight. It sagged
inthe middle, then broke in two asits ked snapped. The stern section, burdened by heavy drive
reactors, began immediately to drop toward the distant cloud floor of the flyway. Freed of the weight of
the stern, the bow bounced upward as men and machinery tumbled out through the gaping holein the
midsection.

It was then that Sands redlized the attack had been no mistake. The bow section was obvioudy helpless
asit rose out of control. Y et, the Alliance ships pressed their attack. More explosions rent the forward
gasbags and the bow logt itslift. It, too, foundered and then started on along downward spird.

Larson Sands screamed in rage as he watched the cal culated cold bloodedness of the attack. Dane was
in the forward combat center. Every missile hit waslike aknifeinto hisown ribs. No longer wasthe
Alliance shooting at a dangerous enemy craft. Honest battle had been transformed into the murder of

hel pless men and women.

SparrowHawkreached the Alliance fleet and launched every missilein her depleted magazines. The
desperation attack took the Alliance by surprise. Three shipsthat had been vectored to intercept the
surviving New Philade phia craft were smashed. The resulting gap alowedSparrowHawk free passage
through their defenseline. The arriva of the rest of the New Philadel phia fleet kept the other Alliance
shipstoo busy to pursue.

Sands dove for the fdling flagship remnant, heedless of the pain in his ears as cabin pressure increased
with each kilometer of dtitudelogt. It began to grow warm aswell. By the timeSparrowHawk overtook
the bow section, Delphi had plunged twenty kilometers, yet was still under attack. With no missilesin his
magazines, Sands ordered his weapons crewsto dash at the marauders with defensive lasers.

Theinitid attack onDelphi had been centered on the dirigible s upper surface in order to dump the hot
hydrogen that buoyed the ship. Since most of Delphi * s lifeboats were housed atop the gasbag, these
were destroyed in thefirgt seconds. Still, there was the possibility that individua crewmen might yet bail



out. Sands keptSparrowHawk in atight circle around the faling bow as he watched intently for the silver
balloons of survivors. Asthe pressure and temperature continued to mount, the Alliance ships broke off
the fight and climbed for the safety of the upper atmosphere. SparrowHawk continued its plunge
aongsde the doomed flagship.

“Comeon, Dane! Get out!” Sands muttered to himsalf through clenched teeth as he kept one eye on the
dirigible and another on the pressure readout. Beside him, Halley sobbed quietly. Sands suniverse
narrowed to exclude everything but the faling airship until Ross Crandal’ sgrowl came over the intercom.

“For God' s sake, Lars, break off! Cooking uswon’'t help Dane.”

Lars glanced once more at the outside temperature readout. Then, with his own sob, he pulled back on
his controller and sent the ship into aflat circle. They did not gain dtitude, but they were not losing any
ether. For the next minute, he watched asDelphi *sremains sank lower and lower. Findly, it
disappeared into the cloud floor of the North Temperate Belt. As Sands scanned the sky, nowhere could
he see the slver sphere of arescue baloon.

Helooked at Haley, who was staring at him. There was horror behind the glistening tearsin her eyes.
Suddenly, Sands felt an emptiness greater than any he had ever known.

“I'm sorry, Haley. HE sgone.”
His comment was answered by nothing save the rushing hydrogen wind beyond the hull.
#

Chapter 2. Port Gregson

The Alouette Bar was on the outer rim of the Port Gregson support truss, beyond the protective
enclosure of the gasbag, with picture windows overlooking the abyss. At onetime, the place had boasted
abalcony where patrons could step outside -- suitably bundled up against the cold and wearing anose
bresther, of course. It had been the custom for drinkersto lean over the waist high railing and spit into the
wind. The balcony had been closed when one expectorator had let go with too much enthusiasm, and

had nearly followed his sdivainto the misty depths.

For the past twenty minutes, Larson Sands had been eyeing the graphite railing through the
floor-to-ceiling plastic window and thinking how easy it would beto end his problemsforever. All that
was required of him wasto get up from the table, walk casually to the hydrogen lock, and step through.
It would then be three long strides to the city’ s outer edge. Once over therailing, Larswould have two
thousand kilometers of empty sky in which to soar before plunging into the hydrogen seathat had
swallowed Dane. Without a breather, he would pass out from asphyxiation long before the temperature
or pressure rose to fata levels. All things considered, not abad way to go.

“Ready for another, Lars?’

Hisdrinking partner’ s question shook him out of hisreverie. Ross Crandall was an old man for a
privateer. At 45 standard years, he had been a hired mercenary for more than two decades. He had
once had aship of hisown, but had lost it in abrushfire wer five years earlier. After bouncing from ship
to ship, he had joinedSparrowHawk as a weapons specialist. It had been Crandall’ s marksmanship that
had cleared the way for them to go to the aid of the strickenDelphi .



“Sure, Ross.”

Crandall sgnaled for the waitress s attention. She sauntered over to the table. Shewas atypica
Gregsonite, afact made obvious by a costume that |ft little to the imagination. Had Lars been in a better
mood, he might have been interested in the wares she was so forthrightly advertisng. Asit was, Crandall
ordered two more scotches while Lars stared off into space.

The bar was on the starboard side of the city, which meant that it faced south. The Archwasapde
ranbow of soft whitelight barely visbleintheroya blue sky. From thislatitude, it climbed nearly
one-third to the zenith. The sun waslow to theright, casting darkening shadows over the cloud canyons.
In only afew minutesit would dip below the horizon and First Night would begin.

“Stop torturing yoursdf,” Crandal said. “Dane’ s death wasn't your fault.”

“It should have been me,” he muttered, his voice breaking with emotion. “Fleet liaisonismy job. If I'd
done my job, Dane wouldn’t have been aboardDel phi when she went down.”

“No, but you would have! Y ou would now be dead and Dane and | would be having this conversation.
Dane was aprivateer. He knew what he was doing. In our line of work, people get killed.”

“But damnit, they’ d surrendered!”

Crandall nodded. “And the Alliance shot them down anyway. Not too difficult to figure their motives, is
it? Most of the New Philade phia brass were aboard that ship. Better for the Alliance that they not be
around to cause problems during the assmilation. Dane was just one of the poor bastards unlucky
enough to be aboard the ship when the Alliance assassinated it.”

Sands did not answer. One part of him could see the logic of Ross swords even though most of him
burned with rage at theinjustice of it al. Then there was the corner of his brain that remembered how he
had aways laughed at people who mentioned war and justice in the same bregth.

Following the disappearance of Delphi into the mist, Sands had evaded the Alliance fleet by heading
directly for the nearest cloud wall. In so doing, he had adopted the tactic that the Alliance had used to set
up their ambush.

Unlike Earth, which islargely heated by the sun, Saturn derives most of its heat from internal processes.
The predominant mechanism is the formation of helium droplets under high pressure. Once formed, the
dropletsfal ashelium rain into the vast hydrogen seathat covers Saturn to adepth of severd thousand
kilometers. Asthe helium droplets sink, they generate heat. Asthe lower atmosphereis heated, vast
columns of rising hydrogen form and produce convection cells that cover many thousands of kilometers.
The cdlsarethen smeared along thelines of latitude by the planet’ s high rate of rotation, forming globe
girdling linear ormsthat give the planet its characteristic banded appearance.

Therising legs of the convection cells are called Zones, and are characterized by dense clouds and
ungtable conditions. Asthe organic-molecule-laden hydrogen rises, it cools, causing itsload of chemicas
to condense out to form multihued clouds at various dtitudes. Blue clouds of water vapor form alayer
500 kilometers deep in the atmosphere, while alayer of brown ammonia hydrosulfide mist formsa
hundred kilometers higher ill. A third cloud layer, this one composed of white ammoniaice, formsat a
depth of 320 kilometers from the arbitrary line that marks the edge of the planetary atmosphere.
Non-condensing particulates are carried above the ammonia cloud layer by the rising convection cdlls.
Therethey form the high thin haze that softens the planet’ s outlines and mutesits colors when viewed

from space.



By the time the risng column of hydrogen reachesthetop of itsarc, it iscold and largely devoid of
impurities. Asthe column falls back toward the depths, it sweeps away the clouds and creates vast
canyons of clear, stable air. The astronomers dubbed these canyons * belts’ because of their dark color.
It isthe alternating pattern of the broad light zones and narrow dark beltsthat form Saturn’ s bands. By
diving into the cloud wall, Sands had sent his ship across the zone - belt interface and into hiding.

Once he had won free of the battle area, Sands sought safety for his ship and crew in Port Gregson. He
would have preferred a sanctuary farther from the Alliance, but the long diveinto the thick, hot
atmosphere near the bottom of the flyway had caused SparrowHawk ' sreactor to overhesat. By thetime
they regained the heights, Port Gregson had been one of the few independent citieswithin range of their
gtricken craft.

Port Gregson was atrading city that madeitsliving by tacking back and forth across the six thousand
kilometer wide North Temperate Belt and trading with the other cities asthey sailed past. Because of
their need to stay on good terms with everyone, they were neutra in the variousrivaries of North
Saturnian politics. They had atradition of offering sanctuary to the vanquished so long asthe refugees
could pay their way. Sands used the last of his crew’ sfundsfor the city’s mandatory docking and port
fees.

In the past two weeks, he had contracted with the port authorities to repair and reprovision
SparrowHawk . The work was nearly done and payment due. Unfortunately, Sands was broke. If he
were lucky, the Port Gregson authoritieswould only throw himinto jail when they realized the truth.
Otherwise, they might decide to drop him over the side. On Saturn, the disposal of inconvenient corpses
was amatter of the utmost smplicity.

“You'reLarson Sands, aren’'t you?’

Sands|ooked up bleary eyed at the speaker. Hisfirst impression was of an egg. When he focused his
eyes, he saw that hisinterrogator was bad to the point where he lacked even eyebrows. Even though
tall, the stranger was obvioudy not from Port Gregson. His clothes were conservetive, but expensive, as
was the gold bracelet he wore on onewrist. A diamond stickpin held his cravat in place. The stone dated
from the time before Earth’ s evacuation. It was priceless for that reason.

“Yes” Sandsanswvered warily.
“I aminterested in hiring your ship. May | buy each of you adrink whilewe discussit?’

“Sure,” Crandall replied for Sands. The mention of possible business sobered the old warrior faster than
acold needle shower.

The bad stranger sat down and made a show of taking off hisleather gloves. These alone would have
cost Larshis previousyear' s earnings.

“Might we know your name?’

“Certainly. | am Micah Balin.”

“Of what city?’

“That is not important at the moment. Let usjust say that | am acitizen of Saturn.”

“Very wdl. Youwishto hireour ship?’



“I doif you own that Air Shark Mark I11 down in the landing bay.”
“Wedo.”

“She'sbeautiful,” Bolin said. “What power plant?’

“Twin Saturn Industries hundred megawatt drive reactors.”
“Range?

“Enough for ten times around the planet,” Sands lied. When she had been new, SparrowHawk could
have doneit easily. In her present condition, once around would be risky. Still, at 375,000 kilometersin
circumference, Saturn was a big world.

“Armament?’

“Up to one hundred air-to-air missileswith mixed seekers, full circumambient fire control, and two heavy
turret mounted lasers”

“| takeit that you are between engagements,” Bolin said.

“Y ou would have to be very ill informed not to know that,” Crandall replied.
“Y our last employer?’

“New Philadephia”

“Ah, yes. Theill fated defense of those poor foolish cities,” Bolin said. “I thought as much. In fact, it was
New Philadel phia slossthat spurred me to come herein search of privateers. | figured at least some of
you would put into Port Gregson to reprovision.”

“What' sthejob?’ Lars asked.

“Thejobisconfidentid. If you arefree, | would liketo discussit a some length. If not, | don’t want to
waste your time ... or mine.”

“We'll dwaysligen, Citizen Bolin.”

“Excdlent.” Bolin fished in an inside pocket, retrieved acard -- of rea paper -- and wrote anote on the
back. He handed it to Sands. “Please meet me at this address at Second Dusk this evening. We'll talk
morefully then.”

Sands glanced at the address. It was in the warehouse district on the underside of the support truss. It
was not the sort of neighborhood he would have expected someone who dressed aswell asBolinto
vigt.

“WE Il bethere”
“Not ‘we', Captain. | want you to come done. What | have to say requiresthe utmost discretion.”
“My crew will have to agree to whatever deal we make.”

“| understand that. However, | must insist that we keep our business quiet. Once you know thejob, you
will understand the need. Tonight at dusk?’

“Tonight at dusk,” Sands agreed.



“Excdlent. | will be expecting you.” Bolin stood and walked away from the table. The two of them
watched him go. Sands wished he had not drunk so much. He could not think with his head spinning and
thought was what he needed most just now. Something about Bolin hadn’t rung completdly true. Yet,
considering the current state of their finances, they werein no position to be choosy.

As he downed one fina gulp of scotch, he hoped Bolin did not know that.
#

Kdt Ddishaar stood on the bacony of his gpartment in Government Tower and surveyed hisdomain. It
was near first midnight, with The Notch almost directly over the city. The Notch was the region of the
ring eclipsed by Saturn’s shadow. Onelook at its position in the night sky told one thetimeto withina
few minutes

Saturn’ srings never failed to fascinate Ddishaar. Their intricate structure was gpparent even to the
unaided eye. From one of the cloud cities, The Arch looked to have the texture of an ancient phonograph
record. With even asmall telescope it was possible to see the twisting strands of the F Ring and the
gpokes that had so surprised Earthbound astronomers when first they had noticed them. Gazing at the
proportion of the sky that The Arch covered, it was easy to forget that the whole imposing display
congsted of aband of ice particles only afew hundred meters thick. Dalishaar remembered atrip to the
southern hemisphere many years earlier. Astheir suborbital transport had reached the apex of its
trgjectory, the sun had dipped into eclipse behind a knife-edged ring. It had been amoment that had
disturbed him greetly, for it had been areminder of just how inggnificant human beings are on the scale of
the universe.

Ddlishaar let his gaze siweep down the darkened horizon to where the base of The Arch dropped behind
the cloud walls of the North Temperate Belt. Stretched out asfar as he could see were the cities of the
Northern Alliance. In two weeks, they would be passing the Dardenelles Cyclone. The cyclonewasa
giant orm that intruded into the flyway, narrowing it to less than one-quarter its normal six thousand
kilometer width. Since even the cyclon€e s outermost winds could blow acloud city off course, the storm
was dways given awide berth. They would be literdly hugging the northern cloud wall of the flyway

during the passage.

The move north took place a approximately the sametime every stlandard year asthe Alliance' s swift
passage around Saturn brought it into phase with the equally swift moving thousand-year-old storm. As
the fifty Alliance cities maneuvered into line astern order, they bunched closer than at any other time. The
sght was areminder that the Alliance was growing steadily year-by-yesr.

Kelt Daishaar had often thought that he had been born into the wrong century. Back before the sun had
gone awry, the human race had seemed to be evolving toward maturity. The ancient nation-states and
their inefficient partitioning of resources had dowly given way to alarger international order. In another
few centuries, the human race would have been truly united for thefirst timeinitshigtory.

The discovery that the sun wasflaring out of control had actually accelerated the process for atime. For
more than a hundred years, humans had put aside their bickering to work together againgt the traitor star.
At firgt, they had tried to find away to protect the home planet. When that had failed, they had
cooperated in evacuating the race to the upper reaches of Saturn’s atmosphere. Most had expected the
cooperation to continue. They had been badly mistaken.

The advent of the cloud city had brought with it a disintegration of human socia order. On Earth, people
had largely been confined to the nationsinto which they were born. That was because their citieswere
tied to aparticular geographic location. The freeflying cities of Saturn, however, could go where they



would. Thus, it was easy for adissdent city to seek other associationsif they were unhappy with their
rulers. Though some hailed this as an expansion of freedom, Kelt Dalishaar saw it asthe road to anarchy.
It was hisgod and that of the Northern Alliance to someday to bring Saturn under asingle political
adminigration.

Ashe gazed at theline of cities astern, Dalishaar’ s eyes dropped to the lights of Cloudcroft itsdf. The
habitat barrier was close enough above him that he could fedl the heet radiating from the main hydrogen
gashag overhead. Although transparent and relatively non-reflecting, the barrier did reflect those lights out
near the edge of the city. The reflections created a phantom line of illumination just beyond the city’ srim,
a“barrier reef” as Daishaar wasfond of calling theilluson.

His attention was drawn to aline of strobing lightsfar off in the distance. He recognized the hull beacons
of an gpproaching ship. It was, he decided, one of the big dirigibles transporting prisoners from New
Philadelphia. He scowled as he remembered how the Militarists had pushed their plan to conquer the
geneticigts through the Alliance Council. The council had adopted the scheme againgt Dalishaar’ s advice.
The Militarists were now stronger because of their success.

Likedl membersof the council, Ddishaar believed in the Alliance s manifest destiny to one day rule
Saurn. Still, hefound the Militarists impatience to be childish. Didn't the fools understand that there
were other ways to unification than conquest? Given time, the Delphis could have been made to see the
advantages of peaceful assmilation. Moreover, if they had remained reluctant, there were still economic
and political pressuresthat could have been brought to bear. Asit was, the Militants had gotten their way
and thereby put every independent city on Saturn on their guard. Thiswas an especidly bad timeto
remind them that they had an expansionist power in their midst.

If only the damned admirals had waited until...

Dalishaar clamped down on the thought as quickly asit flowed into his brain. The admiras were ignorant
of hisspecia project and he intended to keep them that way. They would learn nothing until he had
consolidated his own position and fought back thislatest danger to his persona power. So careful was he
about keeping the secret that he did not even alow himsdf to think about it. That way he would be less
likely to whisper something in hisdeegp. Not only did an occasiond eavesdropping deviceturnup in his
gpartments, at least one of hismistresses wasin the pay of the Militarists.

Chapter 3: Kimber

Port Gregson was atypica Saturnian cloud city. Lift was provided by heated hydrogen trapped insde a
ten-kilometer diameter gasbag. A light support truss stretched across the gasbag at its equator and was
attached to the ultra-strong membrane around its periphery. The support truss was the structura baseto
which the city’ s buildings were anchored. A fusion powerplant was suspended ten kilometers below the
city proper where it hung like the basket of an ancient terrestrid balloon. The powerplant provided the
energy to heat the hydrogen inside the gasbag and produce the buoyancy that kept Port Gregson and its
inhabitants aoft in the clouds.

From above, Port Gregson looked like an earthbound city of an earlier century. Imposing (but
lightweight) edifices were interspersed between wide thoroughfares and greenswards. Only when one
approached the city from below wasit obviousthat its habitable volume extended throughout the open
framework of the truss. Not only were structures built atop the deck that covered the truss, they were
buried within its volume and suspended by cables from itslowest levels. Around the truss edges were a



series of portalsthrough which aircraft entered and |eft the city. Also buried insde the support trusswere
the giant maneuvering enginesthat allowed Port Gregson to tack back and forth across the flyway.

A few hundred meters above the upper deck, atransparent membrane covered the city. Thiswasthe
habitat barrier ingde which the city engineer maintained a bresthable mixture of oxygen and helium. Since
both the habitat barrier and the gasbag were transparent, inhabitants strolling through the city’ s parks had
theillusion of being outdoors beneath Saturn’ srich blue sky.

Like the other cloud cities, Port Gregson hovered at the 500-kilometer depth in Saturn’ s atmosphere. At
that level, the temperature remained near the freezing point of water. Atmaospheric pressure was ten times
what had existed at Earth mean sealevel before the sun flared, but Saturn’ slow-density hydrogen-helium
atmosphere robbed the wind of much of itsforce. This combination of high pressure, low density, and
moderate temperature was surprisingly Earth-like for aworld that orbited one-and-a-haf billion
kilometers from the sun.

Nor were those the only aspects of the Saturnian environment that were Earth-like. With an overal
density only 60% that of water and adiameter of 120,000 kilometers, Saturn’s surface gravity at the
poleswas only 16% greater than Earth standard. The planet’ s high rate of spin further reduced the
gravitationa pull. As one approached the equator, centrifuga force subtracted from gravity until it was
dightly lessthan Earth-normal. Overdl, acomfortable environment for the refugees from the inner solar
sysem.

The Saturnian day was an annoyingly short one, however. The planet rotated on its axis every 10 hours
and 40 minutes. Humanity had solved the problem by adopting adiurnal rhythm that encompassed two
complete revolutions of the planet. Thus, each Saturnian ‘day’ was 21.3 hours long and included two
sunrises and sunsets. Therising and setting of the sun divided the day into four parts that corresponded
roughly to morning, afternoon, evening, and night. To keep the years Sraight, acalendar of 411 of the
short Saturnian days had been adopted. The system was not perfect, but it smplified the problem of
adapting to an aien world. Keeping accurate time was further complicated by the varying rates at which
the winds blew the cloud cities around the planet, and the progression of seasons asthe planet circled the
sun once every 29.5 standard years.

Larson Sands thought of none of this as he made hisway across the park that fronted the hotel where he
and his people were Staying. Saturn’s gravity and length of day were as natural to him as breathing, as
was the elevated timbre of human voices and other sounds transmitted through the city’ s helium-oxygen
atmosphere. Indeed, he had heard recordings that had been modified to simulate what human voices
would sound like in anitrogen-oxygen atmosphere. The women had al sounded like men and lisgtening to
the men had made histhroat ache in sympathy.

The hotel was the Saturn Royale, the best in Port Gregson. When one is bankrupt, Sands reasoned, it is
important to keep up appearances. Otherwise, the city’ s authorities might begin to wonder if
SparrowHawk ’s crew could afford dl the port charges their ship was accumulating down in the landing
bays. The secret to keegping out of debtor’s prison was to ensure not only that the question was never
asked, but aso that it was never even considered.

As he made hisway across the spongy surface of the park, past trees anchored in the light foam of their
planters, Larson’ s thoughts were occupied by the coming interview with Micah Bolin. If anything, the
uneasy fedling Sands had experienced in the bar was even greater now that he had had a chance to sober
up. Whatever Bolin wanted from him, it was obvioudy not anormal privateer’ s contract. Those were
concluded in lawyers officeswith bonus, pendty, and non-performance clauses spelled out for both
Sdesin dreary detail. Thisfurtive meeting in the bowels of the Port Gregson industria district reeked of
something ese entirdly.



Larson found alift and pressed the call button. Moments later he was dropping swiftly toward the lower
levels of the support truss. When he stepped out, he found himself in an enclosed corridor degp inthe
heart of the city. Thiswas awarehouse district where cargo was sorted and stored. Port Gregson's
status as atrading city meant that work never truly ceased in the giant warehouses, but since Second
Night was when most people dept, Larson Sands found the corridor deserted.

Sands walked briskly toward the address scrawled on the back of the card he had been given. The
meeting place was at the end of aside corridor in apart of the city where factory space was available on
ashort-term lease. He rapped quickly on the closed door. A moment later, it opened and he found
himsdlf facing ahard-eyed guard.

“I"'m hereto see Citizen Bolin.”

The guard gestured for him to enter. Sands did so and found himself in alarge compartment whose sole
furnishings conssted of atable, afew chairs, and a battered autokitchen. An upper level office jutted out
over the warehouse facility. The trand ucent office window glowed with interior light. The guard directed
Sands up aset of airs. He climbed them quickly and was about to knock when Micah Bolin opened the
office door.

“Comein, Sands. Welcome.” The bald man held out ahand and grasped Larson’sin afirm grip. Bolin
was gill dressed in the expensive suit and jewelry that he had worn in the Alouette Bar. Something about
his posture suggested to Sands that he was more at home in auniform. What had begun as astray
thought quickly grew into astrong conviction as Sands watched his potential client move back to the
desk at the far end of the enclosure. Bolin walked in the unconscious gait of aman pacing the bridge of
anarship.

The furnishingsinsde the office were only dightly less spartan than those outside. Whoever Bolin was, he
obvioudy had not been the occupant for long and did not appear to be staying for any great period. Bolin
offered him aseat in front of the battered desk on which an eectronic tablet was open and operating.

113 Coff%?’
“Thank you, yes.”

Boalin spoke briefly into the comm unit on hiswrist, and moments later, Sands heard a set of footsteps
climbing the stairs outside. The door opened and athird man appeared. He had amilitary air about him,
too. The-- orderly? -- poured coffee from a plastic brewer into two insulated cups, then handed oneto
Sands. The privateer checked the temperature indicator built into the side of the cup to make surethe
liquid would not scald him. The action was purely automatic. At the atmospheric pressure under which
Saturnianslived, water did not boil until it reached 180°C.

Micah Bolin took the second cup and st it on his desk. He then waited for the orderly to leave. The bald
man regarded Sands with a penetrating gaze.

“Where were you born, Sands?’ he asked without preamble when they were alone once more.
“Sorrell Three”
“That isin the South Equatorid Bdlt, isit not?’

Sands nodded. “1t isnow. We started out in the South Temperate Belt. They moved the city when | was
ten. My father is<till paying his share of the assessment.”

“An agriculturd city, isn'tit?’



“We grew grapes and made them into wine.”

“Ah, yes. | had aglass of Sorrell champagne once. Quitetasty as| remember. How does the son of
vintners get to be a privateer?’

Sands shrugged. “I didn’'t want to be afarmer. Y ou have me a adisadvantage, Citizen. Y ou havetold
me precious little beyond your name. Who do you represent?’

“That is confidentid.”
“I won't work blind.”
“Y ouwon't haveto. But you will learn the name only when I’ m ready to tell you.”

“I can keep asecret,” Sandsreplied. “A privateer who can't keep his mouth shut concerning his clients
quickly discoversthat he hasnone.”

“The same goesfor peoplein my professon,” Bolin said.
“Then you aren’t representing your own city?’

“No, of coursenot. Like you, | am aprofessiond. | was engaged by my sponsorsto find someoneto do
ajob for them.”

“What sort of job?’

“A raid. Although it isto look like asimple grab for resources, the primary purposeisto bring political
pressure to bear.”

“A rad againg whet city?’

Bolin smiled. The expresson did not help hislooks. “ That information will comelater aswdll. First | must
know whether you are the right man for the job.”

“Y ou seem to have learned agreat deal about me aready. What more do you need to know?’

“I have garnered mere facts. Now | must know what sort of man you are.” Bolin glanced down at the
desk. Hereached out to key his electronic tablet. There was a quiet beeping noise after which Bolin
began to read aoud as glowing text scrolled up the flat screen. “Larson Clarke Sands. Age 32. Asyou
said, the son of prosperous merchants aboard Sorrell 3. Y ou attended the Aeronautical School at Nueva
Rhoem briefly, but |eft after getting into afight with one of the other students. Y ou returned home, tried
to work in the family business, then joined a privateer crew under Gentleman Jacques Le Vecque. You
took part in the Battle of the Cusp on the winning side. Y ou used your bonusto invest in aship of your
own. Y ou returned home briefly to recruit your younger brother. The two of you served anumber of
citiesover thelast five years. Y our brother was killed two weeks ago during the battle between New
Philadel phiaand the Northern Alliance and you have been grieving hisloss ever ance.”

“You didn’'t cometo Port Gregson looking for just any privateer,” Sands said, trying to control hisrisng
anger. “Why me?’

“Y ou would seem to be uniquely suited to the task a hand. Tell me, why did you sSign up with New
Philadel phia? Surdly you must have known that the Del phiswould be no match for the Alliance.”

Sands shrugged. “We didn’t expect the argument to come to blows. We thought agood show of force
would be enough to dissuade the Alliance. Obvioudy, we werewrong. They were set on annexing



another helpless city and nothing we could have done would have stopped them.”
“Y ou bdieve the Alliance to beimperididic then?’

“Anyonewho doesn't isafool.”

“How would you like the opportunity to avenge your brother’ s death?’

Sands sat suddenly upright, asurge of adrenaine boiling through hisveins. He had thought of littleelse
these past two weeks. Despite hisreaction, he answered cautiously, “How do | go about doing that?”

“The Allianceis pressuring my sponsorsto join them. Those| servewould liketo divert their attention.”
“By raiding them?’

Bolin nodded.

“What do they want usto do? Waylay one of their freighters?’

Bolin' s eyesflashed with someinner emaotion. After amoment, he said, “Nothing so minor. Thetarget is
to be Cloudcroft, the Alliance capital!”

#

Kimber Crawford sat in the spacecraft lounge and watched the deep canyon of North Temperate Belt
glide by around her. Kimber was dark haired, with awide face that had inherited the bet traits of severd
of her polyglot ancestors. Like most Titanians, shewaswell above average in height. Titan had largely
been settled by people from Lunato whom Saturn’ s gravity had seemed oppressive. Although fifty
percent larger than Earth’ smoon, Titan' slower dendty gaveit anearly identicd gravity field. As
humanity had learned early in the twenty-first century, people who live under low geestend to grow tall.

It had been five hours since the Titanian freighter had dipped under the Ring to enter the vast envel ope of
hydrogen and helium that is Saturn’ s atmosphere. Four times the ship dipped among the outermost wisps
of gas before rising once again to space. Each entry shed part of the freighter’ s 23 kilometer per second
orbital speed. After three hours spent porpoising between atmosphere and vacuum, the freighter dove
into the rarified atmosphere for the last time. Asit dropped toward the distant cloud tops, it was bathed
in asheath of superheated plasmathat lit up the Saturnian night.

The full entry into atmosphere was the most dangerous part of any ship’sreturn from space. If avessd’s
entry angle were too steep, itswings would snap off under the stress and its broken body would plunge
out of control toward the unseen liquid hydrogen sea below. Kimber could not imagine amore horrible
death than lying strapped into an accel eration couch while waiting to be crushed and broiled to desth.

She was breathing easier now that particular danger was past. The freighter had successfully made the
trangition from spaceship to fusion-powered aircraft an hour earlier, and was even now gpproaching
Cloudcroft. It was Second Night outside and Kimber could make out the bright string of pearlsinthe
distance that were the Alliance cities. Shefdt rather than heard the change in the ship’ sengines asthe
captain reduced power for the fina gpproach. The change caused atransformation in her mood. She had
been sightseeing primarily to take her mind off the difficult task ahead. Now that they were amost there,
she reviewed the speech she would give at the welcoming ceremony that waited in Cloudcroft’ slanding
bay. Thiswas her first diplomatic mission and she was anxiousto see it succeed.

Because Saturn’ s rocky core was covered by severa thousand kilometers of superhot liquid hydrogen
under enormous pressure, the planet’ s supply of metals was beyond reach. For that reason, humanity



depended on Saturn’ smoons for its stocks of metals and a number of important inorganics. There were
mining colonies on Dione, Rhea, and Titan. The mines on Titan were the largest and most productive,
making the Titanian colonists a power to be reckoned with.

Envon Crawford, Kimber’ sfather, was the Factor of Titan. Crawford had held his position for nearly
twenty years and hoped that his daughter would one day succeed him in office. To thisend, he had begun
Kimber’ straining at an early age. When she was old enough, he had dispatched her to
Oxford-in-the-Clouds, the preeminent university on Saturn. Four years of hard work had earned her a
Masters Degreein Industrid Economics. She had planned to go for her doctorate, but had been called
home when her mother fell ill two years earlier. She acted as her father’ shostess at officid functions
following her mother’ s death. To her own surprise, she discovered atdent for the give and take of
diplomacy. Aspart of her training, the eder Crawford appointed her to head the annua trade misson to
negotiate copper prices with Titan'slargest customers. Their first stop was to be the Northern Alliance.

“WEe re beginning our approach to Cloudcroft, Miss Crawford,” avoice said from behind her. “ Captain
Nyquist saysthat you can observe from the cockpit if you like.”

“I would likethat alot, Miled” shetold the grizzled flight engineercum steward.

The freighter’ s pilot glanced over his shoulder as she entered the darkened cockpit. Saturn’sring wasa
broad arch to their left and Cloudcroft was a brilliantly lit pearl directly ahead. Far off through the night,
she could seethe lightning flashes that punctuated the flyway’ s nearby wall. The laminar flow that marked
the flyway came to an abrupt end at the cloud wall. Any city that crossed the boundary was ligble to be
torn asunder within afew minutes. Even if they survived, the first rainstorm they encountered would so
weigh them down with condensate that they would dip into the depths.

Asthey approached the lighted balloon that was their destination, they were able to make out athin dark
band circling itswaist. Thiswas outer edge of the support truss. Flashing lights marked the openings
where ships could dip insde the vast structure. The freighter banked and dowed, suddenly dropping to a
speed where the wind whistling across the wings could no longer support its weight. There was another
changein the pitch of the engines as the underjets came dive. Thefreighter dowed even more.

“Cloudcroft Approach Control, thisisGotham out of Titania. We arein your outer approach zone, ready
to come aboard.”

“We have you on our screensGotham . Place your controlsinto auto.”
“Auto engaged.”
“Veay welGotham . You will beariving in Landing Bay Number Six. Stand by.”

The pilot removed his hands from the controls and sat back in his seat. The freighter hovered for a
moment longer, then smoothly did forward. The city grew until it filled the windscreen. Kimber watched
asthelanding hatch swelled to displace everything esein view. Then, with abarely perceptible bump,
they were down on the landing ledge that jutted out from the cavernous open bay. A few seconds later,
mechanica arms reached out to hook a cable into the spacecraft’ s nose and they were pulled insde the
oversize shiplock.

Oncethrough the lock, they found themsalvesin agiant bay lit by overhead flood lamps. A crowd of
dignitaries began to form up on the far Sde as Kimber did out of her seat. She took a deep breath and
headed for the midships lock. The moment of truth was upon her.



Chapter 4: Plot and Counterplot

“Raid Cloudcroft?Are you out of your fucking mind?”

Bolin leaned back in his chair and gazed at Sands through steepled fingers. “1 don’t believe so. Are you
saying that it can’t be done?’

“I’'m saying that only afool would try! The Alliance fleet isthe strongest in the North Temperate Belt.
Bdieveme, | should know! If we were to approach within ahundred kilometers without clearance, they
would blast us out of the sky.”

“What if away can be found through the patrols and sensor nets? What if you could board Cloudcroft
undetected?”’

“Then we might get away with someloot. Butit's<till alousy idea”

“Why?

“Look, Citizen,” Sands said, “asuccessful privateer needs more than afast ship and acrew willing to risk
their lives. Raiderswho want to die in bed learn to choose their targets with the same care they put into
the genetic makeup of their children. Firgt, thereisthe matter of finding theright victim. Y ou need acity
that has accumulated enough wedlth to justify therisk, but not so much that they can put alot of
resources into retribution. Once raided, most citieswould rather strengthen their defenses than fund a
punitive expedition. The Northern Alliance looks at things differently. If we are successful, there will be
no escape for my crew and me. They will track usto Alpha Centauri if they have to. Once they’ ve caught
us, they’ll wring the name of your sponsor out of us and then send afleet to punish them.”

“And if we can keep you and your people safe?’
“They’ll dill havether suspicions”

“That you can count on,” Bolin said. “In fact, weare counting on it. Without evidence, however, their
suspicionswill be unfocused. They will lead the Alliance leaders to become frustrated and more than a
little paranoid. They will suspect everyone and launch an investigation. That will monopolize ther attention
for avery long time, thereby taking the pressure off my clients.”

“You hope,” Larssaid sarcagticaly.

“Bedieve me, Sands, we have planned thismost carefully. The operation isfar subtler than it might first
appear. By raiding Cloudcroft, wewill be exploiting an exigting schism in the Alliance leadership. The
New Philade phiacrisis was precipitated by the Militarists on the Alliance Council. Kelt Ddishaar, the
first councilor, opposed them on the matter. Heis an Accretionist; one who believesthat the Alliance
god of worldwide hegemony is better served through subversion and the use of political and economic
pressure. The Militarists apparent success has badly damaged his prestige. That iswhy heis behind the
effort to pressure my clientsinto joining the Alliance. Heistrying to rehabilitate his position with the rest
of the council.

“Inraiding Cloudcroft, we have the opportunity to embarrass both factions. The ruling council believes
their citiesto be impregnable. We will prove them wrong. If we are successful, the council islikdy to
dissolveinto an orgy of recriminations. At the very least, we hope to topple the militarist |eadership. With
luck, we can damage the manifest destiny faction aswell.”



“Thereis till the problem of keeping my identity and that of my people secret,” Sands said.
“You will, of course, be masked from head to toe.”
“What about my ship?’

“Wewill disguisethat aswell. Thefact that you fly an Air Shark is one of thereasons| choseyou. That is
the vessdl of choice among many civic navies. We will make it appear that your vessd isone of those
disguised as a privateer. | have aso arranged for one of the southern citiesto employ you. Asfar asthe
records will show, you were ahundred thousand kilometers distant from Cloudcroft at the time of the
rad.”

“Let’shear your plan for approaching Cloudcroft undetected.”

Bolin nodded and keyed an ingtruction into histablet. Using graphics screens, he detailed how the capital
of one of Saturn’s most powerful nations could be approached without detection. Despite his wariness,
Sands had to admit that the plan might work. It had the advantage of being both smple and clever,
athough possibly too much so. When the bald man finished, Sands shook his head.

“I"'m sorry, but you' Il have to find someone ese. | won't risk my ship and crew on such aventure.”
“Y ou haven't asked about your fee.”
“Whatever you're paying, it isn't enough.”

Boalin continued with no sign of having heard him. *In addition to your ownSparrowHawk , there will be
threelarge freightersinvolved intheraid. Y our fee will be haf of everything taken.”

Sands blinked. The offer was unprecedented in its generosity. The going rate was ten percent. Still, he
was not tempted and told Bolin so.

“It' snot enough?’
“Y ou haveto be diveto enjoy your wedth.”

“True, | suppose,” Bolin said. He sighed heavily. “Well, | tried. | must ask that you not spesk of thisto
anyone, not even your crew.”

Sandslaughed. “Y our secret issafe. Bieve me, | wish you well. If you pull it off, it will pay the bastards
back for murdering Dane. | just don't think you have much of a chance.”

Boalin stood and extended his hand. “We d have more with you than without.”
Sandstook the proffered hand. “It doesn’t take much to improve on zero.”

He was hafway to the door when Bolin spoke again. “1 was surprised that you could afford the Saturn
Royale and Port Gregson' sfees after the Delphi debacle. Losing privateers are not often paid. Y ou must
have been extraordinarily fortunate!”

“WEe ve enough savingsto tide us over,” Sands said. Despite his best effort, ahint of defensiveness had
crept into hisvoice.

“Then you should have no trouble convincing the authorities of your credit balance should they ask.”

“Your point?’



“Only that if you accept my offer, | will advance you whatever funds are necessary to clear up your bills
here. Such payment would, of course, be in addition to the fee | have dready offered.”

Sands sighed and returned to his seat. “What makes you think that | won't say yes now, then refuseto
go through with it once we' rein the clear?’

Boalin tapped histablet. “Among other things, those who know you say that you are trustworthy. I'm
willing to bet on their good opinion of you.”

#

Kimber Crawford sat in front of her mirror and gpplied thefina touchesto her makeup for the evening.
She had been aboard Cloudcroft for three days and was beginning to despair ever wrapping up the new
trade agreement. So far, al the talks had taken place between her own technical team and the low-level
functionaries of the Alliance sMinistry of Resources. Tonight shewould st with thefirst councilor a a
banquet in her honor, and would try to get some of the sticking points resolved.

She had chosen her wegpons for the evening with care. Her gown wasin astyle that had been popular
on Earth just before the evacuation. 1t was cut from ablack tranducent materia that reveded asmuch as
it concedled. Her hair was piled on top of her head to emphasize her height and held there by an
intertwined chain of copper links. Her jewelry was dso of hammered copper with turquoise insets, the
work of some ancient Navg o craftsman.

She had judt finished perfuming herself when her gpartment’ s annunciator chimed. Sherosein arustle of
fabric and crossed the room to answer the door. Outside in the hallway was Ganther Bartlett; her father’s
most trusted servant and her own second in command.

“Comein, Ganth,” she sad, gesturing himinside.

“You are very beautiful thisevening, Kim,” the old man said. He entered the gpartment, closing the door
behind him.

“Arethe othersready?’

“Everyoneisinthar finery. They will leave for the banquet in another fifteen minutes. Snceyou arethe
guest of honor, we can delay abit longer.”

Bartlett walked awkwardly to an easy chair and plopped down in it with asigh. Hewastroubled by a
permanent stoop that caused him to hobble dightly as he walked.

“Isyour back gtill giving you trouble?’

He nodded. “It’ sthe damned gravity. | should have let one of my assstants handle thisone.”

“Why didn't you?’

Heamiled. “I guess|’m just an old war-horse who rushed to the sound of the guns once too often.”

“I think you were drafted by my father to keep an eyeon me.”

“| could have said no.”

“I wonder,” Kimber replied.

“Taking about it just magnifiesthe pain. What say we take my mind off it by going over afew things?’



“By dl means” shereplied, returning to the small stool that sat in front of the dressing mirror. Asshe
finished her makeup, she could see Ganth over her shoulder in the mirror. “What about this new
arrangement they’ ve been hinting at? Have you found out anything more?’

He shook hishead. “ Only more of the same. Apparently, Ddishaar is going to broach the subject tonight
at the banquet. Matlin continuesto hint that we will be very impressed by their proposa. Herefusesto
elaborate further.”

“What do you suppose they’re up to?’

“That'shard to say,” Bartlett said cautioudy. As he did so, he gestured toward his ears and then at the
surrounding walls, sgnding that there might well be listening devices present. It was easily the tenth time
he had warned her of eavesdropping sincetheir arrival.

“Well, perhapswewill find out thisevening.”
“Perhaps,” he agreed.

They spent the next quarter hour discussing other negotiating points. Their comments were intended for
the benefit of any dlent listeners and were frequently at odds with Titan’ strue positions. When it wastime
to go, Bartlett announced that fact loudly, then climbed painfully to hisfeet and offered Kimber hisarm.

The two of them strode to the tube station a mere one hundred meters distant from Kimber’ s guest
quarters. The apartment wasin awedthy section of the city near the rim and close by the main landing
bay. Their destination was to be Government Tower, somefive kilometers distant at the city’ s center.
They both climbed into the small tube car, which awaited them -- with Kimber hel ping Ganth Bartltt,
make the awkward step down into the car’ sinterior. When they were seated, the car canopy did closed
over them and they were pushed gently into the cushions as the vehicle accel erated into its transparent
guide tube.

Cloudcroft had been built in three levels. The uppermost of these was the city’ smain deck, while two
lower levels extended down into the support truss. Like Smilar structuresin other cloud cities,
Cloudcroft’ s support truss enclosed far more volume -- nearly fifty cubic kilometers -- than the
population could ever use. Thus, the city’ s architecture tended toward very large community spaces
enclosed by lightweight composite panels.

Also typicd of Saturnian cloud cities, many of Cloudcroft’ s community spaces had been turned into
dioramas that duplicated scenes from Earth. The tube car whisked through severd cavernous shopping
arcades and parks on its way toward the city’ s center. One such smulated an Earth forest asseenon a
moonlit night, while another housed rolling plainsin which large brown animals grazed. Holographic
projections hid the far walls of each, making it appear that they extended to adistant horizon. Asthey
whisked from compartment to compartment, Kimber noticed that the tubeway seemed to be following a
small stream that was the sole unifying feature through each of the dioramas.

Asthe car neared its destination, the trangparent tubeway broke through the upper deck and arched
upward toward Government Tower. It was near Second Dusk and the sun was low on the horizon,
turning the western sky into agolden sheet of fire. The sun wasatiny glowing globe of misshapen light as
it sank toward the distant clouds.

They wereout inthe air only afew seconds before entering Government Tower at itstenth level above
the main deck. The tower was one of seven structures that supported the city’ s habitat barrier. It so
enclosed alarge duct through which heated hydrogen flowed upward from the powerplant dangling far
below. By modulating the flow of hegt to the gasbag, the city engineer maintained Cloudcroft’ s atitude at



the desired level. Severd smaler power plants had been built within the support trussfor additiond lift
capability, but the radiation hazards associated with their operation limited them to use during
emergencies.

Kimber and Ganth Bartlett were thrown forward as the car dowed to a stop insde Government Tower.
The tube station was noticeably more posh than the one they had left. Asthe canopy retracted with a
quiet hissing noise, an officer of the Alliance Marines strode toward them across the landing platform. He
clicked his heels asthey handed over their engraved invitations, and then punched aseries of codesinto a
portable computer terminal. Satisfied, he ordered an enlisted Marine forward and directed him to teke
them to the main banquet hall. They followed their guide through amaze of corridors. When they reached
asmadl anteroom, they found Halan Matlin, the chief Alliance negotiator waiting for them.

“Ah, thereyou arel” Matlin said.

“Good evening, Resources Minister!” Bartlett said, bowing to his counterpart. “I hopewe aren't late.”
“Not at dl,” Matlin replied. “ The other members of your party went in about ten minutes ago.”
“Itiskind of you to walit for us,” Kimber said, extending her hand in order that Matlin could kissit.
“All part of my duties” hesaid. “ Shal wegoin?’

“By dl means”

The minister led them down along hall to ahigh set of double doors. He whispered something to a
uniformed servant stationed outside, who spoke quietly into a headset. A moment later, the doors swung
open and both Kimber and Ganth Bartlett heard their names being announced over the hdl’ s public
address system. A smdll orchestra that had been playing softly in the background fell sllent and heads
turned in ther direction. After amoment’ s hesitation the crowd gpplauded them.

Hallan Matlin led them toward a heavyset man who rushed forward to meet them.

“Miss Kimber Crawford, Mr. Ganther Bartlett, may | present the First Councilor of the Alliance, Citizen
Ket Dalishaar. Citizen, the leader and chief negotiator of the Titanian trade delegation.”

“Welcometo Cloudcroft, Miss Crawford,” Daishaar said, bending to kiss her hand. He did it with more
flourish than Matlin hed.

“Thank you, First Councilor. It's good to be here.”

“I'm sorry | was unable to meet you when you arrived. My duties have kept me rather busy of late. The
recently concluded New Philade phia crisis has the government working overtime.”

“| understand perfectly,” Kimber purred in her most diplomatic tone. “We ve been led to believe that
your Excellency will have anew proposal for usthisevening.”

“If you are willing, after the banquet | would like to give you a preview of aproposa we will be making
at tomorrow’ s session.”

“Excdlent!” Kimber responded.
“Thatis, if youaren't tootired.”

“I"m never too tired to talk business.”



“Then you are a person after my own heart, Miss Crawford. Come, let’ sfind our seets and get the
fedtivitiesstarted.”

“By dl means, First Councilor. Lead theway.”
#

The banquet was interminable. Each of the courses was punctuated by windy speeches. By the third
such, Kimber had consumed enough champagne that she was beginning to fed light headed. For themain
course, she switched to the bitter coffee that was the specidty of one of the Alliance agricities. She sat to
Dalishaar’ sright while Ganther Bartlett sat between two beautiful women farther down the table. The rest
of the Titanian del egation was spread around various tables throughout the banquet hall.

“An excellent feadt, Citizen,” shetold Dalishaar as waiters cleared away the remains of chicken Kiev and
potatoes au gratin.

“Thank you, Miss Crawford. | only wish your father were here to partake of it.”

“Hewould have liked to come. His doctor would not alow it. Too much strain on his heart.”
“So my negotiators have told me.”

“About this plan you will be presenting tomorrow...”

Ddlishaar held up one hand in a cautioning gesture. “ Please, thisis hardly the place to speak of business.
Ah, here comes the entertainment!”

The orchestra struck up an old Earth song as an acrobati ¢ troupe entered through a side door and
dispersed through the hall. Despite her impatience at getting on with business, Kimber had to admit that
they were quite good. Midway through their act, she was struck by how medieva a scenethey
presented. It was dmost asthough Dalishaar were an ancient king entertaining visiting roydty. All that
was missing were the dogs to clean up table scraps and for the guests to wipe their hands on. Theimage
bothered Kimber. It reminded her that the man Sitting next to her held more power than any medieva
king who had ever lived.

Dessert was served after the acrobats, and as with the rest of the banquet, proved delicious. Kimber
resolved to edt lightly for the next severa daysin order to control her weight. One of the hazards of the
diplomatic life her father had never warned her about was the possibility of getting fat.

Dalishaar abruptly ended the banquet fifteen minutes later. He left by aback entrance, taking alarge
retinue with him and leaving both Kimber and Ganther Bartlett to Halan Matlin.

“What about the rest of our people?’ Kimber asked, gesturing toward where their six negotiators were
gtill engaged in conversation at their respective tables.

“Thefirst councilor asked that only you and Citizen Bartlett attend thisinformal session,” Matlin replied.
“Therewill be plenty of timetomorrow for the techniciansto hammer out the detalls. Tonight ismerdly to
beapreview.”

They followed Matlin to alift that whisked them to the topmost floor of Government Tower. There they
waited in asitting room until aliveried servant informed them that the first councilor was ready to receive
them. They found Ket Dalishaar standing on an open-air balcony beyond the main room of hisliving
quarters. He smiled broadly as Kimber joined him, leaving Ganth Bartlett to confer with Hallan Matlin
insde



“Welcome again, Miss Crawford. What do you think of my city?’
Kimber gazed down at the lights of Cloudcroft. “Very impressive, First Councilor.”
“Not nearly so impressive aswhat lies beyond, eh?’

Kimber gazed out past the lighted rim. It was near second midnight with The Notch high in the southern
sky. To the north, Saturn’ s aurora borealis covered the sky in asheet of slent fire. Stretching out ina
long line beyond the city were the other cities of the Northern Alliance. The cluster was more compact
than it had been the night they had arrived. The nearest city was close enough that she could see
individua buildings atop the support truss.

“It' simpressive, dl right,” Kimber agreed. “Why have you brought your cities so close together?”

Dalishaar explained the need to give the Dardenelles ssorm awide berth. He finished by saying, “That is
why | lovethistime of year. It isthe time when those of usin positions of power can see the results of our
handiwork. The Alliance grows steadily.”

“| suppose the New Philadelphia citieswill be added to the parade by thistime next year,” she said.

Thefirst councilor smiled in the darkness. “ Of course. Those cities acquired under lessthan friendly
circumstances are much more docile when they are part of the larger group. In timethey will cometo
love the Alliance asthose of uswho werebornintoiit.”

“Areyou sure of that?’

“Of course. We have added half our citiesin my lifetime. They will come around intime. Y ou sound as
though you don't gpprove.”

She shrugged. “I can’t afford to approve or disgpprove. The politics of Titan's customers are not my
concern, except insofar asthey affect me.”

“That isaterribly myopic attitude, young lady.”
“It isanecessary dttitude when you ded with as many different groups aswe do.”

“I’'m sorry, but that just won't wash,” he said. Ddishaar’ s voice changed to that of a professor lecturing a
backward student. “ Saturn is humanity’ s home. What happens here isimportant to every man and
woman dive. Eventudly, we will be one people again just as we were during The Evacuation.”

“Under your leadership, of course.”

Ddlishaar shrugged. “Under the leadership of anyone who has the power to make it happen. If not us,
then someone stronger or wiser. In fact, Miss Crawford, that is one of the reasonswhy | want to speak
to you thisevening.”

“Oh?’
“Please, let usstep insde.”

Insde they found haf-a-dozen of Ddishaar’ s advisorswaiting. A beautiful young woman served them
drinks, and then withdrew.

“Now then,” Ddishaar said, seating himself in abig overstuffed chair, “ 1’ ve asked you here tonight to
discuss amore permanent arrangement between Titan and the Alliance than has been possiblein the



past”

“Weareligening, First Councilor,” Bartlett said.

“Wewould like to negotiate an exclusive trade agreement between ourselves and Titan.”
Kimber frowned. “I’'m not sure that will be possible.”

“Hear meout,” thefirst councilor said. “We propose that our two nations enter into along term
agreement. Wein the Alliance will agree to annualy purchase Titanian meta products equa to your
current yearly output. Y ou, in turn, agree not to increase production or to sall to other Saturnian cities.
The advantages of such an arrangement to Titan are obvious. Y ou will have aguaranteed customer
willing to take aknown quantity of product at an attractive price. In effect, you will be freed from the
economic cycle and will no longer haveto invest your hard earned profitsin expansion of facilities.”

“ And the benefit to the Alliance?’

“Those are obvious aswedll. Wewill add metallicsto the impressive list of products we adready market to
our neighbors. That can’t help but enhance our competitive position.”

“And our current cusomers? What will become of them?’

“They will becomeour customers. Wewill honor al exigting contracts, evenif it meanslosing money in
the short run.”

“And how will you pay us?’ Bartlett asked.

“Haf inuniversa credits, haf in commodities. Whatever you like. Wein the Alliance make just about
everything that Titan needs. And sSince more citiesarejoining usal the time, we can offer you an ever
widening array of commodities”

“You are, in effect, asking to be our agents on Saturn.”

“That isoneway of looking at it,” Daishaar agreed. “'Y ou produce the resources and we distribute them.
A naturd divison of labor.”

“Our fleet digtributes our product,” Kimber said.

“Under this agreement, your shipswill ddiver your metasto the Alliance and we will bear the expense of
seeing them transshipped to the ultimate customers.”

“If we go through with such an agreement, it will have the effect of tying Titan to the Alliance.”

“| told you that we believe in the unification of humanity. Isthat such abad thing? In any event, that isthe
offer wewill be making a tomorrow’ s sesson.”

“I will transmit your offer to my father. | must tdll you that thereis virtualy no chance of hisaccepting it.”
“Oh?’

“We Titanians guard our independence jedloudy. We will not exchange it for short-term profits. | will
forward your proposa aong with my own recommendation that it not be accepted.”

Ddlishaar glanced at the others. Severa significant looks were exchanged. When he turned back to
Kimber, his manner was subtly atered.



“I’'m sorry to hear that, Miss Crawford. | can seethat | have not done agood job of explaining my offer.
What say we have aseries of coordination meetings where we can lay out our plan in more detail before
you make any recommendation to your father?’

“Y ouwon't convinceme.”

“Give usachanceto try. In the meantime, thereisliable to be an adverse public reaction if it becomes
known that you are personaly opposed to this plan. To prevent any untoward incidents, | suggest that
you and your people move into Government Tower until negotiations are concluded.”

“I am comfortable where | am, First Councilor.”
“For your own safety, | ing<t. I'm afraid our people won't understand your reticence.”

Ganth Bartlett ood up, hisfacelivid. “ Surely thefirst councilor isn't suggesting that we be held hostage
pending the outcome of negotiations!”

A dow smile crossed Ddishaar’ sface. “ Please, Mr. Bartlett. Let’ sjust say that we will be granting you
increased protection for the rest of your stay aboard Cloudcroft ... no matter how long that may be.”

Chapter 5: Night Flight

Larson Sands stretched inside his environment suit and wished the achein hisarmswould go away. It
had been an hour since he had bailed out of SparrowHawk ’ s hydrogen lock to soar free beneath a
jet-black flight wing. Hisflight had started high above the North Temperate Belt flyway, but the
downdraft had cost him ten kilometers of dtitude. At the sametime, the glowing numbersin hisvisor
navigation display registered atotd distance covered of 120 kilometers. At the beginning of hisflight, the
Northern Alliance cities had been little more than individua specks of radiance glimpsed intermittently
againg the background lightning of the Dardenelles Cyclone. Now they were anecklace of tiny glass
beads strung out against a background of black velvet.

Once each standard year the cities of the North Temperate Belt overtook the Dardenelles Cyclone as
both were blown eastward by the globe girdling winds of the flyway. The centuries old ssorm was so
named because it intruded deeply into the flyway, narrowing the safe passage lane to less than five
hundred kilometers. To avoid being pulled into it, cloud cities bore much closer to the northern cloud wall
than was usual. For the past several weeks, the cities of the Alliance had been arraying themselves
preparatory to passing through the dangerous narrows.

After leaving Port Gregson, SoarrowHawk had rendezvoused with three large air freightersin adeserted
section of the flyway. The fusion-powered aircraft had been taken aboard the largest of the airshipsand
given new markings. Its battered dark blue hull had been painted silver, while garish patches of paint had
been dopped over where itsidentification symbols should have been. The overdl effect was of acity
nava unit that had been hurriedly disguised asa priveteer.

At Bolin’sindgstence, Sands waited until they were safely away from Port Gregson to tell his crew ther
target. He had expected them to want no part in the scheme. Instead, they cheered the opportunity to get
back at the people who had killed Dane. Only Halley Trevanon remained silent. Her brooding had begun
toworry Lars. Of al the members of his crew, he would have expected her to be the most excited.

While the airship crew worked to disguiseSparrowHawk , the three freighters moved to the far eastern



edge of the Dardenelles Narrows. There they would wait just beyond sensor range for Sands's coded
sgnd. If thesgnd did not come by the timethe first Alliance cities registered on their sensors, the
arshipswould disappear into the blue and white vastness.

Just beforeSparrowHawk departed the airship, Micah Bolin had called Sandsto his cabin.
“Drink?’ the bald man had asked amiably.

“Soft drink. I’'m flying, you know.”

“Right.”

Sands Hill felt uneasy around Bolin, but had to admit that he had planned the raid well enough. They
would fly to Cloudcroft on unpowered flight wings under the cover of darkness. The high volume of

el ectromagnetic noise coming from the Dardenelles Cyclone would further mask their gpproach. Bolin
had even provided lists of goods to be taken once they were in control, along with their storage locations
throughout the city. Whoever the recruiter’ s employers were, their spies were good.

Bolin handed Sands hisdrink, did asmall glass rectangle across the desk, and then leaned back in his
chair to regard the privateer serioudy.

“What' sthis?’

“Y our further ingtructions should you succeed. It istimelocked and security coded. We are scheduled to
be safely away by ten hundred hours. Y ou will have one hour after that in which to use the password.
Wait any longer and it forgets everything it knows. If you' re captured, please destroy it.”

“Very well,” Sands said, pocketing therecord tile. “1 presume thistells me the name of my employer.”
“It will direct you to the city where we will split up theloot.”

“How long for your shipsto join us after | makethe cal?’

“Hdf an hour.”

“I'll wait forty five minutes. If you aren't there by then, | grab whatever loot | can and run for it.”

“WE Il bethere. We haven't goneto al thistrouble and expenseto fail now.”

They had reviewed the mission plan onelast time. To minimize therisk of adip, only SparrowHawk 's
personnel would show themselvesto their victims. Bolin's people would stay aboard their shipsand
direct theloading of cargo viacommunicator. SparrowHawk would then cover the getaway of the dower
arships.

The disguised privateer Air Shark departed the small fleet of airships and flew to a spot directly opposite
the Dardendlles Cyclone. For two days, they had orbited insde the turbulent flyway wall, lurching in giant
figure eights through the imbedded stormswhile they waited for their victimsto arrive.

As Cloudcroft drew abreast of their hiding place, Larson Sands, Halley Trevanon, Ross Cranddl, and
Kelvor Reese climbed into the midships hydrogen lock and launched themselves one by oneinto the
night. After adangerous five minutes when they had steered through cloud, they broke out into the clear
and began their long flights toward the largest and brightest pearl in the Northern Alliance.

#



Cloudcroft was no longer atiny, lighted bead in the night. It had grown dowly over thelong, anxious,
lonely minutes -- first to abal the size of achild’ stoy, then to a self-contained world that hovered
between vacuum and the crushing depths of the lower atmosphere. Sandsfelt a shudder go through his
flight gear as he crossed over the city with afull kilometer of dtitude to spare.

The dight shudder was the result of the millions of ergs of heat Cloudcroft’ s gasbag radiated to the
surrounding environment. It was hissignd to bank sharply |eft. The achein hisarms suddenly
disappeared as he spoiled hislift and began hislong downward spird.

The super strong membrane of the gasbag was transparent, but since it wasfilled with hydrogen afull
100°C hotter than the surrounding atmosphere, it glowed awan yellow in hisinfrared visor display.
Shifting streamers of orange and red marked the regions where vagrant breezes cooled the giant balloon.
Deep inside, apoint of blue-white radiance marked the main outlet where hot hydrogen wafted upward
from the city powerplant.

Cloudcroft, like most Saturnian cities, was laid out in aconcentric pattern. Alternating bands of buildings
and open spaces were spread across the support truss' s upper deck. Just below where the heat pipe
discharged into the gasbag was atal tower. Thiswas the seet of the Northern Alliance government and
Sands s primary target.

In addition to providing a conduit for the main city heat pipe, Government Tower was aso the central
support for the habitat barrier. Six smaller towers were arrayed in ahexagona pattern midway between
the city center and itsrim. These provided additiona support for the tent-like membrane that separated
the city’ s oxygen-hdlium atmosphere from the bag' s heated hydrogen gas.

Suddenly the faintly luminescent fabric of the gashag was only afew metersbelow him. With his heart
pounding in hisears, heignored the protests of his muscles and flared hiswing. Thewing stalled out just
as his boots grounded on the yielding surface. He sprawled forward onto hisface, and even while the
fabric of hiswing was collgpsing around him, keyed the switch that would jettison the flight pack. He
crawled out from under the folds of black fabric to get unsteadily to hisfeet. Ashe did so, he glanced
anxioudy skyward.

Thewordt part about the flight had been hisinability to communicate with the others. 1solated and flying
into danger, his mind had conjured up al manner of disasters. He saw Halley and the others blown off
course by the microbursts of wind that punctuate the Saturnian atmosphere. In hismind' s eye, he saw
them turn back while anxioudy calling for him to do the same. Only, his suit radio had been turned off lest
its quiescent radiations give him away. He had seen himsdlf flying done into the jaws of the enemy. It had
taken dl of hiswillpower to keep from breaking radio silence to ask if anyone werewith him.

He had along, agonizing moment as he searched the sky. The Notch was behind him, signaling the fact
that First Dawn was not far off. The Arch wasits usud slver band casting a pale glow over everything.
Suddenly, ablack deltawing eclipsed The Arch. Moments later, Halley Trevanon swept low over him as
shecamein for alanding. He felt the ripple as she touched down on the gashag. Like he had done,
Halley lost her balance and went sprawling. A moment later, she crawled free of her wing and came
running to where he was stlanding on the gently glowing plain that was the top of aten kilometer diameter
balloon.

Seconds later, Ross Crandall and Kelvor Reese aso swept out of the dark sky. Unlike Larsand Halley,
they retained their wings. Sands watched their glowing figures on hisinfrared display asthey moved
awkwardly toward where he stood. Draped as they were, they reminded him of two bats he had once
seenin the Sorrdll Three zoo.



“It lookslikewe dl madeit,” Haley said as soon as she reached him. Her voice was barely recognizable
in his earphones as his externa sound pickup recorded her words. They still dared not use their radios
for fear of discovery.

“Ready with your tape?’

“Ready,” Crandall replied, gesturing with his gauntletted hand toward the large red suspended from his
equipment belt.

“Good. You and Kelvor begin paying it out. Halley, get the detonator wired up.”
“Right, Lars,” she said as she unclipped asmall dectronic device from her belt.

Cranda | and Reese stooped to attach the ends of two long adhesive strips to the gasbag at Sands s feet.
They then launched themselvesinto the air in opposite directions. Asthey soared low acrossthe
membrane, they trailed the tape out behind. Wherever it touched, it stuck. Meanwhile, Halley kndlt & the
intersection of the two strips and attached her small black box to the wires protruding from the adhesive

grips.

By thetime Crandal and Reese returned for a second landing, the detonator’ sarming light glowed a
malevolent red. The detonator contained a hemispheric-field-of-view cameraiin addition to itsfiring
circuits. Anyone who approached it after they left would sound an darm.

“That doesit,” Crandal exulted upon seeing the ruby red light. “We ve got them by the bals!”

Sands nodded. “If only we can tell them what we' ve done before they blow us away. Everyone ready for
Phase Two?’

“Go,” Halley said. Her words were echoed by the other two.

Sands withdrew aknife from his equipment belt and kndlt down. Grasping it overhand, he drove the
point savagdly into the yielding membrane. Thefilm proved surprisingly tough. It was not until the third try
that the point penetrated. After that, he carefully sawed along dit. He hated when the opening was a
meter long. A greenish cast in hisvisor marked it as hot hydrogen boiled upward through therip.

He sheathed hisknife and sat down gingerly on the bag with his boots inserted through the hole. He
placed hisarms over hishead and did forward. A moment later, he wasfdling freely toward the city
below. Flattening out, he spread his arms and legs to assume a stable, nose down attitude. He watched
the city expand with frightening rapidity. When he was three hundred meters above the habitat barrier, he
touched a switch. There was amuffled explosion from his suit backpack and hisflight was halted with an
abrupt tug on his harness. Breathing asigh of relief, he glanced upwards toward the strange device
floating overhead.

Sandswas familiar with rescue balloons. The device above him was smilar in function, but different in
shape. It was agiant parasol with numerous shrouds attached to the bottom of awide canopy. Micah
Bolin had called the device a“ parachute’ and had assured him that it was safe. Sands reached up to
grasp the directiond controls on the harness risers and steer himsalf well clear of the bright exhaust from
the heat pipe. He watched the tall conduit carefully as he descended past its open end. He landed with a
loud thump on Cloudcroft’ s habitat barrier ahundred meters from the pipe.

The habitat barrier was much spongier than had been the gasbag. Unlike the bag, the barrier was not
stretched taut by the weight of the entire city. Sands rolled with the impact, flattened out, and cameto a
Sitting position in the midst of adeep depression. Switching his visor to normal vison, he glanced down.



He was suspended in midair a hundred meters above a park-like expanse of grass and bushes. Nearby
was the foreshortened obelisk of Government Tower. Lighted windows testified to the fact that people
were at work insgde. The upper severd floors of the building were dark. A wide ba cony jutted from the
near Sde of the tower dightly above hisleve. It glowed slver with archlight, but was otherwise dark.

The other three raiders touched down in quick order. Sands was bounced around by the force of their
landings. While he waited for the oscillations to die away, he continued to search below for sgnsthat
their arrival had been noticed. Despite the noise, al was quiet.

For thefirgt time since entering the gasbag, Sands noticed the heat. His suit, which was designed to
protect him from the cold of the upper atmosphere, was no help in the sauna-like gasbag. Already he
was becoming overheated. He scrambled to hisfeet and attempted to climb the dope to where the
habitat barrier overhung the bacony of Government Tower.

Walking atop the membrane proved impossible. As he attempted to stand, Lars found himself at the
bottom of a dope sided hole with no way to climb out. Each time he tried, he would overba ance and fall
down. Since Government Tower was the central support of the tent shaped barrier, each time he
tumbled, herolled further downhill from hisgod.

Lars cursed a being thwarted by so smple athing astrying to sand on the yielding surface of the
membrane. He thought about the problem for amoment, and then began to crawl toward hisgod. It was
undignified, but it worked. He dowly made hisway up the doping membrane until he was directly over
the corner of Government Tower.

The others had smilar problems. They emulated him and were soon crawling on hands and knees toward
the point where he lay atop the membrane. Sands had begun to swest profusely as he pulled out hisknife
and worked at puncturing the habitat barrier. Once again, it took several tries before the point would
penetrate the strong polymer. Then there was aripping sound as he chinned himself on the hilt of his
knife, drawing it down and toward him. A dit nearly two meterslong opened up before him. He moved
back from the dit to avoid tumbling into the opening he had carved. It was twenty meters down to the

bal cony that was his goal, and another hundred to the surface of the support truss deck. He signded the
othersto be careful asthey joined him.

Ross Cranddll sdled up to therip and dug into his suit pouch. He pulled out along strip of adhesive tape.
Sands did the same. They tore away the backing materia and smoothed the sticky stripsto the
membrane. Each gtrip ended in aloop. Halley Trevanon unclipped a climbing linefrom her belt and
passed it through the loops before threading it through the rip in the membrane. The line hung down from
the habitat barrier to the balcony that was their god.

Sandswriggled forward, grasped the linein one hand, and lowered himself through therent in the
membrane. As heleft the overheated environment of the bag, he could not help thinking that he was
exchanging thefrying pan for thefire.

Chapter 6: Cloudcroft

Ket Daishaar had goneto bed late and woke groggily to the fedling of arough hand shaking his
shoulder. Even before he was completely awake, a deegp anger boiled up within him. Whoever disturbed
hisrest would pay dearly for the effrontery. Only the tower guard had the right to enter his bedroom, and
then only in the direst of emergencies.



Emergency!

Ddlishaar’ s eyes came open as he sat bolt upright in bed. He ignored the comely woman beside him as
he turned to the Marine officer whose cold hand rested on his bare shoulder.

“What isit, Colond?’ All thought of deep was gone.

“There are people atop the barrier, First Councilor. They appear to be making their way to a point where
they can rappd onto Government Tower. We must get you to safety.”

“Any ideawho they are?’ Dalishaar asked, ill not unduly darmed.

The colond shook hishead. “ They are wearing environment suits. We picked them up on the topside
scanners when they landed on the barrier.”

“How long have they been up there?’

The officer checked his chronometer. “The first touched down just over one minute ago. | have security
teams deploying in the three rooms that front the bal cony. That will undoubtedly be their point of entry.”

“What do you suppose their misson is?’
“We must assume they are an assassination team, First Councilor. Y ou arethelogicd target.”

“Hmmm,” Ddishaar mused. Suddenly adifferent thought occurred to him. “Perhapsthey areinthe
employ of the Factor of Titan.”

“Cometo rescue Miss Crawford?’

“A digtinct possibility. Have someone check on her and double her guard.” In the ten days since he had
taken Kimber Crawford hostage, Ddlishaar had been negotiating with her father. The Titanian lord was
proving as resistant to reason as his daughter. He would eventually agree to Dalishaar’ s demands, of
course. He had no other choice with Kimber in Alliance hands. Still, when the factor got his daughter
back, it would be difficult to hold him to any agreement he had made under duress. In fact, Ddishaar had
yet to think of away to bind him permanently to the Alliance. If thiswere Titanian team cometo rescue
Kimber Crawford, perhapsits capture could be turned to Dalishaar’ s benefit.

“Youmust leave, Sr,” the colond said, intruding on Ddishaar’ smusings.

“I think you'reright.” He threw back the covers, stood erect, and dipped into alounging robe and
dippers. Heignored his companion of the evening, who was sitting up in bed, clutching the sheet to her
breasts.

Ddlishaar took three long strides to the closet and threw open the door. Behind arack of expensive suits
was a meter-sgquare opening. Heignored his flapping robe as he grabbed the overhead bar and swung his
legsinto the opening. A moment later, he was dipping down along spird dide toward safety. Seconds
later, he emerged from the dideway to plop down on a pneumatic cushion in one corner of the Situation
room located two decks below.

“Sedl the dideway and put the intruders up on the screen,” he ordered the duty officer. He cinched his
robe around him as he walked to stand in front of atrio of oversize screens. They flashed momentarily,
then cleared to show the drama taking place high above his head.

The cameras were mounted near the top of the heat pipe. They gave apanoramic view of the habitat



barrier from above. They were infrared sensitive and showed four people clad al in black making their
way up dope toward Government Tower. Severa discarded aeronautical devices marked where they
had landed. Ddishaar thought he had seen similar gpparatusin history books, but could not remember
precisely when or where.

Thefirst councilor grinned. The idea of gpproaching Government Tower atop the habitat barrier was not
anew onefor assassns. Such an attempt had been made against his predecessor and had very nearly
succeeded. Ever since, cameras mounted high on the sides of the main hegt pipe kept aclose watch on
that particular avenue of approach. Of course, if these intruders were Titanians, they would not know
that. Dalishaar glanced at the chronometer on the wall and was astonished to see that it had been only
ninety seconds since he had climbed out of bed. Somehow, it seemed agreat deal longer.

“What armament can we bring to bear?’

“Nothing very large, First Councilor. We dare not risk amagjor holein the barrier. We could asphyxiate
hundreds.”

Dalishaar nodded. If they blasted the intruders where they lay, it would mean poking agood size holein
the membrane. Without the barrier, the city atmosphere would mix with the hydrogen in the gasbag.
There was no danger of an exploson -- the concentration of oxygen would still be well below that
required to support combustion. However, there would be agood chance that the gas would asphyxiate
those in the parks surrounding Government Tower. The building itself would not be affected. Likedl
enclosad buildingsin the city, it had itsown air supply.

“How many Marines do you havein position?’

“Twenty two, Councilor. In addition to the men we have in your apartments, we have set up defense lines
inal gairwdlsand at each eevator shaft. There is no way to leave the penthouse.”

“Warn your peoplethat | want to take as many dive as possible. | want to know who hired them. We'll
dispose of them after they’ ve answered my questions.”

“Yes, ar.”

Ddlishaar watched as one of the figurestook out aknife and drove it downward into the habitat barrier
membrane. He did thistwice more before forcing arent in the transparent film. Then the intruders
clustered around the rip and began working furioudy a something he could not see. Suddenly, aclimbing
rope dropped through the hole and dangled to the balcony near the ornate table where the first councilor
ate hisbreskfast.

AsDdishaar watched intently, asingle black clad figure dipped through the hole in the barrier and let
himsalf down hand over hand until he stood on the bal cony. The three others quickly followed. From
their slhouettes, at least one of the intruders was awoman. Soon al four were down and spread out
acrossthe balcony in avariety of crouching positions. One of them moved toward the door leading to
Ddishaar’ sliving room.

He picked up a hand communicator and keyed the command circuit. “ Take them now! Remember, |
want prisoners.”

#

Larson Sandsignored his aching muscles as he did quickly down the climbing rope. His boots barely
missed atable carved from solid wood. He crouched behind it and surveyed his surroundings while



listening to outside noises with his sound pickups a maximum gain. He heard and saw no evidence of
movement or interior lights.

Staring upward, he gave Cranddl the high sign. The old privateer helped Haley position hersdf to dip
through the hole. She swarmed down the rope, and then took up station on the opposite end of the
bal cony. Mavor Reese was next, followed finaly by Ross Crandall.

“Everyoneadl right?’ Sandswhispered. When he received three answersin the affirmative, he gestured
for them to move toward the large picture windows that separated the living quarters from the balcony.
The diagram Micah Bolin had shown them placed Ddishaar’ s bedroom on the other side of the tower,
far enough distant that he should not have heard the sounds they had made.

At Sands s signal, Reese moved forward to check whether the door was locked. He had barely touched
the frame when a harsh light flooded the bal cony, pinning each of them where they crouched.

“ Sand up! You are each the target of half a dozen rifles.”

Sands, who was till behind the table, got dowly to hisfeet and raised both hands. The othersfollowed
his example. Within seconds, the doors opened and the ba cony was awvash with Alliance Marines. An
officer infull battle gear strode out to gaze at them. His shoulder tabsidentified him asacolond.

“Which one of you isthe leader of thislittle band?’

“I am,” Sandsreplied, hisvoice curioudy flat asit issued from his suit’ s external speaker. Hiswords were
being fed into his suit’s computer, which substituted el ectronicaly generated speech. That way it would
beimpossiblefor anyoneto identify him later viavoiceprints.

“Drop your wegpons!”
“We have no wegpons,” Sands said, mildly. “Only tools”

The colond seemed not to know how to respond to the claim. A team of unarmed nsdid not fit
his preconceptions. Findly, he asked, “What are you doing here?’

“Thisisarad.”
“You must bejoking! No oneraidsthe Alliance!”

“Precisdly why we chose you,” Sandsreplied. “ Please inform your leaders that we ve rigged akilometer
of pyrotechnic tape and aradio detonator to Cloudcroft’ s gas bag. If we are attacked or any attempt is
made to thwart us, we will setit off. If our ship does not hear from us within aspecified time, they will
detonate the bomb remotely. The detonator will aso explode if anyone tamperswith it. Do you
understand what | am saying to you?’

The colonel suddenly turned ashen. “I’ll have to communicate with my superiors”

“Naturdly,” Sandsreplied. “While you are doing so, pleasetd| First Councilor Dalishaar that | require
him to come here in person. He has five minutesto comply.”

The next few minutes were confused. The four raiders stood in the midst of amilling group of armed
enemies, most of who seemed undecided asto what to do. Larswaited patiently; sure that nothing would
happen until the Alliance rulers verified his clam. He knew they had done so when the Marines began to
filter back into the apartment. They left only the colonel and four of their number behind.



Seconds after that, a man in dippers and an ornate dressing gown appeared. He was overweight, with
small eyes set closetogether in his pudgy face. His hair was thinning, and at the moment, uncombed.

“l am Kelt Dalishaar. How do | know you' ve attached abomb to Cloudcroft?’

“You have dready verified it,” Larsresponded, “or else you wouldn’t have come here.”

“WEe ve searched the top of the gas bag with cameras. We see four irregularly shaped splotches.”
“Those are our flight wings. Thetapeisinvisbleat night. You'll be ableto see it when the sun comes up.”
“In the meantime we' re supposed to take you a your word?’

“Unless you want your city blasted out of the sky. How long do you think you can stay doft with aone
kilometer rip in your gas bag?’

“Not long,” thefirst councilor admitted. “How do we know you won'’t take what you want and then set
off your bomb anyway?’

“Youdon't. You'll just have to hope that we re honest.”
“Right Since | don't appear to have any choicein the matter...”

“Noneat dl,” Sandsreplied. He put all the menace he could into the statement, but once again,
electronics robbed hisvoice of its overtones. Still, he hoped the Alliance rulerswould play it safe. He
was lying. He had no intention of sending acity of 300,000 plummeting into the depths. He hoped
fervently that no onewould risk cdling hisbluff.

“What do you want of us?’ Ddlishaar asked smply. If he wereterrified, he hid it well. Sands could see
the ca culation going on behind those eyes. Bolin had warned him the first councilor was clever.

“I want you to dert dl security forceswithin the city. They areto cooperate fully. That means opening al
vaults and asssting in loading our shipswhen they get here. Please remember that our detonator will be
activefor savera hours after we are gone. If we find we' ve been crossed, | won't hesitate to split this
city wide open.”

“Y ou will have our cooperation.”

“Excdlent. Now then, two of my people will go down to your landing bay to prepare to receive our
ships. They havelists of commoditieswe will be taking away with us. Get your people to work gathering
themup.”

“Colonél, you heard the man! Seetoit.”
“ YS’ s r.u
“Three and Four, go with him! Two, you stay with me.”

Crandall and Reese followed the colond through the open doorway and out into the hal. They entered a
lift and were whisked to the heart of the city. As soon as they were gone, Larson Sandsfdlt atinge of
loneliness. They were four people running acolossa bluff in aseaof enemies. All that was required to
ruin everything was one fool whose bravery exceeded hisintelligence.

“Y ou will guide us someplace where | can contact our ships. Y ou had best hurry. The deadline for
checking in has very nearly expired. Also, | want to be able to oversee operationsin the landing bays.”



“Follow me,” thefirst councilor said. As Sandsfollowed him, he could not help thinking how ridiculous
Ddlishaar looked in his dippers and robe.

#

They wereled to thefirst councilor’s persond office. Sitting on top of the oversize desk was a phone, a
hol oscreen, and acomputer terminal. Sands strode to the high back chair and used the phone to send the
prearranged sgnd that would dertSparrowHawk to their safe arrival. The screen cleared amoment later
and he found himself staring at Brent Garvich and Hume Bailey. Like Sands, they wereencased in
environment suitsto hide their identities.

“We rein control here,” Sandstold Garvich. “Noatify the others and then come running.”

“WEe re on our way. See you in ten minutes.”

The screen went blank and Sands turned to Dalishaar. “All right, now | want to see the landing bays.”
“I'll haveto unlock the surveillance system.”

“Dosn.”

Ddlishaar reached over his shoulder and quickly typed a series of twenty charactersinto the computer
keyboard. Aswith most computer security systems, the password was input manualy to prevent
eavesdropping. The screen lit with aseries of questions. These Daishaar answered verbdlly. At the end
of the series, he turned to Sands.

“Y ou are connected to the city computer with unlimited privileges. Smply state your wishesand it will do
its best to comply.”

“Computer. Generd view of Landing Bay...”

“Sx,” Daishaar prompted. “That isthe main bay and the one where| presume you want your ship taken
aboard.”

“Generd view of Landing Bay Six,” Sands repested.

The screen cleared to show aview from high above alarge cavernous compartment. A group of people
milled around in the middle of the compartment. Two of them were clothed in environment suits.

“Hello, Three,” Sands said into hissuit radio. “I’ ve got you on screen.”

“Here, One,” camethe reply from Ross Crandall. On the screen, one of the figureswaved an arm.
“Theshipisonitsway. Have you given themyour list yet?’

“I have. They’re opening the vaults now.”

“Keep thiscircuit live. If they even look a you funny, report it to meimmediatdly.”

“Ayeaye, One”

Sands ordered the computer to keep Crandall in Sght as he directed his retinue to various storerooms
and vaults. He was working from the list of valuables provided by Micah Bolin. By thetime Cranddl and
Reesefinished ingpecting the third storeroom, it was obvious that Bolin'sinformation was uncannily
accurate. Sands wondered again where Bolin had obtained his data. From the look on Daishaar’ sface,



he was obvioudy wondering the same thing.

As hefinished looking over each vault or storeroom, Crandall detailed severa of thelocasto begin
moving the most valuable itemsto the landing bay. One storeroom contai ned pharmaceuticas worth their
weight iniridium. Another wasfilled with eectronic modules used in safety-critica city systems, and
therefore, highly sdeable anywhere on Saturn. Y et, another was filled with long planks grown in one of
the cities specidizing in wood production. These aone would bring several megacredits on the black
market.

The catd oging of goods was hdted by the arriva of SparrowHawk . Sands watched the entire operation
from Ddishaar’ s office, intent for sgns of treachery. There were none. The Alliance technicians handled
the ship with the same care they would have given the first councilor’ syacht. The landing bay wasavast
open space that dwarfed the fuson-powered aircraft. Y et, even thiswould be too small for Bolin's
arshipswhen they arrived. These would be serviced viaaloading bridge extending outward from the city
support truss.

“Number Two, take over here,” Sands ordered Halley onceSparrowHawk was safely aboard. “If you
see anything suspicious, notify meimmediately. First Councilor, | would like a persondly conducted tour
of thisfacility.”

“Why?

“To see what might be worth taking, of course. Also, | havealist of art objects from your museum |
want delivered to the landing bay.” He fished the prepared list out of his pouch and handed it to
Ddishaar.

Thefirst councilor’s scowl degpened as he scanned the list. Even though the artwork would be virtually
impossibleto fence, itslosswould infuriate the Alliance rulersin away high vaue industrial goods never
would. Hopefully, their fury would heighten the intengity of their recriminations.

“Any problem?’

“None,” Ddishaar responded through clenched teeth. He handed thelist to one of his subordinates and
ordered him to take care of it. He turned to Sands and asked, “Where would you like to begin your
tour?’

“The city computer.”

Cloudcroft wastypica of most Seturnian citiesin that the city computer was located within the sest of
government. Indeed, as far as much of the citizenry was concerned, the computerwas the governmen.

On the way to the computer center, Sands recognized two paintings hanging in corridors as having been
done by Old Masters. One was a Smithson from the twenty-first century, the other a twentieth century
Warhol. Sands ordered them taken down and delivered to the landing bay. He did the same for two
vases that might (or might not) have been ancient Chinese.

The computer center was alarge, well-lighted place where white-coated acolytes serviced the big
machine that ran the city. The chief technician hurried toward them with a cluck of disgpprova as Sands,
thefirst councilor, and three Marines pushed past aseries of sgnsforbidding entry to al but authorized
personnel.

“Y ou shouldn't be here, First Councilor.”

Dalishaar explained the situation in afew well-chosen words that caused the computerist to turn abright



crimson. After that, Sands asked, “Where do you keep your archival copies?’
“We send them over to Murphiston.”
“What' sthat?’

“Another Alliance city. If we wereto have amagjor computer failure, they can get the archives back to us
in amatter of an hour or s0.”

“Y ou don't keep copies here?’

The computerist hesitated for along moment until Dalishaar growled, “Tell him, Alver. Itisn't worth
destroying Cloudcroft over.”

“Ah, we have working copies here, of course.”
“Where?’

“Behind that door.”

“Openit.”

The computerist opened the door to reved adatavault. Thousands of domino-sized memory tileswere
arrayed in floor-to-ceiling racks. These were the archiva copies of al information contained in the
Cloudcroft city computer. Congdering the storage capacity of asingle memory tile, the magnitude of the
recorded information was staggering.

Sands made a show of scooping up an empty wastebasket into which he then began loading tiles. He
carefully compared the file numbers of thetileswith alist from his pouch before putting them into the
basket. Despite his apparent care, the list was afake. He was working entirely at random. Like the theft
of Cloudcroft’s artworks, his actions were intended to sow suspicion and mistrust in the enemy ranks.

Mixed among the mundane records that clutter any city computer are agreat many valuable secrets. The
trick isto find them. Had he taken the entire computer archive, it would have been the work of centuries
deciphering dl the security-coded information. By appearing to take specific tiles, Sands was giving the
impression he was after specific pieces of information. The Alliance rulerswould naturaly review what he
had taken, looking for cluesto hisidentity. Since there was no red significanceto hisacquigtions, he
hoped he was giving them a headache from which it would take monthsto recover.

Sands removed asmall net bag from his pouch and poured his ersatz treasureinto it. He then clipped the
bag of tilesto his equipment belt and ordered the Marines to dump the remaining archives on the floor.

Therest of their exploration of Government Tower proved anticlimactic. It was getting time for the
arrshipsto join them when Sands called the charade off. They were returning to Daishaar’ s office when
they encountered two guardsin acorridor.

“What'sin here?’ Sands asked, gesturing toward the nondescript doorway the guards flanked.

“VIP quarters” thefirst councilor replied. “They are currently occupied by the head of the Titanian trade
delegation.”

1] OFH] up.”

“| assure you that there is nothing of vaue within.”



“| said openit!”

Ddlishaar gestured abruptly to amember of their retinue, who moved forward and keyed a code into the
door lock. The door did open to revea two more guardsinside.

“Get out,” Ddishaar ordered sharply. Thetwo did asthey weretold. Thefirst councilor stepped back
and gestured for Sands to enter.

Sands did s0. Seated on the couch, staring at him with asurprised look on her face, was the most
beautiful woman he had ever seen.

Chapter 7: To Loot A City

“Who are you, Citizen?’ Sands asked as the woman climbed to her feet. She wastal; with aheart
shaped face framed by hair as black as space. Her green eyesflicked back and forth between him and
the disheveled Kelt Dalishaar.

“My nameisKimber Crawford. My father is Envon Crawford, the Factor of Titan. I’m aprisoner here.”
HWM!

“Thefirgt councilor istrying to force my father into trade concessions. He' s holding me and our entire
delegation prisoner until my father agreesto his demands.”

“Will he? Agree, that is?’

She laughed. The sound was musicd. “ The sun has a better chance of healing itsef tomorrow. Who are
you?”

“My associates and | are currently raiding Cloudcroft.”

“A rad?’ Kimber asked, clasping her hands together like achild on Chrissmas morning. “ So that’s
what’ s happening! They rousted me out of bed, but would not tell me what was going on. No chance that
my father hired you to rescue me, isthere?’

“I"'m afraid not.”

“Too bad. Still, that’ s no reason we can’t improvise, isit? Let my people go and my father will reward
you handsomely.”

“I’'msorry, but | have no way of getting you to Titan.”
“No problem. We have our own ship.”
“How would | collect the reward?’

She thought for amoment, and then pulled an expensive ring from her finger. She held it out to him.
“Here. Present thison Titan and demand whatever you think fair. Father will honor the debt.”

He made no moveto take the ring. Instead, he considered her proposal. If this beautiful lady were indeed
the daughter of the Titanian leader, getting her away from Ddishaar would be reward enough. Not only
would it take the Alliance’ s mind off Micah Bolin' s clients, it would be one more smal revengefor



Dane€ smurder.

“You don't mind if thislady and her people leave Cloudcroft, do you, First Councilor?’ Ddishaar’s
scowl was al the answer he needed. He turned back to Kimber. “We will be here approximately one
more hour. If you can get your ship ready by then, we will see you away from the city. After that, you will
be on your own. | think | should warn you that the whole Alliance fleet is probably waiting for us out
there”

“You get usout of thiscity and we ll dotherest.”
“Very well. Thefirst councilor will issuethe orders”

Ddlishaar turned to the same aide who had relayed Sands s earlier demands. He instructed him to see
that the Titanian spacers and trade delegation were conducted to the landing bay, and that their ship was
removed from storage.

“Isthat satisfactory?’ Sands asked Kimber when the Alliance leader had finished.
“Very!” Shethrugt thering at him once again. “To clam your reward.”
“No reward is necessary. | have my own reasons for freeing you.”

“Then take it as atoken of gppreciation. It isnot every day adamsd in distressisrescued by aknight in
armor of midnight black. Aren’'t you hot ingde that suit.”

“Very!” hereplied as he took the ring from her. For one brief moment, she squeezed tightly enough that
he could fed her fingersthrough his gauntlet. He dipped the ring into a pouch, said goodbye, and
directed Ddishaar to guide him back to the office where they had |eft Halley.

Dawn was breaking over the flyway as hergoined Haley. Thefirg of Bolin'sairships had arrived with
the sun. They watched as the freighter approached the city on the holoscreen, its flanks golden. As soon
as the ship had poked its blunt nose into a docking ring, the cargo handlersran aloading bridge out toit.
Theairship’s bow hatch opened and a steady stream of booty began to flow insde.

“We'realittle ahead of schedule,” Halley reported.

“Excdlent,” Sandsreplied, glancing at his hemet chronometer. It had been 43 minutes sincethey had first
touched down on Cloudcroft’ s gashag and 27 since he had sent the * come hither’ message. “ Anything to

report?’

“No problems. | have been monitoring the signal from the detonator. No one has gone near it, dthough |
did see an aircraft fly over about ten minutes ago.”

Sandsturned to Ddishaar. “What aircraft?’

“Probably just acommercid flight that hasn't heard of your presence.”
“Morelikely one of your military craft making sure our bomb isredly there”
“No. | assureyou that | have given very dtrict orders.”

“Y ou have donewell up until now, First Councilor. | would hate to see your city destroyed because
someone got doppy. Perhaps you should reiterate your ordersthat no aircraft isto approach this city.
None. Zero. If we detect any nava units heading out into the flyway, wewill act appropriately. Do we
understand each other?”’



“I will reissuethe orders,” Dalishaar replied. Ever sncethey had left the VIP gpartment, the first
councilor’slip had tended to curl up when he talked. Sands wondered if he were aware of the change.
Hetook it asasign that his victim had been servile for about aslong as he intended to.

“I need to discuss something with you,” Halley said. “ Alone.”

“Right. First Councilor, please wait outside with your men. And relax. We' |l be gone within the hour and
you' |l have your city back.”

When Dalishaar and his people had left, Sands reached for a cable on hisbelt, extended it, and plugged it
into amating receptacle on Halley’ s suit. They could now talk fredly without fear of eavesdropping.

“While you were gone, Lars, | did some poking around the councilor’ s desk.”

“And?

“See the drawers on the right? They are fakes. He has a computer in there. A big one.”
“A private machine?’ Sands asked, suddenly interested.

Hdley nodded, causing her suit visor to reflect the early morning light that was flooding in through the
window.

“Apparently he doesn’t trust the city computer,” Halley said.
“Interesting. Any way to access hisfiles?’

“No, | tried. | can get asfar asthe system menu. After that, | keep running into password blocks. What
doesthat tell you?

“That the first councilor hasalot of secrets. How do we go about learning them?”
“Threaten to blow up the city if he does't give us the passwords?’

Sands shook his head. “If he has anorma security system, he'll have an entire batch of fakefilesfor just
such an eventudity. Probably more than one, in fact. He will give us the wrong passwords, and we will
get bogus data. Besides, you saw how heisacting. I’d say we' ve pushed him about as far aswe dare.”

“Truth srum?’
“Fine. Wheredo wefind any?’
“We could order it up from thelocd hospita.”

“No, they would probably just give us a syringefilled with distilled water. Besides, it would take too
much time. We have a schedule to maintain. Y ou were able to gain access to the system utilities?’

“ Ya”

He unclipped the bag of memory tilesfrom hisbelt and handed it to her. “ Then record over as many of
these as you need. | want atota system backup. We will take everything and let our employers crack the
security codes. They can then sort out the real data from the bogus. Make sure you leave arecord of
your backup. Perhaps we can shake Citizen Dalishaar’ s confidence if he thinks we have his secrets.”

“How about anote thanking him?’



Sands could hear the grinin her voice. It wasthefirg time she had smiled since Dane' s death. “ Just make
sure you don't leave him asample of your handwriting.”

She st to work while he turned his attention to the holoscreen. A steady stream of robot vehicles was
moving across the loading bridge to the first airship. Meanwhile, a second was docking with another
bridge on the opposite sde of Landing Bay Six. Within afew minutes, it too was recelving asteady
stream of booty. Thethird freighter, Micah Bolin’ s flagship, was hanging back. The weagpons aboard the
airship were every hit as capable of destroying the gasbag as the bomb up above. Sands could imagine
Bolin glued to his screens, nervoudy monitoring every aspect of theraid.

Sands ordered the computer to show him the landing bay interior. It was even more crowded than the
last time he had checked. SparrowHawk was at the center of alarge group of stevedoreswho were
passing the smaler booty into the aircraft’ s cargo hold. Among the spoils were anumber of artifacts from
Cloudcroft’s museum. Undoubtedly, some of the items they were taking aboard would contain homing
devices, and possibly abomb or two. Homing devices did not bother Sands. Any signad emitted insde
SparrowHawk ’s cargo hold would be grounded out by the extensive shielding Bolin’ s technicians had
ingtdled. A bomb was another matter, however. Hume Bailey was passing everything through a detector
before dlowing it aboard. He would aso ingpect for externaly attached limpet mines and locator
beaconswhen it cametimeto leave.

Other Alliance personnd were using the bay’ s automated cargo handling equipment to funnel the larger
items out to the two docked airships. Although they were not showing themsalves, Bolin's people were
being equaly cautious.

As he watched, the stream of cargo to thefirst airship hated and the bow hatch closed. Two minutes
later, the freighter broke free of the city. It wasimmediately replaced at the docking bridge by Bolin's

flagship.

Sands noted that they were il dightly ahead of schedule. The ease with which everything was going set
off asmal darm bell deep inside hisbrain. Ddishaar and his people were being far too docile. That they
were planning something went without saying. He hoped that when the counterstroke came, it would be
onethat he had foreseen.

#

“Areyou surethisisn’t an Alliancetrick?’ Ganther Bartlett asked Kimber Crawford as the tube car
whisked them toward the landing bay. Imprisonment had taken itstoll on the old man. He looked as
though he had not dept in aweek.

“What do they haveto gain by letting us escape?’
“Ask meaquestion | can answer.”

Asthey raced aong, they passed through many of the same compartments as on the night they had gone
to Government Tower to attend the banquet. Most were deserted, but those few people about seemed
to be engaged in normal early morning business. If they were worried that their city might be blasted out
of the sky, they hid it well. Obvioudy, there would be no public announcement of theraid until it was
over.

“Why do you suppose thisraider refused areward?’ Bartlett asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe he' Il reconsider and we'll be able to thank him properly.”



Their conversation was cut off asthe car reached the landing bay. Grim faced Marines carrying riot guns
met them. Kimber stepped out of the car and helped Ganth up onto the station platform. They were
directed out onto the floor to where Captain Nyquist and the rest of Gotham ’ s passengers and crew
were assembled. Except for being dirty and in need of a shave, they seemed unaffected by their
imprisonmen.

“Where' s our ship, Captain Nyquist?’

“Coming out of the storage hangar now, Miss Crawford.” He pointed to where alarge airtight door
swung ponderously open to reveal the deek prow of Gotham . “Whet the holy hell isgoing on?’

“WEe re getting out of here. Thereisaraid in progress and the raiders are freeing us. We are under their
protection through launch. After that, we will be on our own. How long until we can get underway?’

“The reactors need to be temperature stabilized. The manua recommends haf an hour, but | can cut that
to fifteen minutes.”

“Asfast asyou can, Captain.”
“Aye aye, Miss Crawford.”

Nyquist and his copilot trotted towardGotham , which was being towed into position on one of the
landing bay’ s three catapults.

Thefat prow of one of theraiders airshipswas visible through the transparent hydrogen lock. Like a
baby whale that had finished suckling its mother, the ship cast off and backed away from the city. It
turned ponderoudly, and then accelerated from view. A minute later, alarger airship took its place.

“Our hosts seem to be preparing for their departure,” Kimber said. “1 suggest we al get aboardGotham
and do likewise.”

“Agreed,” Bartlett responded.

She helped him to the ship and assisted him into an accel eration couch before moving forward to the
cockpit. She arrived in timeto hear the end of astring of oaths from the pilot.

“What' sthe matter?’
“The reactor controls aren’t responding,” Nyquist replied.
“Then switch to backup.”

Nyquist pressed a series of controlswithout result. Each failure escalated his profanity. Finally, he twisted
in his seet to regard Kimber. “1’'m afraid we aren’t going anywhere, Miss Crawford. Someone has
shorted out the control system. Thefailsafes are locking us out of the circuit.”

“Then bypass them!”
“Can’t, not without blowing up the ship.”
“Canwe repair the damage?”’

“Sure, given enough time. However, gaining access to the affected system isafour-hour job. I'm afraid
Ddlishaar’ s monkeys are one step ahead of us.”



Kimber gazed out through the cockpit window. Beyond the loading airship lay blue sky, white cloud, and
freedom. It seemed so closg, yet was as far beyond her reach as the parched mountains and valleys of
poor, dead Earth.

#

Fifteen minutes |ater, Halley turned to Sands and said, “ Our employer reportsthat he’ sfully loaded and
ready to cast off.”

“Tdl him to make tracks. We |l hold on here for another twenty minutes or s0.”
After abrief slence, she sad, “ Acknowledged. They’ re unhooking now.”

Sands switched the holoscreen to exterior view. The flagship freighter cast |oose, backed away from
Cloudcroft’ s support truss, and turned to head north. From the airship’s exhaugt, it was clear that their
drive reactors were a emergency maximum. Even so, it took along timefor its e ongated shape to begin
to dwindlein size. Beyond it, the second freighter was dmost to the limits of visihility, while the lead ship
had disappeared. With luck, it had reached the cloud wall and was sowing the rising leg of the convection
cell with tons of reflective chaff. Soon the cloud wall would be as opague to radar asit was to the human

eye.
“All right, let’ sbegin cleaning up in here,” Sandstold Halley. “Where did you put the note?’
“In the upper drawer of the desk.”

“Good. I' d like to see hisface when he findsit.”

Duplicating the contents of the first councilor’ s private computer had required only asingle memory tile.
Much of what they had recorded was operating system, canned software, and the computer’ s extensive
security system. Amid this dross, however, werethe filesKelt Daishaar felt too sendtiveto maintainin
the city computer. There was no telling what secrets might cometo light if someone had the patience to
crack the various security codes that protected the data.

“Hello, Three,” Sands said over hisradio. “Are you there?’

“Where esewould | be, One?’

“How go thingswith the ship?’

“We' refully loaded and ready to lift out. The bay commander has us on the catapult, ready to launch.”
“Any dgn of chicanery?’

“None obvious, One. They're till being good little boys.”

“That could change anytime now. | want the rest of you aboard when we arrivein the bay. If they're
going to jump us, that will betheir last chance.”

“I’ve dready reminded the port captain how much damage afusion powered aircraft can do indgde acity.
| think he was suitably impressed.”

“Seeyou in afew minutes. W€ |l give the freighters time to reach the cloud wall, then get the hell out
ourselves”

“Suitsmefine” Cranddl’ s eectronicaly generated voice said. “I' m getting the distinct impression these



peopledon’t likeus.”
“Can't say | blamethem,” Larsreplied.

He and Halley gathered up their equipment, and then exited the office. They found the first councilor and
his staff gathered in the living room. Ddishaar had taken the opportunity to change out of hisrobe. He
was once again the very essence of aman of power. That worried Sands. Getting caught without one's
pants tends to sap sdlf-confidence. Now that Dalishaar had been given time to make himsdlf presentable,
no telling what ideas might be going through his head.

“Thisiswhat wewill do, First Councilor,” he said asthe waiting Alliance dignitaries got to their feet.
“You, |, and Number Two will take atube car to the landing bay. The rest of your people will wait here
in Government Tower. Y ou will stay in the bay until we have completed our launch. Any sign of
interference and we blast our way free. No need to tell you what will happen to you persondly if we do
that, isthere?’

“Noneat dl.”
“Let’'sgothen.”

Ddlishaar led them to the lift, and from there, to the tube station. The three of them squeezed into one of
thelittle cars and were whisked toward the rim of the city. Despite his misgivings, they arrived without
incident.

There were two ships on the catapults that accel erated heavier-than-hydrogen craft away from the city.
SoarrowHawk was on the portside catapult. It was sedled up and ready for flight save for the starboard
hydrogen lock, which was standing open. The black clad form of Ross Crandall stood outside the open
port. A larger craft was on the starboard catapult. Sands recognized one of the winged spacecraft used
for transit between Saturn and its moons. He ordered Halley to get aboardSparrowHawk , then grabbed
Dalishaar by the arm and dragged him across the deck toward the spacecraft.

“Y ou people should have been away by now,” he shouted at Kimber as he neared the ship. An old man
turned around at the sound of hisvoice.

“Y ou must be our benefactor,” he said. “1 am Ganther Bartlett, Miss Crawford' s chief negotiator.”
“Never mind the introductions. What the hdll are you doing here?’
“WE ve been sabotaged.” He hurriedly explained about the damaged reactor.

Sands frowned. “Y ou should have said something. We could have gotten you out on the airships. Now, it
istoo late. How many of you are there?’

“Eleven”

“What about it, First Councilor, can the Alliance provide aship?’

“Sorry,” Ddishaar said. There was no mistaking the note of triumph in hisvoice. “None available.”
“Get one!” Sands ordered.

“You aren't going to set off your bomb over this,” Ddishaar replied confidently. “Y ou might if we
thwarted you from leaving. These...” he gestured toward the assembled Titanians*... aren't that
important to you. Besides, if you destroy Cloudcroft, you will kill them too.”



Sands turned to Kimber Crawford. “I'm afraid he'sright. I'm sorry | couldn’t be of more help.”
“Wait aminute!” the old man said. “ Surely you have room aboard your ship.”

“For eleven people? Hardly.”

“How about one person?’

He hedtated, and then said, “ That might be possible.”

“Take Miss Crawford. Get her awvay from here.”

“I won't leave you, Ganth!”

Heturned to Kimber. “Y ou must. Without you, Ddishaar has no leverage at dl againgt your father.”

“He sright, Miss Crawford,” aman in the uniform of a Titanian spacer said. “ Once you are safe, there
will beaTitanian fleet onitsway to free the rest of usin amatter of hours.”

The man Kimber had addressed as Ganth turned back to Sands. “ Please take her. Y ou will be amply
rewarded.”

“I can squeeze her in,” Sandsreplied. Events were moving entirely too fast for his peace of mind. He
considered that this might be a ploy by the Alliance to put a spy aboard his ship, and then dismissed the
thought out of hand.

“Were| you, Miss Crawford, | would not go with him,” Ddishaar said.
“Why not, First Councilor?’

“Y ou know nothing about these people. They may cut your throat as soon asthey are out of sight.
Beddes, traveling with them isn't sefe”

“What he means,” Sands said, “isthat he will try to blow us out of the sky the moment they deactivate
our bomb.”

Kimber smiled at Ddishaar. “It' strue that | don’t know what sort of cutthroats I’ m throwing in with, but
| do know the ones|’m leaving behind.” With that, she turned to Sands. * Shdl we get away from here?’

Chapter 8: Maelstrom

“Whét the hell isshe doing here?’ Halley asked as Lars led Kimber toSparrowHawk s cockpit.

“It'salong story. Miss Crawford, you take the observer’ s station. It's going to be arough ride so make
sureyou are strapped down.” Sandstook his own advice. Only atiny portion of hisbrain was engaged in
the task, however. The rest of him was consumed by his study of the instrument pand. “What' s our
datus, Haley?”

“Who isshe? And isit wise to use names?’

“Miss Crawford is the daughter of the Factor of Titan. We are rescuing her from the Alliance. Asfor
names, she'll see our faces sooner or later, so what does it matter?’



“How do you know she' sthe factor’ s daughter?’ Halley persisted. She had turned in her seat and was
staring unabashedly at Kimber. It was not difficult to imagine the scowl beneeth the opaque faceplate of
her environment suit.

“If sheturns out to be an Alliance spy, then we'll toss her out the hydrogen lock. Now give me that status
check, copilot!”

“The ship isready to launch,Captain !”

Sands disabled his speech synthesizer. He had been running on adrendine ever since balling out into a
hostile sky. For what he had to say now, he wanted his voice to come through with full overtones.

“Look, you' ve ddivered your message. Y ou don't like having a passenger dong. | am sorry | didn't have
timeto consult you about it. The fact remainsthat | thought it important to rescue thislady from the
Alliance. We can argue about it later... that is, if we evade the trap they have undoubtedly set for us.
Okay by you?’

“Yes, gr.” Haley'stone had lost dl trace of insubordination. “ The powerplant is ready for maximum
thrust. All instrumentation isworking and al weapons are armed.”

“Thank you.” Sandsturned to hisguest. “ Y ou'll have to launch without asuit. As soon aswe are clear of
the city, | will give you theword. When | do, you go to the locker just aft of the cockpit door. Y ou will
find asuit in there. Put it on. Y ou will have ninety seconds maximum, so do not dawdle. Thewhole
Alliance Navy is out there somewhere. If we reto escape with our lives, I'm going to haveto redly fly
thisbeast.”

“Maybe they won't attack with me onboard,” Kimber said.

“ After what we did to them, they would attack if we were transporting Jesus Christ!” Halley responded.
“Now please be quiet. We ve abattleto fight.”

“Contact the port captain,” Sands ordered. “ Tell him that we' re ready to launch.”
She did so. A moment later she reported, “ They’ ve passed control to us.”
Sands activated the* All Hands' circuit.

“ Look alive back there. If they are going to jump us, thisistheir last chance. | want a full
circumambient sweep as soon as we get clear.”

“You'll haveit,” Cranddl’ svoice said over theintercom.
“ Launch in ten seconds.”

He watched the red numerds count down on the chronometer display. When they reached 00:00, he
keyed the control that triggered the catapult. There was a surge of acceleration and the landing bay was
suddenly replaced by the blue-white vastness of Saturn’s atmosphere.

Sands rolledSparrowHawk upside down and pulled the noseinto avertical dive. Asthe ship dove past
the bulge of the main city gasbag, he advanced the throttles. The reactors came dive with asurge that
drove them toward the depths. He stayed close to the gasbag, hoping his proximity would thwart any fire
control computer that might be tracking them. Within seconds, alarge cylindrica object grew inthe
windscreen, and then fell behind as the exterior radiation detectors chattered once and went silent. The
black-and-yellow cylinder had been the fusion generator suspended ten kilometers below Cloudcroft.



Larsworked furioudy to clear his ears as he continued the descent. He held it until he was ten kilometers
below theleve of the fusion generator. He pulled back on his controller. Their speed was such that even
that gentle movement was transformed into a three-gravity turn. Asthey leveled out, Cloudcroft was
faling behind at arate of 2200 kilometers per hour. The artificial compass showed them heading due
south, directly toward the heart of the Dardenelles Cyclone.

“I’ve got multiple aircraft circling west of the Alliance, Ross Crandall reported. Now that they had
dropped well below the cluster’ s dtitude, they could see objects that had been screened by the other
cities of the Alliance. The Alliance Navy had spent the time assembling alarge force in the blind spot.
Only the fact that most of the Navy was engaged in the annexation of New Philade phia kept the fleet
from being larger.

“Wejudt logt the sgnd from the detonator,” Brent Garvich reported.
“Someone check our stern!”

“Cloudcroft’ sl there,” Halley replied. “ They haven't set thefrumpin’ thing off. They must have
neutralized it!”

“In only three minutes? | wonder how they managed that.”

Cranddl’ swarning echoed over the intercom. “We ve got multiple missiles being launched behind us.
They're from Cloudcroft.” Even without his speech synthesizer, he was remarkably calm about it.

Sands glanced tensely at histactical diplay, and then relaxed. They were dready 100 kilometers south
of the city and fleeing at high speed. They would be out of range before the missiles closed on them.

“Those aircraft to the west have stopped circling,” Crandal continued. “ They’ re coming after us. | make
them six prowlers and two destroyers.”

“Keep me apprised of their progress. We'll see what we can do to get to the cloud wall ahead of them.”

In front of SparrowHawk lay the severa-hundred-kilometer-tall wall that marked the northernmost
reaches of the Dardenelles Cyclone. It was streaked in blues, purples and blacks. The lightning that had
been so visble across hundreds of kilometerslast night was muted, but still active. The cloud wall had a
fluffy texture that warned of massive turbulence insde the storm. Already they were being subjected to a
series of bumps. It would get alot worse beforeit got better.

From space, the Dardenelles was atiny white spot intruding into the dark band of the North Temperate
Bdt. Only Saturn’s massve size could make such athing look small. The storm arose from alocalized
hot spot deep within the atmosphere. Its energy was small compared to the zond upwellings, but far
more concentrated. The cyclone was powerful enough to maintain its shape againgt the Coriolusforces
that tore apart other festures of the Saturnian atmosphere.

“All right, Miss Crawford ... Kimber. Y ou have your ninety seconds. Get into that suit!”
“Yes gr.”

He glanced over his shoulder once to see her scrambling aft to the emergency suit locker. She was back
in her seat faster than he would have believed possible. She strapped down, and then expertly snapped
her helmet in place with aquick thrust and twidt.

“You do that like you wereborntoit.”



“| was. Every Titanian learnsto put on an environment suit dmost before he learnsto walk.”
“I"'m picking up something ahead.”

“Where?’

“Jugt exiting the cloud wall,” Haley answered.

“What isit?’

“It lookslike four aircraft. | tentatively make them Alliance prowlers.”

“How the hell did they get there without us seeing them?”

She shrugged. “Like that squadron to the west, they used the other cities to mask their departure. They
must have gone the long way around and come back insde the cloud wall.”

“Thiscomplicatesthings,” Sands muttered.

He glanced at his screen. Now there were two clusters of red symbols closing on the single green dot at
the center. Crimson arrows gave velocity vectors, while blue a phanumerics told ship types and measured
timeto intercept. He mentally placed his adversariesin three-dimensiona space. The craft behind him
were gill much higher than hewas, dmost at the dtitude of the cities. They were descending in along
danting dive, hoping to outrun him. The figures said that their effortswould bein vain.

The shipsin front were another story. They lay directly across his path, having been vectored there by
battle controllers aboard one of the cities. They too were above him, but well within striking distance. He
considered his options and decided that his best hope of evasion lay in diving deep.

“Watch your ears again. We're going down!

SoarrowHawkstooped and dove for the dense atmosphere of the lower flyway. Sands yawned mightily
as the pressure mounted. After more than aminute, he leveled off some 50 kilometers below the cities.
The pressure was now 20 atmospheres and the outs de temperature higher than it had been inside
Cloudcroft’ s gashag. Only the ship’ s environmental control system kept them from being cooked. The
flow noise was desfening.

He glanced at his screen. The blocking force wasin anear vertica dive down the face of the cloud wall
asthey attempted to cut him off. He waited for them to come level, then advanced histhrottlesto
emergency maximum and sentSparrowHawk into azoom climb.

“Smart move!” Hdley said from beside him. “The prowler’ s never been built that can out climb an air
shark.”

“Weadl hope”

Their speed bled off continuoudy asthey climbed. Wheniit fell to 1000 kph, Sands nosed his ship over to
maintain that velocity. Two kilometers below them and still a hundred kilometers distant, the four
prowlers had discovered their error. They began to climb aswell.

They would never make it. Sands was gaining atitude at dmost twice the rate they were. By thetime
SoarrowHawk reached the cloud wall, the prowlers would be too far below to be athreat. Meanwhile,
however, the climb had dowedSparrowHawk ’sarrivd at the cloud wall, allowing the ships behind to
closethe gap.



“It'sgoing to be adead heat,” Sands said as he watched the blips on his display.

Sands watched his airgpeed indicator as he climbed. Their speed was now less than 800 kph, yet ill
much too high to enter the cyclone. At that velocity, the firgt bit of turbulence would rip thewings off. To
safely penetrate the Dardendlles, it was necessary to dow amost to a hover.

“Misslesintheair behind us” Haley reported smultaneous with Ross Crandall.

“Manthelasers,” was Lars sonly response. He had dl the trouble he could handle trying to find a
relatively cam spot to breach the ssorm. He found it in a patch of smooth cloud that grew until it ssemed
ready to envelop them.

“Misslesare entering their termina dive,” Crandal reported. “ They fired too soon.”

Ten kilometers behind them, the missiles -- designed for use agood dedl higher in the atmosphere -- ran
out of kinetic energy and heded over.

“It'sthelast chancethey’ll get,” Sandsreplied. He cutSparrowHawk ' sreactors back to minimum as he
fought the aircraft’ s controls. He pulled the nose higher asthewall of dark black clouds came up to
smack himintheface,

Suddenly, they were insde the storm and a giant hand was trying to shake his brain loose ingde his skull.
#

“R...r...roughride,” Haley said, the words burbling in her chest.

“It'sgoing to get rougher,” Sands responded. “Launch al decoys and chaff!”

He dove the ship as a series of popping noises denoted the launch of their various “ spoofers,” devices
designed to lead the enemy astray. LikeSparrowHawk , the Alliance vessels would have to dow down
to enter the storm. However, nothing would stop them from racing up to the cloud boundary and
launching afull brace of missiles beforeturning away. If that wastheir choice, he wanted to give their
misslesatarget other than himself.

He switched hisdigplay from tactical to navigation. A schematic of the Dardendles Cyclone came up
with wind velocities denoted by small arrows of varying lengths. The obviousthing wasto make directly
for the cyclon€e s eye, cross that thousand-kilometer-wide expanse of cam air, and escape out the other
sde. Sands had no intention of doing the obvious. There was most likely a squadron stationed inside the
eye to ambush them the moment they appeared.

Rather than cut straight across the storm, Sands plotted a course around its eastern edge. That, too, was
arisk. With peak wind velocities of 1800 kph near the eye, it wasimpossible to buck the storm winds by
taking the western route. At the maximum velocity they dared use, they would find themsalves blown
backwards.

They spent fifteen tense minutes wallowing through the storm before Halley said, “1 think we ve lost them,
Lars. Mind if | take off my hemet?It' s starting to chafe.”

He scanned the instruments that measured his ship’ s hedlth. Despite the shaking, dl syslemswere well
within safety margins. They were not about to lose awing or anything dsevitd.

“Go ahead, but keep it handy.” Hethen keyed the* All Hands' circuit and instructed the rest of the crew
to do the same.



Halley removed her helmet to reveal drawn features and hair plastered down with perspiration.

Sands switchedSparrowHawk to computer control, and then reached up to remove his own helmet. He
needed two atemptsto get it off. Findly, he got the neck seal undone and lifted the helmet over his head.
The sudden blast of cool air waslike being reborn. He glanced at Kimber Crawford as he stowed the
helmet in the rack beside his seat. She too had removed her helmet and was looking at him with renewed
interest.

“My savior hasaface,” she said as he turned. “ And quite a handsome one, at that!”
Sands grinned while Halley said something uncomplimentary under her bregth.

The next haf-hour saw their flight turn dowly from east to north asthey fought their way around the
storm. Sands put SparrowHawk into a climb, until an hour later; they broke free of onelayer of gorm
clouds and began climbing for another far overhead. It was perpetud night between the storm’s cloud
layers. A thick fog of ice crystal's battered the windscreen, yet the obscuration and lightning of the past
hour were gone.

“Isthiswise?’ Kimber asked as soon as she realized they werein clear air.

“It' snecessary,” Sands said through gritted teeth as he fought to control the ship. The higher they climbed
the more duggish the controls had become.

“What for?’

“We need to get up to the ammonia precipitation level. Our paint job isammonia soluble. We need to
wash off these incriminating markings before we can show ourselves anywhere.”

Asthey flew, they used dl of their passive sensorsto listen for Alliance ships. With darkness beyond the
windscreen, dl they received were afew garbled radar transmissions. Though it was difficult to tell for
sure, most seemed to originate at a consderable distance. Sands was just beginning to relax when Halley
reminded him of thetime,

“Right,” he said, glancing up at the chronometer. “Timeto get our next set of ingructions.”

He turned control over to Halley, unstrapped, and climbed carefully out of his seat. Now that they were
no longer bucking the sorm’ swinds, but rather dlowing them to carry the ship dong, the turbulence had
quieted considerably. He squeezed past Kimber and made hisway to his cabin just aft of the cockpit. He
buzzed for Cranddl to join him.

“What'sup, Lars?”’

Sands flashed the memory tile Micah Bolin had given him. “Areyou curiousto find out the identity of our
employers?’

“Damned right!”
“Comein and lock the door.”

The cabin barely alowed Crandal room to stand while Sands seated himsdlf in front of hisworkscreen.
A bunk and arecessed closet for his clothes completed the cabin’ s furnishings. Despite its flattened lifting
body fusdage and overdl sze -- aslarge asasmal airliner of aprevious century --SparrowHawk was

cramped.



Sands popped the memory tile into the proper dot and brought up a picture on hisworkscreen. He
keyed in the firgt password Bolin had given him. An old-fashioned clock appeared and began to count
down the seconds remaining before the information was erased. Sands keyed in the second password.
At the moment he did so, the ship bucked and caused him to hit awrong key. He willed himself to be
cam ashe cleared the input and tried again.

His second attempt was successful. The clock disappeared and Micah Bolin' sfurther instructions
appeared. They were only three lineslong. When he had finished reading, he turned to Crandal, whose
position did not alow him to see the screen.

“It looks like we re going to vist Glasgow-in-the-Clouds.”
“Arethey our employers?’

Sands shrugged. “He does't say. | guesswe' |l find that out when we get there.”

Chapter 9: Ammonia Storm

SoarrowHawkreentered the North Temperate Belt some 20,000 kilometers east of the Dardenelles
Cyclone. Asquickly asthey returned to clear air, Sands sent his ship toward one of the high traffic lanes
used by heavier-than-hydrogen passenger craft. The cargo carrying airships generdly flew at amuch
lower dtitude where the higher atmospheric density provided greater lift. Thus,SparrowHawk had the
sky to hersdlf savefor afew distant transponder blips. Asfar as Sands could tell, they had left their
pursuersfar behind.

Sands and his crew had spent a Saturnian standard day-and-a-half making good their escape. Three
times the world had cycled between pitch black and dark gray asthey flew through the turbulent clouds
a the northernmost boundary of Saturn’s North Tropicad Zone. Their flight had kept them well avay
from clear air to avoid being tracked from an orbiting sensor satellite.

They had flown blind for more than six hours after departing the Dardenelles Cyclone. It was only when
Sands was sure they were well out of detector range that he ordered the ship’ s active sensors turned on.

As soon asthey could “see’ again, Sands sent his craft into agradua climb in search of anmonia. Except
for specidly equipped tankers, most vessels avoided any form of liquid precipitation. Sandswould
normaly have steered clear aswdll. Liquid entering aship’ s engines could damage them by thermal
shock. However, his need of the moment overpowered hisfear of abusing hisdrive reactors. Bolin's
people had used ammonia soluble paint to gpply their ersatz markings. Liquid ammoniawould wash
away thetraitor’ s coat the ship wore and returnSparrowHawk to her former shabby appearance.

The chemidiry of the Saturnian atmosphere was complex, especidly insde amgor upwelling like the
North Tropic Zone. Generdly, however, liquid anmoniawas found much higher in the sky than where
the cloud cities flew. Indeed, SparrowHawk lacked the ability to climb al the way to the white clouds of
ammoniaice that give Saturn its characteristic look from space. The best they could do was climb into
the layer of brown ammonia hydrosulfide clouds a hundred kilometers above the cities. After that, the
hydrogen-helium atmosphere became too rarified for the ship to support its own weight, despitea
pressure of five standard atmospheres.

They flew for an hour before their questing radar found aregion of sky where ammoniadropletswere
forming. Slowly, over several minutes, the radar painted a picture of an anvil-topped storm buried among



the dark clouds of the zone. Sands atered course to send his ship into the heart of the storm. It was not
long before the first droplets were splattering againgt the windscreen. The sprinkle turned quickly to a
downpour and the sound of liquid drumming againgt the hull roseto adull roar.

They spent twenty minutes flying through the storm to make sure the incriminating markings were
completely washed away. Then Sands sentSparrowHawk diding back down to amore comfortable
atitude, confident that there was now no way the Northern Alliance would be ableto tie hisship to the
raid on Cloudcroft. However, as Halley took perverse delight in pointing out, it was no longer necessary
for the Alliance to recognizeSparrowHawk to connect them to the raid. Thanks to Sands, they merely
had to discover what ship it was that had Kimber Crawford aboard.

As soon asthey left the storm Sands ushered his guest into Dane’ s empty cabin and locked the door.
Once back in the cockpit, he keyed for an “dl hands’ circuit.

“All right,” he announced, “let’ s hear your comments about our passenger.”
Ross Crandd| wasthefirst to speak. “How the hell did shetak you into bringing her aboard, Lars?’

Sands explained the circumstances he' d found in the Cloudcroft landing bay after agreeing to help the
Titanians escape the Alliance. He dwelled especialy on Kdt Ddishaar’ sreaction to theidea, and finished
by saying. “ There was no time to consult any of you. | had to make adecision. | chose to take one more
revenge on the people who murdered Dane.”

“Areyou sure that was your only reason?’ Halley asked, facing him from across the narrow console of
flight controls.

“Speak your mind!”
“She' suncommonly beautiful. Areyou surethat didn’t sway your judgment?’

Hisearsburned at her implication. “1 brought her aboard becauseit irritated Daishaar and aided the task
our employers set for us, which, if any of you have forgotten, was to sow confusion among our enemies.”

Hume Bailey was the next to comment. “We went along with thisraid, Captain, because we had agood
chance to hide out afterwards. That chance is now gone. She has seen our faces. She knowswho we
are, for God' s sakel”

“ She hates the Alliance more than we do. She certainly isn't going to give us away.”

“We don't know that, Sir. Even if she does not intend to, she may not be ableto helpit. Sheisapublic
person. As soon aswe let her go, the Alliance will know whereto lay their hands on her again. What if
they abduct her and use drugs to make her talk?’

“That would gtart awar with Titan.”
“That prospect didn’t exactly stop them thistime, did it, Captain?’

“I hateto say it, Lars, but Bailey’sright,” Ross Crandall said. “Even if she agreesto keep our secret, it
will only take them afew minutes with the right drugsto wring her dry of everything she knows.”

“Look, if she'skidnapped again, the newswill be dl over the planet within amatter of hoursl W€ Il have
time to cover our tracks.”

“| don’'t want to cover my tracks,” Reese said from the reactor control room. The degp muted thrum of



SparrowHawk sdua powerplants was audible in the background. “I want to spend my ill gotten gains
in peace.”

“Aren’'t you dl forgetting something?’ Haley asked.

“What?’

“What happens when we get to Glasgow-Prime? The arriva of the Titanian factor’ s daughter will be big
news. The Northern Alliance won't have to question her under drugs. They merely have to subscribeto
one of thefax services”

“Do we know sheis the factor’ s daughter?” Brent Garvich asked.

To Sands s surprise, Haley spoke up. “I’ ve been doing some checking on just that, Brent. There are half
adozen pictures of Kimber Crawford in computer storage, mostly at diplomatic receptions. She's
genuing dl right.”

“I say we don't take chances. | vote that we toss her out the hydrogen lock.”
“That wewill not do!” Sandswarned. “Not aslong as| am captain of thisship.”

“We remissing abet here,” Cranddl said, moving in to defuse the tension that had suddenly crackled
acrossthe intercom circuits. “What about ransom?’

“She saready offered areward,” Sandsreplied, glad for the way out of theimpending crisis.
“How much?’ came the response from severd voices.

“She said her father would give us anything we ask.”

“Why didn’t you tell usthisbefore?’

“| turned it down.”

Therewas along silence on the intercom, followed by an explosion of oaths.

“All right, | made amistake. We will demand the reward for delivering her to her father. Asfor the
problem of keeping her concealed when we get to Glasgow, we will think of something. Now, | want a
vote of confidence on this. Does she stay aboard, or do you dl find yourselves anew captain?’

“No need to put it that way, Sr,” Garvich said. “I'll go along.”

“Reese?’

“Aye, now that | know about the reward.”

“Same here,” Bailey replied.

“You'retheboss, Lars,” Crandal added. “I just hope you know what you' re doing.”
Sandsturned to Halley. “What say you, copilot?’

“I dtill say thet you' re thinking with your glands. Still, if shelll agree to remain incommunicado, 1’1l support
you.”

“Very well,” he said, unstrapping from his seet. “Halley, let’ s seeif we can't find open air. Ross, keep the



sensor gain up and notify meif you see anything, even aghost. I’ m going &ft to talk to our guest.”

He moved down the central passageway and unlocked the second cabin on the port side. He found
Kimber lying on the doublewide bunk, which, until afew weeks ago, Dane had shared with Haley. Ever
since Dane sdeath, Halley had refused to enter the cabin.

“What did they decide?’ she asked as she propped herself up on one elbow. Her green eyeswere cool
as she stared at him. She knew that they had been deciding her fate.

“The crew iswilling to support my decison if you will agreeto certain conditions.”
“Such as?’

“They want the reward.”

“| offered it toyou.”

“WEll haveto agree on an amount. | warn you, they won't be easily satisfied.”
“Asl| told you, my father will be generous. What e 27’

“There sthe problem of your celebrity. Word isbound to get back to Cloudcroft if anyone recognizes
you.”

She nodded. “And it won't take long to track down the ship | arrived on. I'll have to disguise my
appearance, a least until a Titanian spacecraft can pick me up.”

He nodded. “ Some place other than Glasgow. | doubt the laird will want to draw attention to himself by
hosting one of your father’ s ships.”

“Thenit'sagreed? | will masquerade as amember of your crew until you can arrange to send me home. |
would not worry too much about the Alliance tracking you down. As soon asmy father learnsthat I'm
safe, they will have far bigger thingsto worry about.”

Sands held out ahand and helped her to her feet. “ That was the general ideain bringing you along.”
#

Ket Dalishaar stalked into the main briefing center of Alliance Naval Headquarters and moved to take
his seat in front of the assembled members of the high command. Grand Admira Jerzy Samorset’s
resplendent blue-and-white uniform appeared dept in. The rest of the admirals and captains did not ook
much better.

Serves them right, Ddishaar thought as he sat down at the antique table.

“Wedl?" he demanded. “How did it happen?’

“Captain Berghoff!” Samorset growled.

The designated officer stood up and strode to the lectern. Behind it was an oversize holocube.
“Firgt Councilor. The raiders camein on flight wings and landed atop the gas bag.”

“Why didn’t we detect them en route?’

“Conditionsfor detection are particularly bad this near the cyclone, Sir. The wings and harnesses were



treated with radar absorbent coating and the lack of motive power minimized their infrared emissions.
Their ship hid in the northern cloud wall, effectively shielding it from our sensors.”

“Areyou tdling me, Captain, that theyglided here from the cloud wall?”
“It would appear that they did, First Councilor.”

“Impossible. No one would dare cross so much open sky on flight wings. Have you checked the shipsin
thevianity?’

“Yes, Councilor,” the grand admiral said from his seet. “We have arrested the crews of every ship that
passed within glide range of Cloudcroft last night and are interrogating them vigoroudy.”

Ddlishaar stood and began to pace. “What you are telling me, gentlemen, isthat we have ablind spot.”

“No longer,” Captain Berghoff replied. “Weingalled severd long range instruments atop the gas bag and
took stepsto increase our perimeter patrols yesterday.”

“In other words, you are doing what you should have donebefore theraid!”
“Uh, yes, gr.”

“What efforts are you making to identify the cul prits? Y ou people certainly had enough timeto get aclose
look at their ship.”

“I’'m afraid that won’t be of much help,” the captain behind the lectern responded.
“Oh?Why not?’

“Thear sampleswe took show a high degree of outgassing from an ammonia soluble coating. The ship’'s
outer markings were no more than afew days old. Obvioudy, they intend to diminate the fake paint
scheme before they put into their next port of call.”

“And thearships?’

“We might have better luck with them. They aretoo big to completely paint over. We have
high-resol ution holoscans of each and may be able to match them with records of known vessdls. If not,
we can at least come up with aseries of characteristics for our agents to be on the lookout for.”

“That, a |least, shows some promise.”

“Thereisaso the matter of the Titanian woman,” Grand Admiral Samorset said. “ They may have made a
mistake in taking her. Our agents need only watch for her and notify us when she reappears.”

“Y ou are being remarkably profligate withmy agents, Admiral. Do you have any idea how overworked
our espionage service isaready? Now you' Il have them checking every port and hotel on Saturn.”

“It would have been better if we' d stopped them, First Councilor, but | fail to see how else we can
proceed.”

“Sinceyou bring it up, Admira,” Ddishaar said in adeceptively soft voice, “let usmove on to that
particularly shameful part of this episode. How, in the name of dl that isholy, did three lumbering airships
and apirate air shark escape your squadrons?’

Samorset squirmed visibly in hischair. “1 may have erred when | ordered our forces to concentrate on



the main privateer vessdl, First Councilor. | figured that we could adways overtake the freighters once
we d dedlt with their leader.”

“How isit that your people bungled the intercept then?’

“I have no excuse, Sir. The commander of our blocking force made atactica migudgment when he
alowed himsdf to be drawn down to the same altitude. He has been disciplined.”

“I wish | could be as philosophica asyou are about this. These raiders have made fools of us, gentlemen,
and | will not rest until 1 have made object |essons of them!”

Dalishaar glared at the military men, careful not to let his hands begin trembling again. He did not tell them
that the stakes were far higher than they redlized. It had taken severa hoursto find the note the pirates
had |eft in his desk drawer. It would not do to reved that his persona data files had been compromised.
That would lead to questions about what secrets he kept in those files, questions Ddishaar could not
afford to answer. He was not about to admit that he might well have lost the most important secret on
Saturn.

Chapter 10: Glasgow-in-the-Clouds

“ Captain to Halley Trevanon’s cabin,” the voice announced over the intercom.

Larson Sands glanced up at the sound. He wasin his own cabin going over thelist of plunder. It was an
impressivelig. Just congdering theitemsinSparrowHawk ’ s holds, he cal culated the proceeds from the
rad would dlow every crewmember to live comfortably for life. When their share of everything aboard
Micah Bolin'sarships was counted, they were dl rich beyond imagining, even figuring in the fraction of
true vauetheir plunder would bring on the black market. Indeed, they would al be so wedlthy that they
would haveto be careful not to attract unwanted attention. When the call came over the intercom, Sands
keyed to havethelist of booty printed as he answered, “ On my way!”

He shut down his workscreen and did his cabin door into its recess. Around him were the deep-throated
thrum of SparrowHawk ' s engines and the constant sound of hydrogen-helium sweeping past the
fuselage. Halley’ s cabin was two doors aft on the port side. He knocked and waited for the muffled
command to enter.

As he opened the door, he found his copilot putting the find touches on Kimber Crawford' s new
hairstyle. Halley stepped back and said, “Waell, what do you think?’

Kimber pirouetted before him with elbows held close to her sdeslest she brush Halley’ s bookshelf. She
was atransformed woman. Where before her hair had been long and black, now it was short and red.
Her green eyes had been turned blue and her cheekbones seemed higher.

Sands had seen pictures of redheads on Earth. They had been covered with uneven splotcheswhere the
sun had tanned their skins. People on Saturn lived too far from Sol and too deep in the atmosphere to
develop freckles. Kimber now possessed the peaches-and-cream complexion that went with being a
“carrot top.”

There were other, less obvious changes. Halley had somehow made her seem harder. She was no longer
the daughter of the most powerful man on Titan. She could easily have been from the laborer class. Her
costume accentuated her coarseness. She wore a garish shipsuit with a copper belt wide enough to be



considered vulgar. Findly, her regal bearing had been subtly atered. She douched. Here was awoman
who could not possibly have been a student at the expensive finishing schools Kimber Crawford had
attended.

Sandswhigtled. “I don't believeit.”
“Captain Sands, may | introduce Miss Karen Colin, your newest crew member.”
“Miss Calin,” Sands said as he bowed to kiss Kimber’ s hand.

“How do, Captain.” Even her voice had changed. It now had areedier, more nasa quality. “Do | pass
ingpection?’
“With full honorg”

“Doyou redlly think she'll fool them, Lars?’ Halley asked. Despite her misgivings about Kimber, shewas
proud of her handiwork.

“Even people who know her would have trouble recognizing her in that outfit.”

“Thank you, kind gr,” Kimber/Karen replied, curtsying as she did so. The movement was choppy, as
though she had copied it from aholovid. “1 just hope my father recognizesmewhen | cal himtotell him
I'm safe”

Sands chewed his lower lip for amoment. “I’ ve been thinking about that. I'm afraid we' |l haveto delay
thet cal.”

“Why?

“I’vegot to find out where | stland with the Laird of Glasgow. If he’'smy employer, he may have
something to say about when and where we arrange a pickup.”

“Isthere any doubt that we re working for Glasgow?’ Haley asked.

Sands shrugged. “Bolin merdly told usto meet him there. He didn’t say aword about the Scots being our
clients. If theyare not our clients, then we have to be especidly careful about arranging apickup. Itis
certain aTitanian freighter cannot call openly. A smpleinformation search would aert Cloudcroft to its
presence the moment it arrived.”

“Why can’t we call my father right now, before we get to Glasgow?’

Sands shook his head. “ Any message we send through the planetary comm net will haveSparrowHawk
'sidentification code imbedded iniit. If the Alliance were to intercept it, they’ d know who we are as soon
asthey cdled up the transmission header.”

Kimber sighed. “Then I’ll wait until we get to Glasgow and you arrange thingswith the laird. Maybe |
could drop father asmple unsigned note telling him thet I’ m safe.”

“WeEll s
#

The three cloud cities of the Glasgow Cluster hovered in the eye of asmdl cyclone at the southern edge
of the North Equatoria Belt. The Scots-descended inhabitants preferred the isolation of their cycloneto
the crowded cloud canyons of the main planetary flyways. Like their forebears, they had areputation for



being both fiercely proud and possessing an independence that bordered on the fanatic.

The Glasgow cyclone was imbedded in aregion where the interface between belt and zone turned
turbulent. Upstream of the trangition point, the cloud wall had the appearance of having been smoothed
by agiant trowe. Downstream, the wall was ajumble of clouds, clear air canyons, and giant cumulus
formations adrift like icebergsin the flyway.

It was abeautiful day asSparrowHawk followed the north equatorid belt to where a canyon branched
away to the south and disappeared around a gentle curve. Sands sent his ship into the canyon, whose
gpparent narrowness proved anillusion. Asheflew, helet hiseyesdrink in the grandeur of the
cloudscape around him. Thefact that Saturn’ s beauty was largely the product of a psycho-physiologica
quirk of the human eye did nothing to diminish his enjoyment.

At Saturn’ s distance from Sol, sunlight is only about one percent asintense as on Earth. Even so, human
beings are far from blind on the planet. The human eye adapts readily over avery wide range of light
levels. In fact, the brightest moonlight on Earth was only about one-millionth as strong astheillumination
at high noon. If one believes the old books, people could see reasonably well under afull moon, athough
only in black-and-white.

There are two different receptorsin the eye that react to light. The more sensitive of these are the rods,
which provide amonochromatic view of theworld at very low light levels. When subjected to bright light,
the eye switches from the rods to the less sensitive cones. Since cones react to the red, green, and blue
wavelengths, people seein color during the daylight hours.

The two sets of receptors perform different jobs. It istherefore not surprising that they are most sensitive
to light at two dightly different wavelengths. Thereisaleve of illumination, known asthe Mesozoic
range, where both rods and cones are active smultaneoudy. When this happens, the eye undergoes an
apparent color shift. Reds become dark or black, and blues become much more intense.

Thelow light level a Saturn’ s distance from the sun, plusthe filtering effect of the high aimospheric haze,
congpired to create this effect. Theleve of illumination in the deep clear air canyonswas dmost precisely
in the middle of the Mesozoic range. The result was aworld of muted reds and vivid blues, acolor
combination that most human beings found soothing.

A river of clear hydrogen-helium spewing into the Glasgow cyclone had carved the canyon
SparrowHawk followed. It was the path the three Glasgow cities had taken to establish themselvesin the
eye of the thousand-year-old storm. It was a so the only authorized entryway for ships having business
there. Anyone who attempted to gpproach through the cloud wal would quickly find himsdlf under attack
by the Glasgow guard force.

Sands had heard stories about the efficiency of the Scots' detector systems. He was not surprised,
therefore, when they were hailed afull two hundred kilometers short of their destination.

“Who areyou?’ came the curt question broadcast over atight beam from the cloud cover somewhere
ahead.

“SparrowHawk. We are a privateer out of Port Gregson, bound for the southern hemisphere. Our
portside reactor ingested something solid around Second Midnight yesterday and we need to put in for

repars.”
“Armament?” the voice snapped.

“We havethe usud antiship misslesand closein lasers”



“Stand by, SparrowHawk . I’ [l check with my superiors and get back with you.”

There was afive-minute delay while the controller consulted higher authority. While they waited, Halley
sad, “They'remaking it look good, aren't they? He sounds like heisn’t expecting us.”

Sands shrugged. “He probably isn't. They would be stupid to tell their low level functionaries about the
rad.”

The controller came back on the air. “ The landing fee will be a hundred credits per ton and you' Il haveto
pay for any repairsin advance.”

“That is acceptable.”

“Very well. Standard approach under city control with full verification of weapons lock engaged.”
“Will do.”

“Report the outer marker, SparrowHawk . Welcome to Glasgow.”

“What did he mean, ‘wegpons lock engaged? ” Kimber asked. Once again, she was seated in the
jumpsesat between the two pilots.

“It' sastandard precaution,” Halley replied, pointing to alarge red lever on the instrument console. “ That
isour master arm switch. Once we throw it to the disarm position, thereis no way for our computer to
fire the wegpons. The city computer will verify the disarm when we turn control over toiit. If anything is
amiss, or if we make even the dightest untoward move, they will vaporize uswith acity laser.”

“Isit safeto put oursalves so completely in their hands? If | had contracted to raid the Alliance, | might
want to make sure the raiders couldn’t talk about it later.”

“They’ll have plenty of opportunitiesto kill us once we re aboard Glasgow-Prime,” Sandsreplied. “Why
destroy dl that valuable cargo in our holds?’

“All the more reason you shouldn'’t trust them.”

He shrugged. “What choice have we? They have had our fate in their hands since the moment we
boarded Cloudcroft. How difficult would it be for the Laird of Glasgow to pick up aphone and tell Kelt
Ddlishaar whereto find us?’

“He d beimplicating himsaif.”

“How? What proof have wethat heis our employer? Maybe Micah Bolin merely intendsthisasa
rendezvous or transfer point, and some other city hired us.”

“Or maybe he doesn't intend to share the loot he carried away,” Halley said. “He could have sent us here
while hisarshipsareracing asfast asthey can in the opposite direction.”

“Y ou're saying that you can't trust anyone!”
Halley laughed. “ Nowyou' re thinking like a privateer!”

Ten minutes | ater, the clouds around them opened up into ablue-white swirl one hundred seventy
kilometers across. The cyclone was not aslarge or as strong as the Dardendlles, but at its center wasthe
same clear air and relative calm that they had avoided in the larger storm.



Theenemy of dl the cloud cities of Saturn was wegther. If acity found itsalf in aregion of precipitation, it
would quickly be weighed down to where the temperature would cook everyone onboard. If it
blundered too near astorm, it might be pelted by hail. Sometimes, evenin clear air, it could encounter a
microburst strong enough to twist asupport trussinto the shape of apretzd. For that reason, cloud cities
flew only inthe eyes of cyclonesor in the broad, clear flyways of the planetary belts. The cities, which
were their destination, were on the opposite Side of the storm’s eye. The flashing red point of alaser
beacon marked their positions.

They contacted Glasgow Approach Control and began aroutine that was as stylized as a classic ballet.
Halley threw the switch that would disarm them, and then surrendered control to the city computer.
Cybernetic impulses coursed through their ship to confirm that missiles were indeed usdless and lasers
inoperative. Findly satisfied that they were helpless, the Glasgow city computer took control of their ship.
Henceforth, any deviation from flight plan would bring instant retiation.

Their approach to Glasgow-Prime, the capita city of the cluster, took them near where anew cloud city
was being congtructed. A disembodied support truss hovered midway between two large cloud cities,
supported in the sky by hundreds of small balloons. Each balloon was slvered to minimize heat lossand
attached to asmall fusion generator that provided energy to heat the hydrogen insde. Men and machines
crawled across what would one day be the upper deck of the city.

Kimber pointed to the city under construction. “I’ ve dways wondered why the cloud citiesdon’t do
something likethat.”

“Likewhat?" Sands asked.
“Use multiple balloons for buoyancy. Is't it dangerousto rely on asingle gas bag?’

“Redundant bags were tried in the early days. They lack lifting power. Remember, even though asquare
meter of gashag membrane does not weigh much, there are ahell of alot of square meters! If you double
or triple up on membranes, you haveto lift more. That trandatesinto aweight penaty.”

“But the city couldn’t be destroyed by asingle gas bag failure.”

“Not true,” Halley said. “Having two or three gas bags means that should onefail, the city would be
serioudy out of balance. Loselift in one bag and you could capsize the support truss. Can you imagine
300,000 people whose world has suddenly turned edge?’

Kimber shuddered. “It sill ssemsadangerousway to live.”
“What other choice have we?’

The congtruction stein the clouds dipped behind them and Glasgow-Prime grew until the gasbag filled
the windscreen. Sands scanned the mooring points around the outer edge of the city. There were severa
arshipsthere. None belonged to Micah Bolin’ s group. That was hardly surprising. Even at top speed, it
would be severd days before the big freighters could reach Glasgow.

Asthey approached the city, SparrowHawk dowed of her own accord. They circled around
Glasgow-Prime at arange of one kilometer until an open docking bay cameinto view. Astheir ship
headed in, Sands could see the maws of severd large laserstracking their progress.

#

As soon asSparrowHawk was secure ingde the landing bay, Sands made his way to the midships
hydrogen lock. The rest of the crew remained at their stations. By law, only the captain could set foot



aboard Glasgow-Prime until he settled with the port authorities.

Sands opened the lock and stepped down onto the landing bay deck. He stood next to his aircraft and
surveyed his surroundings. There were four other aircraft in the landing bay. Two of these were
passenger vessals making ready to get underway. Sands noted severa curious faces staring a him from
behind along row of circular windows. Two smaller winged darts were parked next to the walls of the
bay. These were city patrol craft Stuated on individual catapults with their noses pointed outward. Inthe
event of unwanted visitors, they could be launched in less than two minutes.

Having glanced casually at his surroundings, Sands turned and took in as much of SparrowHawk as he
could see from where he was standing. Once again, he made it seem acasud thing. In fact, what he was
doing was checking to see that their flight through the ammonia storm had washed away dl of their ersaiz
markings. SparrowHawk appeared to have been returned to the dilapidated condition she had had
before being repainted by Micah Bolin's people. Of course, he would have to check her over carefully to
be sure.

A welcoming party of four rounded the tip of SparrowHawk *swing and moved toward him. Sands
suppressed asmile. The most common mode of dress aboard his home city of Sorrell Threewas apair
of drab gray coverals. The newcomerswore kilts and sporrans, with bonnets set rakishly atop their
heads. Their costumes were aso uniforms, as evidenced by the badges of rank on their shoulders. That
they were military was made even more evident by their sdearms and the riot guns carried by the two
enlised men in the party.

“Good day, Captain,” the officer with the inggnia of asubcommander said in the same thick brogue the
approach controller had used. “Who are you and what brings you here?’

“Thenameis Larson Sands. | command Privateer SoarrowHawk |, last out of Port Gregson. Wewere en
route to the south where we have an employment contract. We ve put in for repairs.”

“So | understand,” the officer replied, glancing toward the ship. “What happened?’

Sands repeated his story about ingesting something solid the previous day. It sometimes happened that
conditionsin Saturn’ s atmosphere resulted in the formation of hallstones of ammonia, water, or phosphine
ice. When aship encountered such a*hail scorm,’ its engines were sometimes damaged when the solid
materid was pulled in through the intakes. In truth, SparrowHawk ’ sreactors were il suffering from
overhesting during the battle in which Dane had been killed. The portside reactor had suffered the worst.
Itslaser focusing rings were warped out of aignment, something that could also result from iceimpinging
on them.

“How long do you expect to be here?’

Sands shrugged. “ That depends on your people. How long will it take to repair my reactor?’
“WEe I have the mechanicslook at it and give you an esimate.”

“Good. | am anxiousto be on my way. It won’t do to show up late for anew job, you know.”
“1 suppose not. Any cargo?’

“WEe re carrying aload of genera goodsto defray the cost of theflight.”

“We'll want to seethat.”

“I’m sorry, but our holds were sedled at Port Gregson. We cannot open them without being subjected to



aheavy pendty. Y ou may check our manifest if you like. And, of course, you' Il want to verify that the
sedsare properly in place to ensure that we aren’t trying to smuggle anything aboard Glasgow-Prime.”

“That wewill want to do,” the officer agreed. He turned to the noncom in his party and said, “Seetoiit,
sergeant! Make sure to put our own sealsin place to see that those hatches stay closed.”

“Aye, gr.”

The subcommander turned back to Sands. “ Y ou redlize that all fees have to be paid in advance,
Captan?’

“Understood.”
“Very well. We make you out to be avessel of 100 tons. That will be CR 10,000, right now!”

Sands handed over his credit card. The sergeant took it and inserted into a handheld computer termindl.
The termina beeped once to indicate acceptance. The sergeant handed the card back to Sands.

“Welcometo Glasgow! | hope you enjoy your stay here,” the officer said.
“Thank you. Could you recommend agood hotel ?’

“Mogt travelers enjoy the Highland Hilton up on the deck. They treat you right and you’ ve got agood
view of thelaird' spdace”

“The Hilton, you say?’

“That's my recommendation. Tell them Subcommander MacDona d sent you and the proprietor will see
that you' rewd | treated.”

“Thank you. Arewe cleared for entry?’

“Y ou will be cleared as soon as Sergeant Balfallon ingpects your ship, Captain Sands. Good day to
you!” MacDonad sauted, turned briskly on his hedl, and marched back the way he had come. The two
guardstook their places on ether side of the hydrogen lock.

“Thisway, Sergeant,” Sands said, gesturing toward the ship.

“After you, Sr.”

Chapter 11: Castle and Throne Room

As Subcommander MacDondd had said, the Highlander Hotel was situated atop the main city deck and
across awide square from the seat of government. As aboard Cloudcroft, government headquarters
functioned asthe central support for the city’s habitat barrier and the primary conduit for ddlivering
heated hydrogen to the gasbag. That waswhere al smilarity between the two ended. The Glasgow
capita had been built to resemble a Scottish castle of the Middle Ages. Itsturrets and wallswere
congtructed of rough-hewn building blocks that gave the appearance (if not the redlity) of massive
solidity. The architecture was authentic down to the cobblestones in the courtyard and the crendllations
on the battlements. Theilluson was further reinforced by the presence of kilted guards on either Side of a
main gate equipped with drawbridge and portcullis.



Sands had seen many cases where Saturnian cities reproduced scenes from Earth, but never one that
went asfar as the Scots of Glasgow-Prime. He mentioned that fact to the hotel porter who escorted
them to their rooms.

“Aye, gr, ‘tisthe ugliest pile of fake rock on Saturn. | am afraid our ancestors got awee bit carried away
when they built it. Still, the Laird enjoysliving there and the tourists al posein front of the castle for their
vacation holos”

“Do you redlly think castles|ooked that way?”

“Aye! Y ou can punch up the origina on adatascreen if you like. ‘ Tis quite genuine, save that our castle
has city officesinsgde what were once solid walls. If you' ve an interest, | can arrange atour.”

“Thanks, maybe later.” Sands keyed atip into the porter’ s personal account, and then dismissed him.
After the man |eft, he stared at the ugly anachronism for long minutes. As he did so, he wondered
whether Macdonald' s choice of hotel had been anything more than a coincidence. A suspicious person
might suspect that Laird Fitzroy had arranged to have them quartered where he could keep an eyeon
them.

Their suite contained four bedrooms clustered around a common area and kitchen. Sands had one of the
bedroomsto himsdf, with Halley and Kimber sharing another. That |eft two crewmen in each of the
remaining private rooms. He doubted they would use them for anything more than changing their clothes.
Someone would aways be on guard at the ship, of course, but those off duty could be expected to head
graight for the fleshpots.

Having learned al he could from gtaring at the pile of fake masonry across the square, Sands sought out
the room’ s computer terminal. He keyed for alisting of airships currently in port. Bolin'sarshipswould
il be daysintrangt, but if the loot were to be divvied up aboard Glasgow, the recruiter would need
other shipsto haul it away. It was forthose ships that Sands searched.

After reviewing two years of shipping data, he reluctantly concluded that he could find no discernable
pattern. Disgppointed, but not surprised, he entered an ingtruction asking that he be notified whenever an
arship was granted docking clearance. When Balin findly arrived, Sands planned to be waiting for himin
thelanding bay.

After shutting off the datatermina, he crossed through the common room and knocked on the women's
door. Kimber answered the knock.

“Anyonefor Sghtseaing?’

“Not me,” Haley replied. She was busy unpacking her kit bag and had clothes spread dl over the bed.
“Assoon as| straighten out this mess, I’ m going to stretch out and catch up on my beauty rest. Take
Karen with you.”

“How about it, Karen?’ Sands asked. The question wasfor the benefit of any unseen listenersthey might
have. He and Halley had agreed that until things became more settled one of them would accompany
their guest at al times. For her part, Kimber accepted the chaperonage with good grace, figuring it to be
acondition of her parole.

“Sure,” Kimber/Karen replied in her dightly irritating accent. “ Do you think we can find some shops? |
could certainly expand my wardrobe.”

“Why not? We can afford it.”



He waited while Kimber combed her recently shortened hair, and then offered her hisarm. They strolled
out of the suite, looking as though they did not have a care under Saturn’srings.

#

Three hourslater, they sat in asidewalk cafe across from the castle. Severa brightly colored packages
were hegped on the empty seats beside them. They had found a shopping arcade one level below the city
deck where Kimber had outfitted hersaf with awardrobe appropriate to her new identity.

“Thank you, Lars,” she said gesturing toward her purchases. “1 don’t know when I’ ve had more fun
shopping for clothes”

“You rewecome,” hereplied. “I imagine you don't often buy fluorescent greens and purples.”
“Of coursel do!” she said with a chucklein her best Karen Calin voice. “ Those are my favorite colors.”
“Of course. | forgot.”

The smile disappeared and she looked at him with serious blue eyes. “Do you mind if | ask you a
question?’

“Ask and I'll tdll you whether | mind or not.”
“Why did you become a privateer?’

He stared into hisdrink and shrugged. “Boredom more than anything else. My father wanted meto take
over thefamily winery. | thought there was moreto life than worrying about commodity prices. When |
was eighteen, afriend and | went down to the landing bay to watch the ships|oad. We stopped in one of
the port bars where afirst mate off a privateer was buying drinks for anyone who would sit with him. He
was pinning yarns about his adventures. After afew hours, the mate told Harry and me that he could use
acouple of strapping ladsto round out his crew. We weren't feding any pain, so we both signed on right
inthebar.”

“It sounds like you were shanghaied!”

Hesamiled. “Closetoit, | suppose. We were certainly in astate of diminished capacity. Unfortunately, not
so diminished that we could get out of it afterward. The mate proved to be alot lessfriendly after we
sobered up. Thosefirg few months were some of the worst of my life. Y et, by the time my contract
lapsed, | had found that | enjoyed thelife. It' sfar more exciting than growing hydroponic grapes.”

“Isn't it dangerous?’

“Sometimes. Mostly the people who hire usfind waysto avoid fighting. They have astrong enough
incentive. No one wantsto risk another accident like Nuevo Chicago. Still, diplomacy occasionaly fails
and we haveto fight.”

Kimber nodded. “Halley told me about New Philadel phia. I’'m sorry your brother waskilled.”
He shrugged. “ It happens. A person’ sluck hasto run out sometime.”

“Isthat why you hatethe Alliance?’

“One of thereasons,” he agreed. “ Certainly the biggest one.”

“ And the other reasons?’



“I don't like what they’ retrying to do.”

“What'sthat?’

“They want to bring back the bad old days. | think that’samistake.”
“I don't follow you.”

He gestured at the castle across the square. “L ook at that monstrosity! Hell, the origina was obsolete
seven or eight centuries before the sun flared. Y &, the Scots went to al the trouble to building that replica
asamonument to the dead pagt. In their own way, the Northern Alliance is doing precisely the same
thing, except their monument is even more monstrous. They’ re attempting to transplant the traditiona
terredtrial nation-state to Saturn!”

Hetook asip of winethat hisfather would have considered a candidate for disposal. At best, it would
never have worn the label of one of Sorrdll Three' s mgor wine houses. He continued: “ The nation-states
of Earth were built around the concept of territory. That was only natura. Being rooted to asingle spot,
the people of thetime tried to control as much territory as possible. They drew boundariesto keep
unfriendly strangersat arm’ slength. Asaresult, virtually every war ever fought on Earth was a boundary

dispute”
Kimber nodded. “We have smilar problems on Titan, athough on amuch smaller scae.”

“See, that sort of thinking comes naturally on aworld with geography. However, thisis Saturn and
geography is something we lack in abundance. We have no borders, no red boundaries of any kind. If a
man does not like the way things are going, he can move to another city. If enough peoplein acity are
unhappy, they can move to another flyway or cluster. Sorrel 111 did just that when | wasten. The city
eldersdid not like some of the demands being made on them by other citiesin their cluster. Rather than
givein, they moved to adifferent blt. It cost afortune, but everyone gill thinksit wasworth it. That is
the freedom Kt Dalishaar wantsto take away from us.”

“Why, Captain,” Kimber said, “you’ re aborn anarchist!”

“Maybel am,” he agreed. “I like things the way they are and don’t have much patience with people who
think they can run my life better than | do.”

She amiled. “My father says much the samething, only he cdlsit ‘rugged individudism.’”
“He sounds like awise man.”

“Heis”

“Speaking of your father, how would you like to send him amessage?’

“Do you mean it?’ she asked, letting her masquerade drop momentarily. “ Can we do it without
compromising your safety?’

“I think s0.”
“How?’
“Y our people maintain an embassy on Montana Station in the Southern Hemisphere, don't they?’

She nodded. “There satrading office there. Not quite an embassy, but close enough.”



“Good. | have friends aboard Montana. | could send them aletter with an imbedded message for them to
pass aong to your people. The message will have to be short, innocuous and it cannot tell where you are.
| still do not want to get Glasgow involved in thisuntil | know better where we stand. Can you live with
those regtrictions and still make sure he getsit?’

She frowned, and then took a notepad from her pocket. She began to write on the tiny screen. After a
minute, she handed the small black box to Sands. The note reed:

#

For Immediate Ddlivery to Titania, CR0157, Code Alpha Prime

Father,

Am safewith friends. Will contact you for transportation when | can. See you soon.

Love

Bunny

“Bunny?’ heasked.

She amiled. “Father gave me arabbit for my sixth birthday. His name was Mr. Long Ears. HE scaled
me hislittle bunny ever snce”

“And this code a the top?’
“His persond computer address. The Alpha Prime priority will ensure the gation sendsit on.”

“That should do it. I'm sorry you can't let him know where you are, but the Alliance probably has
computers listening to every communications channel they can tap into.” He downed his drink, stood, and
began gathering packages. “Let’sgo find apublic screen and we' |l get thison itsway with ingtructions for
my friends.”

#

Five days later, Sands was beginning to worry. Bolin’ s airships were overdue and there had been no
word from the recruiter. Another reason for distress was the apparent lack of interest by the Glasgow
authoritiesfor SparrowHawk or her crew.

“What do you think, Lars?’ Haley Trevanon asked one evening after dinner.
“Maybe Bolin never bothered to report that he'd hired us.”
“That’ saposshility, ign'tit?’

“Not avery likey one, | wouldn't think. If I'd employed him to handle such a ddlicate matter, I'd want to
know who he' d gotten to handle the dirty work.”

“Areyou thinking what I'm thinking?” she asked.



“That we' ve been tricked?’
She nodded. “ It seems more likely with each passing day.”

“Agreed,” Sandsreplied. He, too, had been thinking that Bolin had sent them to Glasgow while he
headed in the opposite direction. Still, the ideadid not ring true. There was the matter SoarrowHawk 's
cargo to consider. Bolin'sairships had made off with the bulk of the prize, but Sands wasin possession
of the most valuable booty. Just the artwork from the Cloudcroft museum aone was worth millionson
the black market. Sands had no problem visudizing Bolin double-crossing them, but only after he had
laid his hands on the cream of the enterprise. That was what worried him. When none of the scenariosfit,
itisusudly because you don't have dl the facts. He had aknot in the pit of his somach that told him
there was more going on than he had been told abott.

“So what arewe going to do?’ Halley asked

“We d best find out where we stand with thelaird.”
“How do we do that?’

“Why not ask him in person?’

Arranging to seethe Laird of Glasgow took two days. In the arranging it, Sands found it necessary to
work hisway up through severa layers of bureaucracy. Findly, after much waiting in anterooms and the
dispensation of ever-increasing “honoraria,” he wasinformed that he and his party were onthelaird's
audience schedule for the following day.

Sands, Halley, and Kimber entered the government complex on the third sublevel an hour before their
appointment. They were ushered to the anteroom of the laird' s officia greeter, Angus MacPherson.
MacPherson was atal man with hard eyes and the air of aharried, busy man.

“Hdlo, Captain,” MacPherson said after atwenty minute wait in awindowless room with twenty other
petitioners. “May | be of assistance?’

“Wearehereto seethelaird.”

“But, of course, you are. Everyone who comes to me wishes an audience. May | inquire asto your
business?Y ou were a bit vague on your application.”

“We want to discuss employment with him”

“My dear sr, Glasgow has no need of mercenaries at the moment. Surdly, that must be obviousto you. If
you think a personal apped will change that fact, then you are wasting your time. However, if you will
leave your résumé, we will give you fair condderation the next time we are in the market for your
services”

“I"'m not talking about future employment.”

“Surely you aren't referring topast services. We have checked. So far as we know, you have never been
associated with this city.”

“Perhaps your knowledge doesn’'t extend far enough.”
“What areyou implying?”

“It isamatter we can only discusswith thelaird.”



“Very well. You have paid for the privilege of an audience, so you shal have one. Y ou will be given two
minutes. That time begins when you enter the audience chamber. State your case succinctly and do not
argue. When thelaird indicates the audience is a an end, go quickly and quietly.”

Sands and the two women were guided down along, ornate corridor. Like the exterior of the building,
the decor had been designed to s mulate some ancient structure. There were high “ stone” walls around
them, with flying buttresses and narrow windows through which poured astrong yel low-white light.
Functionariesin archaic costumes hurried past them on unknown errands. When they reached the
audience hall, aservant took Sands's credit voucher and transferred the last instalment of the audience
fee

A subdued e ectronic tone announced that it was time for them to go in. The page turned to them and
said, “Remember to bow and don’t speak until the laird signalsthat heisready. Good luck.”

The big double door swung ponderoudy open in front of them and Sands found himsalf standing at the
back of along aide. On either sde of it were various people in kilts and sporrans. A chamberlain
announced their presence in aloud voice and they started their walk down the aide. Asthey did so,
Sands sudied the Laird of Glasgow.

Hugh Fitzroy was abig man with around face and along, flowing silver beard and bushy eyebrows. He
wore thetraditiond Glasgow costume, including feathered bonnet set a arakish angle. From the
surroundings, Sands would have expected to find him seated on an ornate throne. Instead, the laird sat
behind a perfectly ordinary desk on araised dais. On either side of him were two other desks at which
functionaries of the Glasgow court worked. A large holocube dominated the right wall of the audience
chamber while an ancient suit of armor stood to their |eft.

Sandswalked to thefirst balk line with Halley and Kimber flanking him. He stopped and bowed, while
the women curtsied. The subdued tone echoed through the chamber, and they proceeded to the place
where they had been instructed to stand.

Thelard was busy entering something into the notepad that lay open on the desk. Finally, he glanced up.
“Y ou are Captain Larson Sands of the Privateer ShipSparrowHawk .

“I 'am, Your Lordship.”

“And you wish to see me about employment?’

“Yes, gar.”

“Didn’'t Citizen MacPherson tell you that we are not in the market for privateers at the moment?’
“Hedid, Your Lordship.”

“Then why are you here, Captain Sands?’

“The matter is somewhat delicate, Sir. Perhagps we could discussit in private?’

“If you wished a private audience, you should have said s0 at the scheduling office. Thefeesare agreat
ded higher for those.”

“I will spesk inpublicif that isyour wish, Sir.”

“Speak or not as you seefit, Captain.”



“Very well. | would like to know if you employ an agent by the name of Micah Bolin.”

“Bolin?| don't believe s0.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Sir, my administration employs agood many people. | can hardly be expected to remember them all.”
“Y ou would remember thisone.”

“Captain, your timeis running out. Enough of these word games. What isit that you want?’

Sands opened his mouth to respond, and closed it just as promptly. He was caught off guard by a
sudden aarm. The laird glanced off to one side toward acourt recorder. “What isit, Swann?’

“Anadert, Your Lordship! A number of warcraft have been detected converging on usfrom severd
different directions”

“Whose warships?’
“Unknown, Sr.”
“Get the city guard out. Stand by to repel attackers.”

The clerk looked suddenly distant as he listened to a message feeding into an earphone. “ The fleet
commander iscdling you, sir. He demands our surrender.”

“Put him on the big screen,” Fitzroy ordered.

Everyonein the audience chamber turned to face the suspended holoscreen asit flickered dight. The
screen cleared to reved afull admira of the Northern Alliance Navy. It was then that Sands knew that
thelaird had been telling the truth.

The admird was Micah Balin.

Chapter 12: Escape and Consequence

Sandsfdt hisuniverse suddenly go dack as he stared at the visage filling the holoscreen. Therisk of
treachery was one every privateer took each time he signed a contract. Still, the rewards from the
Cloudcroft raid had seemed to make the game worth any risk. It came as ashock to redlize that the
game he had been playing was not even remotely the one he had thought. Whatever the stakes, they
were worth far more than he had imagined, more than even the lives of a privateer named Larson Sands
and hiscrew.

“Laird Fitzroy!” the figure in the holoscreen boomed out. The haughty face stared in the direction of the
Glasgow leader. It took a moment for Sands to realize that the screen pickup was focused on the dais,
and that he was standing outside Balin' sfield of view.

“I am Admira Mika Blount of the Alliance Navy. Y ou are harboring dangerous fugitives. | demand that
you surrender them at once.”

“What fugitives?’ thelaird demanded.



“The captain and crew of the privateer vessel SoarrowHawk . They are wanted for high crimes againgt
the Alliance. Y ou will dso lay down your own weapons until we can determine Glasgow’ s complicity in
this matter. Y ou have ten minutesto comply. After that, we will open fire on your city.”

Almost no one heard Bolin’ sthreat. At the word “ SparrowHawk,” the laird and his court turned to stare
at Sands. Hugh Fitzroy jumped to his feet and stabbed an accusing finger at the three privateers. “ Seize
them!”

The guard on duty moved to comply. Unfortunatdly, it took him amoment to recover from his surprise.
Sands, on the other hand, had launched himself the moment Bolin had spoken his ship’sname. He hit the
guard just asthat protector was moving to unding hisriot gun. The two of them sprawled backward onto
the fake flagstone. Sands wrestled the weapon away, tucked it close to his body, and somersaulted. He
cameout of theroll on hisfeet while swinging the gun barrdl to point in the direction of thelaird.

The world seemed to bein dow motion. Hugh Fitzroy’ s features were frozen into an angry snarl ashis
right hand reached into one of his desk drawers. Out of the corner of his eye, Sands saw severa of the
courtiers rushing toward Haley and Kimber.

“Tell your peopleto stop!” Sands screamed as he brought the gun up. He saw hisvictim'’ sface blanch.
Thelaird frozein place, setting an examplefor hisfollowers. For a span of a dozen heartbests, the two of
them stared at one another with flaring nostrils and pulses pounding visibly in their temples.

“What' s going on there?” Bolin demanded. From hisvantage point, al he could see wasthe laird dowly
graightening up from his crouch to raise hishandsinto the arr.

“Turn that damned thing off!”

After an interminable few seconds, the screen went dark.

“What happens now, Captain?’ Fitzroy asked.

“WEe re going to return to our ship.”

“You'll never makeit. The city watch is monitoring this chamber. The darm has dready gone out.”

“Thenwe' |l need you to escort us, Your Lordship! I’m sure you can keep your people from molesting
lﬁ”

“Think, man! Evenif you can makeit to the landing bay, you will never get past the Alliance fleet. They'll
destroy you asyou launch.”

“That' sachance we |l haveto take. Therewill be no mercy for usif we are captured. Hdley, you and
Karen get those doors open.” Sands strode up onto the dais, wrapped his arm around the laird’ s neck,
and put theriot gun to histemple. *Y our dagger, sir!”

Fitzroy gingerly removed the ceremonid knife at hisbelt and let it clatter to the deck. Sands marched him
off the dais and down the aid e after the two women. In afew seconds, they were through the oversize
double doors. Haley and Kimber quickly swung the doors closed behind them.

“What do we do now?’ Kimber asked.

“We get back to the ship,” Sands grunted. He fished in histunic pocket for his comm unit, thumbed the
emergency cdl button, and held it down for five long seconds. “ Ross, prepare for launch! The rest of
you, back to the ship. Y ou’ ve got five minutes.”



He did not wait for an acknowledgement. Ross Crandall had the watch aboardSparrowHawk . That, at
least, was alucky break. He would lose no time getting the ship ready to launch. Asfor the rest of the
crew, if they weren't drunk, or in the arms of whores, they would make for the landing bay. Sands hoped
they would arrive in time. Whether they did or not, he would not be able to wait. The Alliance shipswere
coming in too fast. Hugh Fitzroy was right about one thing. If SparrowHawk were to have any chance of
escape, they would have to get away before the Alliance fleet surrounded the city.

“What' s the best way back to the bay?’ Haley asked. “Tube car?’

“It'sabout the only option,” Sands said. “Where s the nearest tube station, Y our Lordship?’

“Down alevel,” the Glasgow leader said. “I can lead you there.”

“Notricks.” Sands kept the riot gun trained on the laird’ s midsection as he released him. “Lead the way.”

Fitzroy led them down along hallway and out into the castle courtyard. The two gate guards had come
insde and were watching them warily. The laird led them through adoor of what appeared to be solid
oak and down a set of stairsto atube station.

“Two cars?’ Halley asked, eyeing the amdl vehicleslined up in the sation. The carswere nominaly
two-person affairs, with sesting for threeif the three did not mind being cramped. Getting four full size
adultsinto onewas not possible.

“What do you think, Y our Lordship? If we split up, will both cars get where we' re going?’
Fitzroy shrugged. “ The public cars can be remotely diverted.”
“That’ swhat | suspected. Get usalarger car, one with autonomous controls. A police car should doit.”

“May 1?7’ Fitzroy asked, gesturing toward the public comm screen that was standard for every tube
dation.

“Be careful what you say. Il have this gun on you every second.”

The laird strode to the comm screen, punched in anumber, and then gave aterse order to aman in the
uniform of the city watch. The policeman nodded and signed off. Thirty seconds later, afour-person tube
vehicle slently entered the station. It was emblazoned with the city emblem.

Sands had Hdley and Kimber climb infirgt, then held his gun on Fitzroy asthe laird stepped down into
the open car. Findly, Sands followed. When al were seated, Haley punched for the landing bay on the
destination pad. The car took off with asudden surge of acceleration, nearly causing thegunin Sands's
handsto discharge. He exhaled long and dowly at the thought of what might have happened.

The car entered the travel tube in seconds. Sands relaxed minutely. 1t would be difficult for the city watch
to get a them whilethey werein the tube.

“Would you mind telling mewhat thisis al about?’ Hugh Fitzroy asked.

Sands grinned without humor. Hetold Fitzroy about the raid on Cloudcroft in afew pungent phrases.
The laird gave out with alow whistle. “No wonder they’ re after you.”

“Y ou' ve got that wrong, Y our Lordship. They’re after Glasgow.”

“| don’t understand.”



“Admird Mika Blount isour employer. Heisthe one who arranged the whole thing. Obvioudy, he sent
us hereto give himsdlf an excuse to take control of your cities.”

“But why raid hisown cepitd?’

Sands shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe he wanted to embarrass Ddishaar’ sfaction in the ruling council.
Whatever the reason, he obvioudy cannot let uslive. If we are taken back to stand trial, we can expose
him. That aso meansthat he will kill you if he suspects you know his secret.”

Hugh Fitzroy was silent for long seconds, and then nodded. “ If what you say istrue, then you're
probably right.”

Kimber looked at the Glasgow ruler and said, *1t would seem to me, Y our Lordship, that the best thing
for your peopleisif we make good our escape. Once we are gone, you can proclaim your innocence
loudly. That will not stop them from occupying your city, but it will give you timeto get word to the
Accretionigt faction. Once Blount is dedt with, perhaps you can win freedom for your cities.”

The laird thought for amoment, then nodded. “1’ll help you escape. After thet, you' re on your own!”
#

Thetube car decdlerated asit arrived at the landing bay. The scene reminded Sands of Cloudcroft during
the raid. Scattered throughout the vast volume were numerous members of the Glasgow constabulary, dl
heavily armed and obvioudly irritated. The bay was clear of ships save forSparrowHawk , which was
being hauled from the storage hangar to the launch catapult. It had only been afew minutes since he had
sent hiswarning and somehow Ross Crandall had gotten the landing bay crew moving in record time.

The milling police officers watched intently as Kimber and Halley rushed across the bay to the moving
ship. The two women clambered over the wing and disappeared through the midships hydrogen lock.
Oncethey were out of sight, the full guard force turned its attention to Sands and Hugh Fitzroy.

“Let’'sgo,” Sands ordered. Despite the laird' s agreement to help them escape, Sands kept the riot gun
planted firmly in his back.

The two men trudged dowly across the floodlit, cable-covered expanse of decking. They were the focus
of at least adozen hard sets of eyes, and doubtless countless others that were not apparent. It took
nearly thirty secondsto reach the ship. A quick glance a his chronometer told Sands that it had been six
minutes since they had |eft the audience chamber.

“I imaginethere are snipersup in therigging,” Sands said, gesturing toward the maze of overhead
plumbing and cables.

“Probably,” the laird agreed. “ The watch commander knows his business.”

“Tell them to clear out. Make sure they understand that if I’ m shot, my shipmateswill light off our
propulsion reactorswhile they' re dill in the bay.”

“That would destroy your ship,” Fitzroy said.
“It wouldn’t do your city much good either. So let’ sbe sensible, shall we?’

Hugh Fitzroy shouted a series of ordersto the senior officer in the bay. That functionary ordered his
peopleto back off. Every armed adversary in view quickly departed, leaving Sands to wonder how
many hidden adversariesremained.



Hetook a deep bresth and released the laird. After five long seconds, he decided that he was not going
to be shot down where he stood. Kimber appeared in the hydrogen lock. “Ross says the ship is ready
for launch.”

“Any word from the rest of the crew?’

“None”

Sandsturned to the laird. “Have your people got them?’
“I’ll need acommunicator to find out.”

Sands handed over his communicator. Fitzroy spoke afew terse words, and then listened to the soft
response. He lowered the comm unit and shook his head. “They haven't been seen. The watch has just
begun a sweep of the pleasure facilities.”

“Wheré sthe Alliance fleet?
There was another hurried conversation. Fitzroy reported that it would arrive in another two minutes.

Sands made aquick decison. “We can’'t wait. When you find them, you may want to hide them from
Blount. They'rethe only proof you havethat | am telling the truth.”

“Very well, Captain. | will keep them hidden until | find that it no longer benefits me or my people.”
“Fair enough,” Sands said as he stuck out hishand. “ Sorry to get you involved.”

The Laird of Glasgow took it. “If you are correct about the Alliance wanting my cities, perhaps| should
be saying the sameto you.”

“If we get free, we'll do what we can to help you.”

Sandsturned, climbed up onto the wing, and moved to the midshipslock. Kimber met himinthe ship’'s
longitudind passageway.

“Where sHdley?’

“In the cockpit.”

“And Ross?’

“In combat control.”

“What are you going to do?’

Kimber frowned. “1 don’t understand, Lars.”

“If you're smart, you' |l get off now. Fitzroy can hide you, and even if hedoesn’t, you'll be no worse off
than you were before we came dong.”

“I'mdaying.”
“Thismay turninto avery short flight,” he warned.

“I'm not going to give the Alliance power over my father again. Besdes, Blount has no ideawhat you
have told me. HE Il probably kill me out of hand rather than take achancethat I’ ll expose him.”



“A good point. Close the port and then come forward. Make it quick. Thisvessdl is about to depart.”

Sands poked his head into the compartment where Ross Crandal was preparing to fight the ship. “Give
them a spread as soon aswe get clear. | don't careif you hit anything, but let’ sremind them to be
cautious”

“Right, Lars”

Halley Trevanon wasin her normal seat as he swarmed into the cockpit. “We re hooked onto the
catapult, Lars. One minute until Bolin getshere.”

“Areweready?’
“Ready!”
“All right, sound thedarm!”

The launch klaxon rang through the ship. To Sands s ears, it echoed hollowly without afull crew
onboard. He was flicking switches with abandon when he heard Kimber arrive behind him and begin
Srapping hersdf in.

“What about environment suits?’ Halley asked.

“Notime. Ross, you there?’

“Here, Lars”

“Give me areading on the opposition as soon asyou can.”
“Will do.”

“Kimber?" he asked over his shoulder.

“Strapped down, Captain.”

He gave aquick countdown, and then keyed the control that Sgnaed the city computer. A moment later,
they weredl crushed into their seets by agiant invisible hand. The windscreen was ingtantly transformed
from the floodlit expanse of the Glasgow landing bay into the infinite vista of blue-white that wasthe eye
of the Glasgow Cyclone,

AsJparrowHawk was flung clear of the city, Sands brought both drive reactors to power and headed
directly away from their former refuge. They passed the site where the new city was being built afew
seconds later. Thiswould be no long stern chase. 1t would be ashort, al out sprint for the cloud wall. If
they could get there before their pursuers, they would have a chance at evasion. If they were caught short
of the clouds, there would be no hope.

“Damn, there are adozen of them out there.” Ross reported from the combat compartment.
“Where?’

“They'redl around the compass. We are damned lucky Glasgow’ swarning system is so good. If they
hadn’t been detected fifteen minutes out, we wouldn’t have a chance.”

Which assumes, Sands thought,that we have one now. “Find meaholein their formation.”



“I've got something,” Ross reported after an interminable three seconds. “ Come right to 080 degrees.
They’ ve got two prowlers off in that direction, but they’ re spread pretty wide.”

“Right.” SandsrolledSparrowHawk into aviciousturn. Ashe did so, Ross launched afull spread of
missiles at the ships around them, with specia attention to the two directly ahead. Seconds later,
antimissile laserslashed out and vaporized the smal dart shapes.

Sands responded by sendingSparrowHawk into afull power climb. Ashe had in the Dardenédlles, he
was trying to out climb the prowlers. The tactic proved unsuccessful as the two ships climbed to keep
above him. Of course, he suddenly redlized, it had not worked the previoustime ether. Their escape
from Cloudcroft had been preordained. It was al part of the plot to seize the Glasgow Cluster.

They rocketed forward for two long minutes as they closed the gap with the prowlers. Suddenly their
windscreen was ablaze with blue-green light.

“We'rein laser range,” Halley reported unnecessarily.

Sands did not respond. Down below, Ross Crandall was playing their own lasers across the prowlers
distant forms. At this range, the antimissile wegpons could do little physica damage, but the blue-green
beams played havoc with sensors.

“We ve got vampires coming in,” Sands reported, using the ancient code word for amissile attack. “ Six
of them!”

Sandsrolled his ship and dove. Hisonly hope lay in the dense lower atmosphere where the missiles
would be dow to maneuver. A dozen seconds into the dive, SoarrowHawk shuddered under the impact
of agiant fid.

“How bad are we hit?’ Sands asked as he saw half hisinstruments go dead.

“Bad,” Halley muttered, her voice coming to him over theintercom. The explosion had been
accompanied by avast increase in wind noise, That and the way SparrowHawk shuddered told Sands
that they had been holed.

“Areyou dl right, Kimber?’

“I'mfing Lars”

“What about you, Ross?’

There was no response.

“Kimber, put on abreather and go seeif you can help Ross!”

Once again, he sensed the movement behind him as Kimber moved to the cockpit door. Sands and
Haley both donned breathers of their own. If the ship was holed, they were losing precious oxygen to the
atmosphere.

The shriek got louder as Kimber opened the cockpit door. He took the time to glance over his shoulder.
Aft of the cockpit, the fuselage had been pedled back and |oose wires were whipping in the breeze. The
compartmentsimmediately aft of the cockpit werein ruin.

“Closethe door!” heyelled.

Kimber hesitated. Her white-rimmed eyes gazed at him from over her breather mask. “But I’ ve got to



find Rosdl”
“Don’t bother,” he said. “Rossisn’t back there anymore.”

Kimber struggled to close the door while Sandsturned al of hisattention to hisflying. In the thirty
seconds or so since they had been hit, SparrowHawk had nearly madeit to the cloud wall. Miraculoudy,
the prowlers had not fired again. The ship shook violently asauniverse of dark clouds closed around
them. Despite Sands best effortsto keep it steady, SoarrowHawk began adow roll to theright.

“Oneof our devonsjust carried avay,” he said to no onein particular. As he watched the few working
instruments, he noticed the power levels of both reactors dropping. Whatever chunk had just Ieft the ship
had been sufficient to trigger the automatic shutdown circuits. His crippled fusion powered aircraft was
about to become acrippled glider.

“That'sit!” Halley said from besde him.

He nodded, and then reached for the console between them. A quick flick of the console cover reveded
alarge red handle. Sands reached insde, gave it atwist, and pulled. There was aquick machine gun
sound as explosive boltsfired dl over the ship. Suddenly, they were smashed down into their
acceleration couches by ahammer blow that made the city catapult seem wesk.

Then they werefdling free!

Chapter 13: Marooned in Mid Air

“We'refdling!” Kimber screamed.

Even as she said it, the sensation of weightlessness vanished, to be replaced by the norma pull of gravity.
The sudden solidity was an illusion. The cockpit was ill faling free -- afact confirmed by the continuous
popping of their eardrums -- but had reached termina velocity in the thick Saturnian atmosphere.

Unlike the gection seats used in smaller aircraft, SparrowHawk had been designed to saveits crew by
gecting sections of fuselage. Five escape pods encompassed dl of the inhabited compartmentsin the
ship. These were detached by explosive bolts and lifted free by powerful rocket motors. Simultaneoudly,
the doomed aircraft’ swings were blown away and its uninhabited portions -- cargo bays, fuel tanks, and
inert drive reactors -- had begun the long fall to the hydrogen sea. The escape pods stabilized and
followed more dowly.

Each pod was designed to automatically deploy alarge rescue baloon and begin emitting radio distress
calls sixty seconds after gection. Asquickly as gravity returned, Sands tore the maintenance cover from
the center console and began pulling eectronic cards from their dots. Under existing circumstances,
nothing would be more disastrous than to have the pod’ s rescue aids activated. They would merely serve
to draw the pursuing Alliance warcraft directly to them.

“What the hell do you think you're doing?’ Haley’ sfrightened voice demanded over theintercom. The
wind noise had subsided considerably, but still made speech difficult.

“I hope I’m interrupting the baloon deploy sequence!”

Halley moved to protest, then shut up as she thought through the consequences. She began taking cards
from Sands and stacking them haphazardly around her feet. They finished afull dozen seconds beforethe



sequencer was due to explode the balloon out of its overhead storage container.

“WEe I know soon enough,” Sands muttered as he eyed the instrument panel chronometer. Thelong
secondsticked by with no explosion.

Findly, Haley nodded and said, “Okay, genius! How are we going to deploy now that we' ve wiped out
the sequencer?”’

Sands reached into the center console, fished around, then pulled two wires free. Their frayed, bare
metd ends glinted coppery in the soft gray light filtering through the windscreen.

The breather durred Halley’ swords as she asked, “Isthat thefiring circuit?’
“I'm betting our livesoniit,” Sands replied with more confidence than he felt.

Intruth, his every action since pulling the g ection handle had been one of desperation. Somewhere
above them, four rescue pods were drifting through clouds, suspended beneath their 200-meter metalized
balloons and screaming loudly for help. On the screens of Micah Bolin'sfleet, four blinking red target
markerswould be glowing like so many fireflies as wegpons operators vied to see who would bethe first
to down the helpless pods. With luck, they would be so intent on their task that no one would noticea
fifth pod had dropped completely off their screens.

Kimber demanded to know what was going on. Halley quickly explained what they were doing. Kimber
gulped and commented on the heat that was aready soaking through the cockpit walls.

“It will get worse” Sandswarned. He watched the dtimeter, one of the few instruments till working. As
he did so, he kept wondering if Dane had fdlt thisway while he waited for the pressure to crush him. The
thought preyed on Sands' smind. It was al he could do not to touch the wires together to end their fall.

Seconds turned into tens of seconds, and then into minutes that lasted an eternity. The struggle to keep
the stabbing painsfrom his ears required dmost continuous clenching of hisjaw muscles. Sweet ranin
irritating rivulets down his brow and puddled between his shoulder blades.

“We can't take much more of this, Lars,” Halley warned.

“A littlelonger,” he said, watching the outside temperature rise. Findly, he touched the wires together.
There was a brief spark and no response for the space of half a heartbeat. An explosion shattered the
slence somewhere insde the cockpit overhead. A moment later, three“Oofsl” signaled the fact that the
pod had reached the end of its descent.

The cockpit swung in asickening motion at the end of along pendulum, then stabilized with its nose up
and the deck canted down at a thirty-degree angle. Beyond the windscreen was hot gloom that nearly

blanked out the light from the sun. Somewhere close by, alightning bolt lit the interior of the cloud and

the high-pitched thunder of Saturn reverberated through the compartment.

“Arewe safe?’ Kimber asked, theterror of the past few minutes still evident in her voice.

“If they spot us, we'll have no warning,” Sandsreplied. “In the meantime, we' |l adopt the working
hypothesis that we' ve spoofed them.”

“How long can we survivein thishot box?’ Halley asked.

“Not long. We' ve got to get back up to atitude and quickly.” Sands unstrapped and clambered out of
his seat. The cockpit shifted in response to his movement. “We' ve stopped our descent, but that won't



last long. As soon as the hydrogen in the balloon cools off, we will start down again. Timeto get the
emergency reactor cranked up.”

“What'sthat?" Kimber asked.

“Heat source for the balloon. It contains enough plutonium to keep us doft for amonth. We' ve got to
deploy it manudly.”

He climbed over the back of his own seat and squeezed past Kimber. He stood in the short aide that
ended at the aft cockpit hatch. His breathing tube was just long enough to reach. He braced his back
againg thelocker that contained their sole environment suit and removed alarge access panel on the
opposite side of the ship. He passed the panel cover to Halley, who stowed it in his seat. Behind the
cover was amaze of closely packed equipment.

Sandstraced out alarge silver pipethat ran vertically the length of the enclosure. It disappeared into a
large box inset into the deck. It took Sands a couple of minutesto pry the box loose and work it out of
itsresting-place. A moment later, he handed it to Kimber. The box trailed alength of flat tubing that had
been carefully folded lengthwise.

“What' sthis?”

“Emergency reactor and about a kilometer of folded heat pipe. We ve got to suspend the reactor below
the ship before it can produce any power.”

“Why?

He opened the box and removed acylinder that bore afaint resemblance to an ancient flashlight. “The
engineerswho built thisthing didn’t put any shielding around it. If it starts up, it will pour enough neutrons
through this cabin to kill usin seconds. In addition, thistubing is heat sendtive memory plagtic. It expands
to thirty centimeters once the reactor begins supplying heat. If we kink it during the deploy, we' Il be
taking aone way trip to the hydrogen sea.”

Kimber gulped but said nothing.

“I’'m moving the timer to its maximum setting,” Sands said, matching actionsto words. “I figure we ve got
about sixty seconds before it goes critica after | punch this stud. Here, hold this!”

Sands gave Kimber the cylinder and turned back to the open equipment rack. A moment later, he
inserted hisboot and kicked at the thin metal of the lower fusdage. The frangible plate set in the lower
skin crumbled into adozen pieces. Through the hole, Sands could see dark cloudsilluminated by
intermittent lightning flashes.

“All right, hand the reactor to me and stand by to feed the heat pipe out of the container.”

He pressed the stud, causing ared light to begin blinking on top of the cylinder. He then lowered it
through the hole, being careful to keep the ddlicate folded plastic tubing from touching the edges of the
hole.

“Oneminute,” Halley announced from the front of the pod while they were till paying out the Sllver heat
pipe. “Thereactor just came dive!”

“We'rein good shape,” Sands said without looking up. His back was beginning to ache from working
stooped over. Neverthe ess, he continued the steady paying out of the flat silver plastic tubing. “We ve
got half akilometer between us and the reactor.”



Two minutes later, thelast of theflat silver tube had disappeared through the hole. Already the plastic
was beginning to expand to form a hollow tube through which heated hydrogen would riseinto the
unseen balloon above. Sands retrieved the maintenance cover from Halley and replaced it.

“How long since the balloon inflated?” he asked when hefinally returned to his seat. Hewasfeding dizzy
from the heat and his exertions.

“Going on fifteen minutes,” Haley replied.

Helet out adeep sgh. “If the Alliance were going to blow us out of the sky, they would have done so by
now. Ladies, | think we have fooled them. If we can just get back up to a comfortable dtitude, we may
liveto fight another day!”

#

Admira Mikal Blount of the Northern Alliance Navy sat at his control station and quietly fumed at the
mistakes that had been made during the approach to Glasgow. His crews had carelesdy given away their
positions prematurely, and in so doing, had placed the whole operation in jeopardy. It irked Blount that
his people had ssumbled at such acriticd moment. The plan had gone along so well for so long.

It hed all started at asecret meeting of high-ranking Alliance nava officerstwo yearsearlier. The officers
had gathered to discuss the ever-increasing restrictions being imposed on the Navy by the Accretionists
on the ruling council. Those origind, unfocused complaints had evolved into aplan of action for
srengthening the Militarist position.

Thefirst phase had been aimed at embarrassing the Accretionists by proving them wrong on amajor
policy decision. After some debate, the Militarist conspirators had decided to precipitate the crisiswith
the geneticists of New Philadelphia. The Accretionists and their leader, Kelt Dalishaar, were opposed to
annexation by force, and adding such an important city to the Alliance against their wishes could not help
but discredit them.

Blount had had nothing to do with the New Philade phia phase of the operation. He had been too busy
planning the raid on Cloudcroft and the subsequent annexation of Glasgow, his own portions of the great
subterfuge.

It had taken monthsto juggle the duty rostersin Cloudcroft’ s defense center so that afew key people
could provide the strategic blind spot needed for a successful raid. He' d aso launched a Saturn-wide
search for just theright privateer crew. He required a ship whose captain was desperate enough that he
would take the dangerous job, yet sufficiently competent to pull it off. It had seemed fate when Blount
located Larson Sands and his people as they licked their wounds aboard Port Gregson.

Sands had proven to be everything Blount could have hoped for. He had made the dangerous flight from
the North Temperate Belt cloud wall seem easy. He had pardyzed the Alliance military response and had
allowed Blount’s own bogus raiders to escape to the north without pursuit. In the Dardenelles, Sands had
nearly won free by hisown efforts. It had required only a single misdirection from Blount’ s agentsin the
Cloudcroft command center to clear ahole for the pirate ship. Afterward, Sands had made straight for
the Glasgow Cluster and had thereby unwittingly set up the third and most important phase of the
Militarigt plan.

Reports from Cloudcroft following the raid spoke of acouncil mired in recriminations. Even the normally
unflappable Kdt Daishaar had screamed for the raiders blood. There were those who attributed the
Firgt Councilor’smood to the pirates’ impromptu abduction of the Titanian trade negotiator. Blount knew
Ddlishaar well enough to wonder if there was not another reason. In any event, Phase |1 had been a



remarkable success.

When he had taken command of hisfleet, Blount had had no reason to believe that Phase 111 would not
go aswell. After hisforcestook Glasgow, he planned to interrogate the captured pirates vigoroudy, and
then dispose of their bodies. It was imperative that he find out whom they had told about their mysterious
employer. Anyone implicated would haveto bekilled. To let them live would serioudy jeopardize
Blount’sown life. If one of those was the Titanian factor’ swhore of a daughter, too bad for her. Indeed,
it might be best if she disappeared in any event. Trouble with Titan would make Kelt Ddishaar’ s policies
even more untenable,

The fleet had gpproached Glasgow through cloud dl around the cities western littoral. They had planned
their gpproach to keep hidden until they were within striking range. Unfortunately, one of the advancing
ships had broken into clear air in sight of a Glasgow patrol craft. After that, everything had gone wrong.
Blount’ s ultimatum to the Glasgow laird had been cut off practicaly in mid-sentence and the cursed pirate
ship had bolted before the fleet could envelop the city. There had been arunning fight in cloud. The
pirates had been brazen, but that had not saved them. A prowler missile had ripped them asunder and a
few seconds later, escape pods began to sprout throughout the cloud-shrouded region where the battle
had taken place. That was when the worst of the mistakes had been made.

Upon seeing the escape pods blossom, Blount had leaned forward to order al vesselsto ceasefire,
Before he could get the order out, he had watched his prowlers launch a dozen missiles. He had watched
in horror as shrapnd shred three rescue balloons and the pods beneath them dropped into the depths. By
the time his cease-fire order went out, only asingle pod remained aoft.

It had taken nearly a quarter hour to get a ship aongside the surviving pod and another ten minutesto
board the fragment. It contained three staterooms and no survivors. The beds showed no sign of having
been recently dept in, nor had there been aclue to how many pirates were aboard at the time of the
vessdl’ sdestruction.

Damn thetrigger-happy fools, anyway! Why couldn’t they have held their fire? Plenty of timeto send the
rescue pods into the hydrogen sea once they learned who was aboard them. Asit was, he would now
have to recongtruct the pirates stay aboard Glasgow and infer the identities of those with whom they
might have shared their secret. He would have to put things right, but the cost would beterrible.

Heleaned forward and keyed hisintercom. “ Commander Wrightson! Tell the pilot to make for the
Glasgow landing bay. Make sure they understand we will destroy them if they offer any resstance.”

Timeto callect the butcher’ shill!
#

It was adehydrated group that sprawled about the ship fragment that had once beenSparrowHawk ’s
cockpit. Around them, cool hydrogen-hdlium carried away the last vestiges of steam bath heat from skin
scorched dmost beyond endurance. Hours earlier, Sands and the two women had stripped down to a
minimum of clothing to combat the heat. Sands was clad in shorts and bresther, Halley and Kimber wore
even less. Despite the bare fema e flesh, Sands had lost dl interest in the opposite sex. All heredly
wanted was to sip tepid water and then deep for aweek.

Hedid neither. He sat up, waited for the inevitable spell of dizzinessto pass, then climbed unsteadily to
hisfeet.

“What are you doing?’ Kimber’svoice croaked from the jumpseat where she lay like one awaiting
desth.



“Timefor nourishment.”

Before moving to the locker where the emergency food was stored, he glanced at the timeter. They
were nearly back to the adtitude where they had been shot down. The emergency balloon had climbed
Steadily for the past three hours and they were till risng. He commented on that fact to Kimber and
Hdley.

“How high will we go?’ Kimber asked.

He shrugged weakly. “We rein the updraft from the zone. So long as the reactor continues working, we
should be able to clear the water clouds and reach the haze below the ammonia hydrosulfide clouds.”

A very bedraggled Halley Trevanon raised her head and asked, “ Any chance we' |l be swept into the
southern circul ation pattern?”

“Could be” hesad. “There' salot of locad atmospheric ingtability around the Glasgow Cyclone.”
“What are you two talking about?’ Kimber asked.

Sands turned to face her, then smiled wanly. No, he decided, he was not dead yet. He could almost
bring himsdlf to appreciate the uncovered beauty sprawled out close beside him, veiled fetchingly by the
breather mask.

“The equatorial zone where we are now is composed of two separate convection cells -- the southern
and northern. It is possible we will be swept across the boundary as we rise toward the cloud tops. If we
reach the southern circulation pattern, we' Il be blown toward the South Equatoria Belt where we should
be able to find rescue.”

“I don't carewherewe end up,” Kimber replied, “so long aswe can keep asfar from Kelt Dalishaar as
posshble”

“How long before we break out of cloud?’ Halley asked.
“Noway totel,” Sandsreplied. “Possibly by First Dawn tomorrow.”

He moved toward the rear of the cockpit. The motion he used waslessawalk than a series of dragging
steps. He opened the storage locker in which their environment suit was housed. Below it wasasmaller
locker full of emergency rations. The size of the locker was an indication of the problem they faced.

The rescue baloon and its reactor would keep them doft for amonth, while the air regeneratorsin the
breatherswould last at least aslong. Their immediate problem was food and water. The emergency food
stored in the pod would last aweek with rationing, but the water would be gonein only three days. They
had aready consumed more than haf their water ration fighting the heet of the lower atmosphere. They
would be able to hold out severa dayswithout water, but probably not long enough for the windsto
carry them acrossthe vast Equatoria Zone. Should they not reach the southern circulation pattern, the
wind would blow them back north when they reached the gpex of the convection cdll. In that event, it
might be impaossible to attract rescuers without also attracting the Alliance.

“Dinner,” Sands said finally as he handed out bars of emergency rations. Thethree of them ate listlesdy,
and then washed the dry bars down with two sps of water each. Afterwards, Sands explained their
Stuation with regard to rations.

Haley frowned. “What are weto do, Lars?’



“I suppose we Il have to put the beacon back together and hope someone other than an Alliance
warcraft responds.”

Halley shook her head. Her perspiration matted hair dipped over her eyes and she pushed it out of the
way. “They’'re sureto hear usthis close to Glasgow. Maybe we should wait afew days and let the winds
work.”

Sands nodded. Since Saturn was not solid, different parts rotated at different speeds. Wind speedsin the
Equatoria Zone approached 1800 kilometers per hour, compared to a mere 600 kph in the North
Temperate Belt. Every day they rode the winds, they put 36,000 additiona kilometers between
themsalves and the Alliance. The only question was whether they could afford to wait.

“Why not cdl Titan and have my father send aship?’ Kimber asked. “We don’t have to give away our
identity any longer.”

Sands was about to explain that the comm sender had gone down with the ship when he stopped and
thought amoment. “1 suppose we could jury rig the emergency beacon to send on the comm
frequencies”

“What about our location, Lars? Saturn isabig place. How are we going to know our position close
enough for aship to find usin these clouds?’

“As soon aswe break into theintercloud layer, we ought to be able to see the sky through gapsin the

ammonia clouds overhead. We can give Kimber’' s people rough bearings to the moons as they appesr.
That will dlow them to caculate roughly where we are. When they get close, we will set the beacon to
broadcasting on low power. The rescue ship can use that to home on.”

“Then it will work?" Kimber asked, her mood improving noticeably.

“I won't know until I can get acomm unit rigged. Still, | can’'t see any show stoppers. It lookslike you'll
be going home soon.”

“And you with me, of course.”

Sands had been pulling open panelsto get a the remains of the ship’ sintercom. He had not redlly thought
about what he would do with his ship gone. Upon amoment’ s consderation, he redized that he had no
other choice. With the whole of the Alliance Navy after him, Saturn was no longer safe.

“| guessyou'reright,” hesaid. “We re going to Titan.”

Chapter 14: Rescue

It took Sands the better part of aday to tie the surviving communicator set into the rescue beacon, then
tune the jury rigged apparatus to a useable frequency. The latter task proved to be the hard part. He had
to guess at the clock speeds and sampling rates required to synchronize his makeshift radio with the
generd communications bands. The only way to test the transmitter was to send atest message, then wait
for an answer. Severa times, he tore his collection of mismatched hardware apart and started over.

Eventudly he attracted the attention of one of the automated communications stations that orbited Saturn
just ingdetherings. The atention came in the form of awarning to cease dl unauthorized transmissions
under pendty of fine. Sandsinformed the robot guardian what it could do with itsregulations, and less



than aminute later, found himself spesking with alive human being. He explained his difficulty and the
comm technician patched him directly through to Titan.

Thefactor and his daughter had atearful reunion, after which Sands gave Crawford their position as best
he could estimateit. Asthey had hoped, convection cdll cross currents had swept them south toward the
equator. When they’ d findly broken out into the intercloud layer, they had been surprised to see hazy
blue sky dl around the edges of their rescue balloon. The Arch, so prominent in the temperate latitudes,
had shrunk to abright pencil linein the sky. The sight was absolute proof, if any were needed, of the two
dimensiond nature of Saturn’s rings. Magnificent though they were, the vast circling mass of ice crystals
was lessthan akilometer wide at its thickest.

They had spent the better part of a day floating beneath the break in the upper cloud layers. From space,
the hole would appear as an indggnificant blue ova, one of thousands dotting the Equatorid Zone. Tothe
three in the escape pod, it was as though they had fallen down adeep well filled with mist.

Sands spent al of First Dark peering around the bulk of the rescue balloon, recording the times and
angles at which various moons and stars appeared. He used that data to estimate their position to withina
few thousand kilometers.

Crawford had taken Sands sinformation and told them that he would have a ship on itsway within the
hour. The ship would come direct from Titan. Not only would it arrive asfast aswould one of the
Titanian freighters dready on Saturn, it would raise fewer suspicions. If the Northern Alliance suspected
anyone had survivedSparrowHawk ' s destruction, they would be watching for a Titanian ship to
interrupt its schedule. They might even follow it to the rescue pod.

After that first conversation, the castaways made periodic contact with Titan over the next three days.
Late on the third day, Sands disassembled his makeshift communicator and returned the rescue beacon
to operation. He then transmitted short distress cdls every fifteen minutes or so. A minute after hissixth
such transmission, Halley reported awinged spacecraft coming toward them from out of the haze. Her
news was met with whoops of joy that set the pod to rocking at the end of itslong pendulum.

The rescue ship dowed and balanced on its underjets asit approached the pod from below. The ship’'s
captain proved avirtuoso at ship handling. He did his craft smoothly beneath the pod, and then dowly
raised it until the gap between the two was only three meters. He then baanced the freighter on her
underjets while two spacers clambered out onto the upper fuselage to assist in the transfer.

Sands braced himsdlf in the short corridor at the back of the cockpit fragment, grabbed Kimber’ swridts,
and lowered her into the spacers waiting arms. He then repeated the operation with Halley. As soon as
both women had disappeared through the ship’sdorsal airlock, he inhaed deeply and removed hisown
breather. Bending down, he took firm hold of the hatch coaming, and then jackknifed forward. A
moment later, his outstretched toes swung free thirty centimeters above the freighter’ shull. He hung on
until strong arms wrapped themsalves around histhighs. He then et go and allowed himself to be lowered
to the rescue ship’ s fusdage, where other hands forced a breather over his nose.

The spacersled him to the airlock and helped him ingde. The lock was asmal one. He crouched alone
in the dark, inhaling deeply through the bresther while an oxy-hdium breathing mixture displaced the
hydrogen-helium around him. With each breath, his exhilaration at being rescued ebbed, to be replaced
by remorse. It was as though safety had freed his conscience to think about dl that had gone wrong.

Thetdly of disaster was along one. Ross Crandall, dead; SparrowHawk , destroyed; the rest of his
crew, probable prisoners of the Alliance, or worse! Nor had his intimates been the only onesto suffer.
Because of him, three innocent cities were now subjugated to the tyranny of the Alliance. Even the



treasure they had won had been logt, dropped into the depths whenSparrowHawk had been sundered
by explosive charges. All Sands owned he now wore on his back or had stuffed into the pockets of his

shipauit.

Thelower airlock hatch opened and Sands let other hands help him down a short ladder into the interior
of the space freighter. He barely noticed when Kimber introduced him to Captain Brock Thalman,
commandingEarthhome . He let them lead him to a gpare cabin where they strapped him into an
acceleration couch. Minutes later, he watched listlesdy as Captain Thaman played his ship’sunderjets

across the surface of the rescue balloon, rupturing it and sending the pod into the depths. Then
Earthhome accelerated to begin itslong climb back to orbit.

An hour later, they werein microgravity and Sands no longer had timeto fed sorry for himsdlf. It wasall
he could do to concentrate on being spacesick.

#

Saturn was avast swirl of color in the ebon sky with anecklace of tranducent diamonds encircling its
waist. Directly opposite the sun, the planet’ s shadow fell across the ring to form the region of darkness
that Saturnians knew as The Notch. Sands hung in midair at the viewport and gazed at the world he had
left behind. The view was spectacular. Sands only wished that his ssomach would ceaseits dow heaving
long enough to let him enjoy it.

“Look!” Kimber said from beside him. “They’ re turning the ship. We |l be able to see Titan now.”

Sure enough, the universe had begun adow dance in response to Captain Thalman's commands. A
crescent moon swam dowly into view. It was nearly aslarge as Saturn. Like aminiature Venus or Earth,
Titan was aworld shrouded perpetudly in cloud. Unlike the white worlds of theinner system, however,
the clouds that covered Titan werefrigid. The average surface temperature on the moon was -180°C --
cold enough that the moon’ s solid mantle of water ice was dotted with lakes and seas of liquid methane.

“Can you see Saturn at al from the surface?” Sands asked, trying to take hismind off hisdiscomfort.
Kimber shook her head. “Only asagenerdized glow.”

As she spoke, Sands marveled at the change in her appearance. When they had been rescued, al of
them had sported perspiration-matted hair and stained clothing. Sands had had the beginnings of afull
beard. The breathers had kept them from smelling one another in the escape pod, but once aboard
Earthhome , it had become obviousthat al of them could use abath.

Captain Thaman had |oaned them the use of his cabin and its private shower stall. Sands had been the
last to shower. Thefedling of warm water running down his flanks had gone far to relieve his depresson
and had nearly taken hismind off his somach. He gill had an emptinessingde him, but it was no longer
the gaping hole it had been in the dark confines of the airlock.

Thelr sghtseeing was interrupted by an announcement that Earthhome would be entering Titanian
atmogsphere within another haf-hour.

“That’ sour cueto return to our cabins,” Kimber said. “ Do you need any medication?’

Sands shook his head. It embarrassed him that he had been sick for most of hisfirst space journey. After
three days, he was beginning to recover. It did not help that Halley, who had a so never been outside
Saturn’ s atmosphere, handled microgravity like a professiond spacer. “I'mfine”

“Areyou sure?| can order up something from the shipdoc.”



“It'snot needed. A few hundred more hours of thisand | might be able to look at food again. How long
beforewe arrive at Titania?’

“Thereentry istricky. The captain will have to go twice around to shed his orbita velocity. Touchdown
will come ninety minutes after the sound of aimosphere outsde the hull.”

“Will there be anything to see?

“Not much. Wewill bein cloud most of thetime. You'll get agood look at the Frost Sea during our
landing gpproach.”

“Does anyone ever undershoot and go into the sea?’

Kimber laughed. “If we do, we'll bewell preserved for posterity. It doesn’t take ahuman being long to
freeze solid a minus 180!”

“Thanks. Something else to worry about while staring at the overhead.”
#

The clouds of Titan were tinged with orange, the result of a complex photochemica reaction in the upper
atmosphere. Sands watched that orange haze on the viewscreen for more than an hour asthe ship grew
warm from the hest of its entry into atmosphere. Eventualy, the haze cleared and the many-domed city of
Titania gppeared in the distance. The domes grew precipitoudy as the spacecraft homed on its landing
field. For some reason Sands had expected the ship to land like an ancient aircraft, touching down on a
runway amid the screech of tires. If he’'d thought about it, he would have redlized that any ship ableto
hover in Saturn’ s gravity would have no trouble doing the samein Titan' s one-sixth gee.

After landing, the ship was towed through an oversize opening into the large nearby dome. The workers
Sands saw were clad in environmenta suits Smilar to those he was used to. They provided afamiliar
backdrop against which to judge the scae of the new world. Theillumination level was dimmer than that
found in theflyways, but brighter than when beneath the multiple layers of clouds on Saturn. The Sight of
solid ground asfar asthe distant horizon was strangdly unnerving, even when softened by mist. For one
used to the vast vistas of the ringed planet, so much solidity was dien indeed. He wondered if thiswas
what Earth had looked like before the change in the sun.

The distant horizon was cut off asthe ship moved inside the city dome. Asthe hangar door closed behind
them, Captain Thaman announced that passengers were free to disembark. Sands removed the straps
that restrained him and moved into the space freighter’ s passageway. There he met Halley. She, too,
seemed to have been dightly unnerved by the scale of the landscape outside.

“Funny,” shesad. “| dwaysthought of Titan asbeing tiny.”
Helaughed for thefirgt timein days. “Even asmdl planetisabig place”

At that moment, Kimber strolled toward them. She moved with the unconscious grace of someone who
grew up inlow gravity. She did not so much walk as glide down the central passageway of the ship.

“Ready to disembark?’
“Ready,” Haley replied. Sheheld asmall bag doft. “1’ ve even got my possessionswith me.”

Sands, too, had been given clothing fromEarthhome ' s stocks, aswell as atoiletry kit. That which he
had taken away from the escape pod had been packed in abag like Halley’s. 1t was not much to show



for alifetime of dangerouswork.
“Comeon, | want you to meet my father!”

Kimber led them to the starboard airlock, which was substantialy larger than the one through which they
had entered the ship. Both doors were open, alowing them to step out into alarge cavern lit by overhead
flood lamps. Large heaters glowed cherry red around the cavern’s perimeter as they fought the cold.

The cavernous space was empty save for asingle elderly man who stood at the foot of the
disembarkation stairs. The workers who normaly swarmed around newly arrived ships had been
excluded for reasons of security.

Kimber flew down the embarkation ladder and into the waiting man’sarms. The two embraced with a
fervor that was more than asimple homecoming gesture. It was the hug of afather who had thought he
might never see his child again. Sands and Halley descended the ladder and waited for the embrace to
end. Findly, Kimber unwrapped hersaf and turned to gesture them forward.

“Father, may | present Captain Larson Sands and Halley Trevanon? It was they who rescued me from
Cloudcroft.”

Envon Crawford was a gaunt man with hollow cheeks and afringe of white hair. He turned to the two
privateers and bowed deeply.

“Captain Sands, Miss Trevanon, | will beforever in your debt. | understand that you lost agreat dedl
bringing my daughter to safety. Rest assured that Titan will show its gratitude.”

“Thank you, Sr,” Sandsreplied. “Isthere any newsfrom Glasgow?’

Envon Crawford shook his head. “Only Alliance propaganda. | understand you left crewmembers
aboard Glasgow Prime.”

“Thelaird said he would try to protect them.”
“Whether he was able to do so isanyon€e' s guess at the moment.”
“What of Ganth Bartlett and our other people aboard Cloudcroft?’ Kimber asked.

Thistime Crawford smiled. “ Ganth reports that he received afull gpology, and that they’ ve told him he
can leave any time. Daishaar said that it was amistake for you to go with these pirates, and that he
would rescue you from their clutchesif he could.”

“We encountered some of those ‘rescuers,’” Haley muttered. “ That’ s why we spent five daysin arescue

“The Firgt Councilor has offered to pay a substantia indemnity for the ‘misunderstanding’ that caused all
of thetrouble, and asked Ganth to stay and negotiate a new trade agreement.”

“Ganth refused, of course”
“No, he accepted.”
“What?”

Crawford seemed unmoved by his daughter’ s shriek. When she regained her composure, he said quietly,
“Itign'tin Titan' sinterest bresk with the Alliance just now. Their fleets are swarming dl over the



Northern Hemisphere. What do you think will happen to our trade if they start attacking our ships?’
“But they hed me hostage!”

Crawford nodded. “ For which they will pay. I’ ve ingtructed Bartlett that he isto settle for nothing less
than afifty percent surchargeon al services”

“You can’'t dea withaman likethat!” Kimber inssted.

“In the short run, we have no other choice. Now, enough of this. We do not want our gueststo get the
wrong opinion of us, do we? Also, we have to get you out of here. We ve got crews standing by to
sarvicethisship.”

“Why such tight security?’ Sands asked as his eyes swept the empty cavern.

“To keep Ddishaar from learning that my daughter has come home. So long as sheis presumed missing,
our negotiatorswill have an easier time of it. Y ou intimated on the radio that the Alliance would stop at
nothing to slence you. Wasthat an oversatement?’

“No, sr. With what we know, we' re a serious risk to someone.”

Crawford nodded. “Y ou have nothing to fear here. We will make sure that you have round-the-clock
security. Also, with your permission, our people would like to discuss what it isthat makes you such a
threat to the Alliance.”

“Certainly.”

“Good,” Crawford said. His smile had awicked component to it. “Once we' ve got the trade agreement
signed, we |l make Ddishaar wish he/ d never laid ahand on my daughter!”

Chapter 15: Interlude on Titan

Thelift dropped with aspeed that reminded Sands of the long fal into the depths following
SparrowHawk ’s destruction. It was a comparison he did not particular care for, but one hisbrain
ingsted on making.

“How far down are we?’
“Just passed twenty kilometers,” his guide responded. “Won't be long now.”
“Why so deep?’

The mine foreman shook hishead. “Hell, thisain't degp! Theiceistwo thousand kilometersthick
hereabouts. Thislittle hole of ours bottoms out a mere thirty klicks down. We re quarrying an ore body
suspended near the surface, the remnant of abig meteor that landed here three billion years ago.”

“I wouldn’t think a meteor would be large enough to make mining worthwhile.”

“Y ou’ d be wrong. We have been quarrying this one rock for more than thirty years. Current estimates
arethat we'll ill beat it acentury from now.”

“This must be strange for someone used to Saturn,” Kimber said as she gave Lars s hand areassuring



squeeze. She smiled at him in the polished inner surface of the lift door, aware of hisunease a being
underground.

He nodded jerkily. “Funny, I velived my life suspended over abottomless abyss, never giving it a
second thought. Y et, here | am headed down ahole and | can barely breath. Do you supposeI’'m
claustrophobic?’

“No more than the average Saturnian. A true claustrophobe would be climbing the walls.”

Sands had been on Titan for nearly two weeks and thiswas the first time he had been outsde Titania's
main dome. He had spent most of hiswaking moments talking to the factor’ s security people. Kimber
had aso been grilled. She had finaly rebelled and interceded with her father to give them sometime off.
Since none of them could be seen in public yet, she had suggested an excursion to one of Titan’ smines.
Halley, when offered the opportunity, had flatly refused to venture underground. That left Sands and
Kimber to make the tour accompanied only by afew security people.

The lift reached the bottom of the shaft and decelerated smoothly to ahat. The door opened and the

mine foreman, ataciturn individual named Dard Eidey, gestured for the two of them to lead the way.
They waked down ashort corridor and out into a cavern lit by flood lamps. Rather than the milky sheen
of ice, thewallsreflected the black of nickel-iron. At the center of the cavern alarge machinewas
gnawing away at the ore, taking giant bites of metal and crushing them into powder before sending the
residue down aside tunnd on a conveyer belt. Only the work helmets they wore kept the noise from
desafening them.

“The oreisbeing sent to the next chamber over,” Eidey said, “where we have asmelter in operation.
Therewerefineit, then hoist the ingots the thirty kilometersto the surface. The dag we dump back into
chambersthat we are through quarrying. Savesalot of energy that way.”

The tour took two hours. In that time, they saw the refinery with its el ectric furnaces and white-hot ingots,
adag pilethat nearly filled ahuge underground chamber, and thelift station where ingots were loaded
into hoppers. By the time they returned to the personnd lift, Sandsfdt like the legendary Earth tourist
who traveled through twelve countriesin seven days.

“Isthere anything else you would like to see, Captain Sands? Miss Crawford?’
“No thank you, Dard,” Kimber replied. “1 appreciate your taking the time to show us around.”

“You' rewe come. | will leave you two here. Thelift will be down shortly. Give my best to your father.
Captain Sands, it was good to meet you.” With that, Eidey shook their hands, and then strode out of
sght down thetunnd.

“Wadll, what did you think?” Kimber asked.
“Impressive. | had no idea Titan produced this much metd.”

“It'sonly asmadl percentage of what Earth produced before the sun flared. The cloud cities are SO mass
conscious that they use metal sparingly.”

“I can seewhy the Alliance wanted to get control of Titan's production.”

“It would have given them a strangle hold on the other cities, al right!” She peered closely a him. “You
dill look alittle green.”

“I'll befineas soon as | get back to the surface. It isthe waiting. My mind keeps thinking about how



much ice we' ve got over our heads.”

She smiled, stepped forward, and kissed him lightly. It waslittle more than aquick brush of lips against
lips, but it left a burning sensation everywhere she touched.

He blinked as she pulled back. “What was that for?’

“For saving my life, among other things. | never did get to thank you properly.”

“You'rewecome.”

“Also,” she said with animpish ook on her face, “I thought it would take your mind off your fears.”

“It helped, but it’ swearing off fast. Perhaps another treatment isin order.” He reached up and tilted her
face toward his own. They stood that way for haf adozen heartbeats. Findly, he leaned forward and
kissed her. They were il locked in the embrace when amusica tone announced the arriva of thelift.

#

Lars sat with hisarm around Kimber as the surface crawler ground its ponderous way across the frozen
moonscape. Overhead, the orange tinged clouds of Titan were an opaque roof, while around them,
methane snowflakes swirled just outsde the cab blister. Their one-man/one-woman security team wasin
an aft compartment drinking tea. That left Kimber and Sands the sole occupants of the observation
compartment.

“Do you know thefirst moment | loved you?” Kimber asked as she cradled her head againgt his
shoulder.

“When?" Hisnose was nestled in her hair, taking in the fragrance.

“When you let me aboard your ship after Dalishaar had sabotaged mine.”

“But you hadn’t seen my face. | might have been abig, ugly brute.”

“It didn’t matter. Y ou were the answer to my prayers.... literdly!”

He smiled. “Do you know when | first knew | loved you?’

“In the rescue pod after we peeled down to keep from dying of heet prostration?’
He snorted. “What makes you think that?”

“| saw the way you looked at me.”

“And here | thought | was being subtle. No, it was while you were modeling those ugly clothesthat first
afternoon aboard Glasgow.”

“I takeit that Karin Colin is more your type?’

He made aface. “Hardly! No, it was the seriousness with which you threw yoursdlf into the masguerade.
It told methat here was awoman worth knowing.”

They sat nestled together for severa more minutes. The snow had given way to an oily mist that wasthe
product of very complex photochemicd reactionsin Titan's atmosphere. The mist scintillated inthe
crawler’ s headlampsto form arainbow. After afew minutes spent watching the phenomenon, Sands



asked, “What isyour father going to say about us? Maybe hewon't likeyou faling in love with an
ex-privateer.”

“It'snone of hisbusiness”

“He could make things hard for Haley and meif he doesn’t like the idea.”

“Hewouldn’t do that!”

“He might. If you were my daughter and someone took advantage of you, I"d break both hislegs.”
Shelooked a him with an odd expression. “But you haven't taken advantage of me ... not yet!”
“What areyou implying?’

Shelaughed. “ That invitation was far more explicit than implied, my love. To put it bluntly, your place or
ming?’

“Whichisclosest?
“Mine. WEll go therel”
#

Kimber’ s gpartment was in awedthy section of Titania, closeto the factor’ s residence, but sufficiently
removed that she could lead her own life. All four walls of her bedroom were view walls. At the moment,
they were displaying abeach scene from Earth before the evacuation.

Larswatched as the setting sun sank below the waves of along vanished ocean. The sun’sdistorted,
shimmering orange sphere turned the sky red-orange above avast expanse of fire-tinged water. On the
wall opposite the setting sun, glass and sted towers reflected the dying light in sheets of flame. People
long dead strolled awalkway, while on the two adjacent walls; batherslay on towels and watched the
UNSEL.

“Thisismy favorite viewscene,” Kimber said. Shewaslying on her back, propped up on her elbows
with one leg bent skyward. She was a goddess with red-orange skin and fiery hair. Her green eyes
peered out from under droopy lids as she gazed at the sun. Her bare breasts rose and fell in time with her
breathing. She seemed obliviousto Lars sfingers, which were resting lightly on the dark triangle of her
pubic mound.

“Oh?" he asked. Like Kimber, hewas lying on his back, peering at the setting sun over crumpled sheets
and through the vee formed where his feet rose up from the bed. “Why this particular one?’

“I don't know. Maybe it reminds me that the sun was once humanity’ sfriend. In ancient times, people
worshipped it. Now we hide here in the outer system, praying it won't kill usal in afurther fit of pique.”

“I would hardly call it pique. The sun flared because it suffered aminor energy imbalance. Maybein a
few hundred years, it will subside once more.”

She shrugged, sending a series of oscillations down her body that threstened to rouse Lars s desire once
again. “When something triesto kill you, it only seemsright to think of it asaliving thing. To die because
of aminor shift in afew nuclear processes seems so pointless.”

“Surely you don't agree with those who think God was punishing humanity for itssins.”



She amiled. “No, | wouldn't go thet far.”

Asthey spoke, the sun disappeared. Within seconds, the sky glow was gone as well and Streetlights
began coming on dl over the ancient city behind them.

Sandsfrowned. “ Surdly night didn’t fal that fast on Earth!”

Kimber shook her head. “The playback has been time shifted for drameatic effect. We are abouit &t the
end of the recording. Want to seeit again?’

“I"d rather spend the time watching you.”

His comment brought an arched eyebrow and a surreptitious glance downward. “Isthat an invitation, Sr?
If 0, | fail to seethewill to carry it through.”

“Give me amoment to recuperate.”

“While we re waiting, perhaps we should order up something to eat.”
“Isthat apoliteway of saying you don’t think | can rise to the occason?’
“It' sapoliteway of saying that I’ m famished. We missed lunch, you know.”

Herolled over in bed and noticed the chronometer on the nightstand. It was getting on toward
dinnertime. As on Saturn, Titan adhered to a 21-hour day. Unlike the larger world, the Titanians had
never adopted the dual day/night cycle. Beneath their layer of orange clouds, they had never had the
need.

Kimber sat bolt upright in bed. “What say we go out for dinner?’
“What about your father’ s orders that we not be seenin public?’

She shrugged. “1 think we can arrange it S0 no one will recognize us. | will go out as Karen Colin. You
can fix yoursdlf up, too.”

“Security won't like that.”

“I’'mtired of being cooped up. We can't live our livesin fear of the Alliance forever. Besides, we will
take dl the precautions we need to. Come on, it will befun!”

#

The restaurant wasasmall onein a section of main dome that was asfar from the factor’ s complex asit
was possible to get. The restaurant catered to miners and their families. Kimber had chosen it to avoid
long-term acquaintances that might see through her disguise.

They talked about little things over dinner and wine. Larstold her more of hislife aboard Sorrell Three
and shein turn talked to him about her daysin college. Two hours passed quickly. It seemed like no time
at al before they had each polished off adessert and had drained alast cup of coffee. Sands remarked in
awhisper that there was nothing like an afternoon of lovemaking to work up a person’s gppetite.

“And to keep up their srength for nighttime!” she replied with agrin.
After they |eft the restaurant, Sands asked, “Where to now?’



“I"d like to take awalk through the park. It has been years since | wastherelast. Do you think it will be
al right?’

Helet his gaze traverse her figure as though he were seeing her for the first time. He had to admit that the
disguise was agood one. The woman before himresembled Kimber Crawford, but was obvioudy not
her. The differences were subtle, and therefore, convincing.

“I'd say we'll be safe. | don't even think your father would recognize you in that getup.”
“Then let’ssméll the flowers. Afterward, we' Il go back to my place”
“Let’ sstop a my apartment on the way. | need to pick up some gear for morning.”

The park was alarge, circular open area at the center of the dome. It was an expanse of green smilar to
dioramas Sands had seen aboard severa of Saturn’s cloud cities. Y et, where the cloud cities smulated
open spaces on Earth, the Titanian park was areproduction of one of the hanging gardens on Luna.
Kimber explained that was only natural snce most of their ancestors had come from Earth’ s moon.

The park was an intricate living sculpture. Everywhere one looked, awild profusion of plants grew from
planters suspended from an open geodesic framework. A raised walkway moved in a serpentine pattern
through the foliage, spiraling upward toward the apex and then back down the outside of the frame. The
walkway was two meters wide and rose as much as twenty meters off the ground.

The gardeners who took care of the park had performed several impressive feats of low gravity
engineering. Here agiant rosebush arched an impossible distance across the raised footpath; there agiant
tree towered upwards, reaching to the peak of the supporting framework; another place, a score of giant
ydlow flowers moved to follow an artificid light source that moved on atrack. The whole placewasa
riot of color asthe various plants were backlit by colored lights.

Asthey made their way up the walkway, Sands was struck by the heady aroma of the place. The mixture
of scents was overpowering. Some odors were pungent, others swest, but all caused an awarenessto

gtir degp within him. It was asthough the flora odors triggered aresponse in the genes and chromosomes
that made him human, areminder that his species had evolved on aworld where such organisms had
grown without the need for this complex artificia ecosystem.

Lars noted a preponderance of couples asthey strolled arm in arm amid the greenery. He commented on
it to Kimber.

“Thisiswhere young unmarried people come to get away from parents and roommates. Did you notice
the dark alcovesdl around the periphery? At thistime of night, you will find them filled with lovers.

“Perhaps | should be steering you toward one of them,” he said.
She smiled and took hisarm. “We ve no need, as you well know from this afternoon, my love!”

They walked on for another ten minutes, glorying in each other’ s company and the fegling of freedom
they shared. For thefirgt time since the Battle of New Philadelphia, Sandsfdlt truly safe and content.

“Ready to go back?’
Kimber nodded.

“All right. My placefir, thento bed.”
It took ten minutes to stroll to the residential area where Sands was housed. They were



surprised to find the corridor in front of his apartment section blocked by Titanian police. The
police had attracted a crowd of curious onlookers. Sands’s heart immediately began to
thump in his chest as they pushed their way through the crowd. Kimber identified herself to
one of the policemen. They were immediately passed through the police cordon.

Onceingde, they were met by Arvin Taggart, the chief of the factor’ s security services.
“Where the hell have you been?” Taggart demanded when he saw Sands.

“He sbeen with me, Mr. Taggart,” Kimber said with atinge of frost in her voice.

“Oh, sorry Miss Crawford. | didn’t recognize you.”

“What' s happening?’ Sands asked.

“Someone broke into your gpartment. Miss Trevanon heard a noise and went to investigate. Whoever it
was hit her over the head and escaped.”

“Hit Halley?Isshedll right?

“She hasabig lump on her skull, but the doctors say she'll hedl. They’ ve taken her to the hospital for
observation.”

“Any ideawhat they were after?’

Taggart sared a him with apiercing look. “1 was hoping that you could tell me.”

Chapter 16: Intruder

Arvin Taggart led the way through groups of policemen widding unfamiliar instruments and questioning
neighbors Sands had never seen. Asthey reached the corridor where he lived, Sands noticed that the
door to Halley’ s apartment was standing open. Three investigators were clustered around a partidly
eaten medl atop the small tablein front of the entertainment screen. The scene caused Sands s ssomach
to react the same way it had the day Dane died.

“You'resureHdley' sdl right?’

“She' sfine, Captain,” the Titanian security chief said. “1 talked to her mysdlf before we sent her off to the
hospitd.”

They crossed the hal to Sands' s gpartment. A uniformed officer opened the door for them and snapped
to attention at Taggart’ s approach. Insde, drawers had been pulled out and dumped on the floor,
furniture dashed open, and table lamps smashed.

“What happened here? It |ooks as though my apartment’ s been through the Dardenelles Cyclone!”

Kimber let out with alow whigtle. “More like one of the bars down by the spaceport after a Saturday
night brawl.”

“Did Hdley put up thismuch of afight?’

“Not according to her. She said it was like thiswhen she arrived.”



“But why ransack the place?’

“They were obvioudy searching for something.”
“Searching for what?

“Youtdl me”

“Couldn’t it have been athief?’ Kimber asked.

Taggart frowned. “ A thief, yes. An ordinary robbery, no!”
“Why not?’

“I’'m the one who chose this section to house Captain Sands and Miss Trevanon. | personaly arranged
with the owner, who happensto be on Saturn now, for the lease of his home to the government. | have
made the location of these gpartments one of our most closely guarded secrets. Y ou are asking meto
accept that a common burglar -- thefirst in this section in five years -- just happened to stumble onto
these quarters? | would as soon believe my wife loves me because I’ ve gotten more handsome over the
years.”

“But then someone has penetrated security!” Kimber exclaimed.

“Damned right they have, Taggart growled. “They knew helived here and that he would be out today .
They could have learned that only through my own department. When | find the culprit, heisgoing to
wish he' d never been born.”

“Then thiswas an Alliance agent sent hereto kill me,” Sands said.

The security man shook his head. “ This was no assass nation attempt. An assassin would not have
ravaged your quarterslike this. He would have hidden himsdlf and waited for your return, or morelikely,
rigged abomb. If Miss Trevanon surprised an n, why isn't she dead? She knows what you know,
does she not?’

Sands nodded. “ So where does that leave us?’
“As| said before. He was looking for something.”

“Maybe we ve got the wrong dant on this,” Kimber said. “ Could we be dedling with athief who has
somehow |earned about the treasures you took from Cloudcroft?’

“But dl of our booty went down with the ship.”
“Maybe he doesn’t know that.”

Taggart Sghed. “We are speculating to no purpose here. We need more facts. Captain Sands, it is
obvious you cannot stay here any longer. Pack your gear and we' |l see about moving you some place
more secure.”

“He can stay with me.”

Arvin Taggart stared at the factor’ s daughter for amoment, but said nothing. He had dready had areport
from the security agents who had accompanied the two loversto the mine. What Kimber’ s father would
say when he found out the privateer captain had moved in with her, the security chief could not predict.
Hewas merdly glad that particular problem did not fal under hisjurisdiction.



#

Ket Dalishaar sat behind his desk and glared at Grand Admira Samorset. They werein his office on the
top floor of Government Tower, the one the privateers had ransacked. That fact did nothing to help
Dalishaar’ smood.

“And your peoplestill think they dl perished with their ship?’
“All known facts indicate that to be the case, First Councilor.”

Ddlishaar et some of the exasperation he was feding seep into hisvoice. “How, by the Great Arch, can
you say that? Damn it, your trigger happy maniacs shot down three of the four pods without checking to
seeif they were occupied!”

“The officer repongible for that |gpse has been severdly disciplined,” Samorset replied blandly. Both men
knew that disciplined in this case meant that the man had been forced to “walk the plank.” Specificaly,
he had been hoisted over the Glasgow outer railing and dropped into the abyss.

“And thefifth pod?’

“Admira Blount believesthe fifth pod mafunctioned. That would not be unusua for aship of that age and
condition. The pirates could hardly have had the resourcesto maintain it properly.”

“Y our people found no one aboard the one pod they inspected?’
“No, gr.”
“Wasthere any sign of its having been recently occupied?’

“We ingpected the Number Three pod, First Councilor. It jettisonsthe mid fuselage crew areaof an air
shark. Sincethe ship wasin battle at thetime, it isnot surprising to find it unoccupied. After dl, the crew
would have been &t their battle stations from the time they |eft the Glasgow landing bay.”

“And what of the Crawford woman? Wouldn’t she have been in one of the staterooms?’
“She must have been in one of the other compartments.”
“She dso might not have been aboard.”

“Shewas onboard,” Samorset replied calmly. “We rounded up everyonein the landing bay at the time the
pirate launched. They were subjected to the usud interrogation techniques -- chemical, physica pain,
direct brain gimulus”

((Am?l

“We have severa witnesses who say that she entered the ship with two other crewmembers. She hersdlf
was seen to close the hatch. My interrogation officers estimate the rdiability of the information to be
higher than 90 percent.”

“What do these withesses say about how many crew were aboard?’

“Theinformation is not as reliable on that matter, Sir. The crew boarded at different times. Some joined
while the ship wasin the storage bay. At least three, including Miss Crawford, arrived after the ship had
been transferred to the landing bay. However, we estimate a 65 percent probability that al of them were
aboard when they launched.”



“All right, Admird. | will accept your analysisfor the moment. Now then, what of the pacification?’
“It goes swiftly, Sir. There have been fewer acts of disobedience than expected.”

“That usudly meansthey are planning something,” Ddishaar replied. In hisyounger days, he had taken
part in the pacification of two citiesthat were now some of the most loyal in the Alliance. The experience
had not been a pleasant one. It had been largely due to that background that he' d become an
Accretionis.

“My people have been ingructed to be especidly vigilant until we can move the Glasgow Cluster hereto
the North Temperate Belt.”

“Seethat they are! Any additional examples of incompetence will be punished severdly.”
“Understood, Sir. Isthere anything else?’

“| want you to report statusto me daily.”

“Will areport at First Dusk be acceptable?’

“Itwill haveto do. That isdl, Admird Samorset. Y ou may return to your duties.”

The admird rose, snapped to attention, saluted, and spun on his hedl. He had reached the door before
the First Councilor called after him, “One more thing!”

13 S' rl?!
“If Kimberly Crawford perished with these pirates, why is her father still negotiating with us?’

“| don't understand,” Samorset replied. For the first time, Dalishaar thought he saw hesitation on that
craggy face.

“We kidnapped his daughter, lost her to pirates, and then shot her out of the sky. Y et, her father, who |
am told loves her dearly, has reopened negotiations. He has agreed to supply uswith metd and we are
now negotiating aprice. Curiouswouldn’t you say?’

“Most curious, First Councilor.”

“Good afternoon to you, Admiral. Please make sure your people do not over process those reports.
Sometimes they seem to be boiled down to nothing.”

“Yes gr. I'll seetoit”
#

No sooner had the door closed than another opened. This door led to a short halway off which the First
Councilor’s private conference room and lavatory were located. It was aso the back way into

Ddlishaar’ s office. The man who entered was short, balding, and possessed a political shrewdness
unmatched anywherein the Northern Alliance.

“You heard?’ Ddishaar asked Pierre Lamarque, his administrative assstant.
Lamarque nodded as he took the still warm visitor’ s chair.

“What do you think?’



“He' slying,” Lamarquereplied. “He knows that ship was practically empty when it bolted for the blue.
The Navy interrogation teams got that out of the Scots within afew hours of setting up shop. My spies
tell me Admira Blount has been tearing Glasgow apart looking for the fugitives ever snce.”

“He thinksthe Scots are hiding them?’
“Apparently s0.”
“Why would they do such athing?’

“On the surface, it doesn't make sense. That iswhy | find the Situation so intriguing. The Glasgow
hierarchy seemsintent on protecting people it has no need to protect and our Navy islying about it. This
isaGordian knot | will relish cutting through.”

“Don't taketoo long,” Ddishaar warned. “ The Militarists are growing stronger with each council mesting.
If we don't figure out what they are up to, we may both find oursalves out of ajob.”

“I have my peopleworking onit,” Lamarque assured him. “It’s only amatter of time.”
“What newsfrom Titan?

“Our agent there has confirmed the Sghting report through athird party informant.”
“Isthisinformant religble?’

Lamarque shrugged. “Who can ever tell? Theinformant is one of the factor’ s persona cooks. He claims
to have seen Kimber Crawford at a private dinner. She wasin the company of two strangers and there
wasalot of toasting going on.”

“Strangers?’
“Oneisdescribed as a man about thirty. Another isawoman.”
“One of the privateers was awoman!”

“Correct, gr. If thewoman on Titan isthe same one, she is Haley Federova Trevanon, SparrowHawk ’s
copilot. That would make the man Larson Clarke Sands.”

“Both cockpit crew?’
“Yes, sir. The cockpit was probably the escape module that wasn't seen.”
“Sotheydid survivel”

“That explains Crawford’ swillingnessto dedl. He will make us pay aprice for holding his daughter, but
the payment will bein credits, not blood. If he thought we were responsible for her death, we would
probably belooking a a Titanian strike againgt our home cities.”

“Would heredlly destroy acity to avenge his daughter?’
“Do you know afather who would not?’

Ddlishaar sighed. “We will concede this year’ s contest to the Titanians with as much grace aswe can
muster. Matters will be different come next year. By then we should be well on our way to our ultimate
god.” The Firgt Councilor glanced at the security readout on his desk. It declared al anti-eavesdropping



devicesto befunctiond and operating. “What of that other matter?’

“My agent reported that she has discovered where the Titanians are keeping the two specid guests. She
isready to retrieve our lost property.”

“Does she know the significance of the prize?’
“All she has been told is that the privateers made off with sengtive Alliance data.”
“Wheat if Titanian security hastherecord tile?”

Lamarque shrugged. “ Then thereislittle we can do. It will be very expensive to bresk the codes. They
may not be willing to spend the money. Even if they do manageto crack thetile, thereisagood chance
they won't understand the significance of what they have.”

“We can't taketherisk. We arein avery critical phase. If we speed up our preparations, we may tip the
Militariststo our plans.It is absolutely vital that we retrieve that tile! ”

“If the privateers ill haveit, our agent will get it away from them.”
“Kegp meinformed,” Ddishaar said in anote of dismissal.

Lamarque rose and left by the same door through which he had arrived. On the other end of the short
hallway was a seded exit leading to a side passageway. It dlowed him to avoid the crush of peoplein the
firgt councilor’ s public anteroom.

As hewalked back to his own office, he chewed hislower lip. What he had not told Ddishaar wasthat a
high priority message had arrived from their agent just before he had been summoned to eavesdrop on
the meeting with the Fleet Admira. The agent had failed in her first attempt to retrieve the record tile.

Thefirst councilor’s mood was such that Lamarque did not intend to deliver such news until he had
something with which to offset it. Dalishaar had areputation for shooting the messenger who brought bad
news. Besides, he thought, their agent might be more successful next time.

#

Almy Breck stared at the computer printout in disbelief. The message that had gone into the machine had
been an innocuous note from her mother who had written to say that she was extending her tour and
would not be home until the seventeenth. The letter had gone on to recount severd items of gossip about
traveling companions Almy had never met. Naturaly, the sheet that came out of the decoder said
something quite different.

BEGIN MESSAGE:

WE ARE MOST UNHAPPY WITH THE FAILURE OF YOUR FIRST ATTEMPT. IMPERATIVE
THAT YOU OBTAIN RECORD TILE FROM LARSON SANDS BEFORE THE SEVENTEENTH.
TRY AGAIN ASSOON ASYOU ARE ABLE. REPEAT, IMPERATIVE!

SIGNED P.L. LARMARQUE



FOR THE FIRST COUNCILOR

END MESSAGE.
#
“Who the hell does hethink | am? James Bond?’ she muttered as she destroyed the message.

Mostly, Almy Breck enjoyed her life. Her work as acommunications technician in the Office of Trade
alowed her to practice her red profession, that of intelligence agent for the Northern Alliance. She saw
al but the most highly classified messages flowing between Titaniaand her far-flung trade offices.

Almy was dso engaged to the youngest son of one of Titan’soldest families. Benito Mayerling wasa
gpoiled young man and someone Almy would not normaly have looked twice at. However, hisfamily’s
socid standing provided anever-ending supply of party invitations. It was surprising how many
government secrets could be overheard at cocktail parties. She had often pondered whether it had
always been so.

In the four years since she had established her cover identity, Almy had never been asked to do anything
more than report the occasiond tidbit she picked up. That had changed with aflash priority message
from Kdt Ddishaar himsalf. Dalishaar had ordered her to locate Larson Sands and rlieve him of a
record tile. When she had asked for more details, she' d received atartly worded reply stating that she
had no “need to know.” She had composed a scathing response to the effect that one record tile looks
pretty much like any other, but had not transmitted it. She had been in the businesslong enough to know
when afield agent was handed the dirty end of astick.

Finding Larson Sands had proved easier than expected. Her cook friend had reported seeing him at a
private dinner at the factor’ s officia residence. In going over her department files, she had discovered a
message from Blaumgarten in the southern hemisphere. 1t was from the trade representative there, giving
Arvin Taggart permisson to use his gpartment.

Since the gpartment was only three corridors over from her own, Almy had acted on a hunch and taken
to watching the public areas for some sign of the eusive privateer. She had spotted him with Kimber
Crawford on the third day of her vigil. After that, she had taken to strolling down Sands s corridor on her
way to and from work. She had gotten off duty the previous day and had taken her customary stroll. The
lack of activity in the corridor had emboldened her to stop and knock on Sands' s door. There had been
no answer. She' d used some specialized equipment she had never expected to need to gain entry. Not
knowing how long Sandswould be gone, she had searched quickly and with no concern for destruction,
and looking everywhere he could conceivably have hidden arecord tile.

She had been getting very frustrated when a sound from the door derted her that someone was
attempting entry. She had picked up avase and flattened herself against thewall. There had not been
timeto think. She' d smashed the vase over the head of awoman she' d never seen, then dipped out into
the corridor and made her way to her own apartment.

It had been hours before she camed down enough to write her report. She was furious about the risk she
had been forced to take. She was till furious when the second message arrived and demanded that she

try again.
Who the hell did they think shewas...?



Chapter 17: Record Tile

Kimber Crawford smiled as she gazed upon Lars s deeping form. He was sprawled face down across
her bed, snoring softly, with a sheet tangled around his hips and one leg. Shelet her eyes trace the pattern
of musclesin hisback and thought of how lucky she had been to meet thisvitd, vibrant man.

Kimber had always been leery of anyone who tried to get close to her, especialy men. She had learned
early that no matter how much they professed their love; it wasinfluence with her father they coveted.
Larson Sands was different. She had redized how different when the privateers had debated putting her
over the sideto protect their identities. Lars had been her champion, opposing his own crew to save her
life. Kimber had studied enough psychology to know that her fedings were partiadly rooted in that
incident, anatura reaction toward a protector. Knowing their cause did not make her fedings any less
red.

She climbed out of bed carefully so as not to wake Lars and dipped into adressing gown. After brushing
her hair afew strokesin front of the bedroom mirror, she padded barefoot to the kitchen. There she
selected two breskfast packets, popped them into the oven, then dialed for coffee and orange juice. With
the morning mea begun, she walked into theliving room.

After leaving Lars sransacked gpartment, they had visted Haley Trevanon in the hospita. Lars had
been even more quiet than usua during the ten-minute stroll. It was then that Kimber had redlized the
attack on Halley had disturbed him more than he was | etting on.

Once at the hospitd,, they’ d found her lying in bed in ahospita gown, engaged in animated conversation
with a handsome young doctor. Except for abruise on the right side of her face, Halley had seemed none
the worse for wear. Thetwo Saturnianstalked for nearly fifteen minutes. As Arvin Taggart had told them,
she had had no warning of the attack. All she could remember was using the combination that opened the
door and catching aglimpse of the generd destruction before someone had hit her from behind.

When Larswas sure that Halley was al right, he and Kimber had returned to her quarters. There they
had dropped his meager possessions on the living room floor and raced one another to the bedroom.
They had made |ove with abandon until the early morning hourswhen they had findly falen adesgpin one
each other’ sarms.

Lars skit bag was where they had left it. Kimber picked it up and carried it into the bedroom to put the
clothes away. When she opened the closure, she found that he had merely wadded up the ouitfits he had
been given on hisarriva and stuffed them inside the bag.

Kimber clucked quietly to herself as she extricated the wrinkled bal of clothing from the kit bag and
separated it into individud items. She sat cross-legged at the foot of the bed as she worked. She
gretched each piece of clothing to itsfull length, and then folded it negtly beforelaying it onitsown pile.
She quickly had shipsuits on one pile, underwear on another, shirts on athird. When shefinished with the
clothes from the kit bag, she noticed the shipsuit Lars had worn the previous day flung cardlessy over a
chair.

By leaning forward, she managed to get one leg between two fingers without getting up. She pulled the
auit toward her until she had enough of the tough cloth that she could gain amore substantiad grip. She
then pulled the shipsuit off the chair and toward her.

Onimpulse, she buried her nosein the fabric, breathing deeply of the odor of her man. Mildly



embarrassed by the atavigtic action, she hurriedly glanced around at Lars. He was till deeping, athough
he had rolled over from his stomach to his back, tangling himsalf even more deeply in the sheetsin the
process. A detached part of her mind noted the sudden warmth she had felt upon inhaling his fragrance.
Not for thefirst time she wondered if humanity’s exile hadn’t divorced people too far from the
pleasurable stimuli with which Earth must have abounded.

Usudly clothing could beworn for severd daysin the serile environment of the Titaniamain dome. The
shipsuit she held, however, had been soiled during their visit to the mine. Rather than folding it, Kimber
decided that it should be cleaned. Humming quietly to herself, she opened the various closures and began
extracting the thingsthat aman carried with him.

In addition to severa magnetic keys and some pocket change, she found hiswallet. She opened it on
impulse and discovered the universal credit card he had used on Saturn, along with severa photographs.
One showed Lars and his brother. They were standing in what must have been acity diorama, amin
arm, smiling at the camera. Dane Sands had been a handsome man, she noted. No wonder Halley was
so broken up by his death. Other pictures showed two people who must be Lars s parents. There were
two photographs of women aswell. Kimber felt a sudden tinge of jealousy, and ruthlesdy pushed it back
down. She resolved never to mention the matter to him. If he wanted to tell her about the photos, he
would; if not, not.

She was about to close the wallet when a polychromatic flash caught her eye. Shefound that afabric
liner had worn through to show the corner of aglass rectangle. She reached in, extracted the record tile
between thumb and forefinger, and held it up to the light. It flashed with the sparkle of arainbow,
indicating that the tile had something recorded in it. Thelabe was unmarked and the tile was no different
from millions of others. She wondered why Larswas carrying it around in hiswallet.

She was about to put it back when Lars stirred behind her. She turned to watch him as he arched his
back in agiant stretching motion and groaned hisway awake.

“Hello, degpyhead!”

It took him amoment to figure out where she was. Findly, he propped himsalf up on hiselbowsand
gazed amilingly at her.

“Héllo, yoursdf. What are you doing down there?’

“I''m unpacking your clothes”

“You don't haveto do that.”

“I want to. Besides, from the evidence, you must be the Saturnian system’ sworst packer.”
“I wasinahurry.”

“It would seem s0.” She held the record tile up where he could see it sparkle in the overhead light.
“What' sthis?’

Hefocused hiseyesonit. “ Oh, that. Just a souvenir | picked up in Kelt Dalishaar’ s office. Haley and |
decided to give him something to worry about. We dumped his private computer and then left him anote
telling him about it.”

“And you' ve been carrying thisaround ever since?’

“Sure. It sareminder of how | met you.”



Kimber blinked. Alarmswere going off in her brain, yet, she could not quite figure out what they were
telling her. Then everything clicked into place. “ Couldthis be what our intruder was looking for?’

Sands sat bolt upright in bed, al thought of deep forgotten. “It'salong shot, but you may beright.”
“I think we should tell Arvin Taggart about thisright away.”
“Before breskfast?’
Shegmiled. “1t can wait until after we ve eaten.”
#

Taggart held the record tile where Halley Trevanon could seeit. “ Captain Sands saysthat you were able
to make arecording of Kdt Ddishaar’ s privatefiles. Isthat true?’

Haley stared at thetile for afew seconds before nodding. She had been awakened afew minutes earlier
by anurse who had announced three visitors. She had barely made hersalf presentable when Lars,
Kimber, and Taggart had surrounded the foot of her bed.

“Tell me exactly what you did to get thisrecording,” Taggart ordered.

Hadley explained how they had forced Kdt Dalishaar to give them access to his personal workstation so
she could monitor the raidersin Cloudcroft’ s landing bay. She recounted how she had searched the first
coordinator’s desk and how she had been surprised to find a high performance computer hidden in one
of the pedestals.

“And you were able to obtain access to this machine?’

“Sure” shesaid. “I ran adirectory check, found the command Dalishaar used to switch to the machinein
his desk, and activated it.”

“How did you know the access was to the machine in the desk? What convinced you that you weren't
merely talking to adifferent part of the main city computer?”

Halley shrugged. “ The operating system prompts were entirely different. Besides, the box in the desk had
amaintenance interface on it. | noticed that one of the panel lightswould illuminate each time | accessed
it. I think it must have been indicating that the communications link with the city computer was off line.”

“And what did you find in this computer?’
“Nothing,” shereplied. It was security locked, of course. | couldn’t get any farther than the first menu.”
“What happened next?’

“Lars came back about that time and | showed him what | had found. We decided to give Ddishaar one
more thing to worry about; | used the computer’ s housekeeping routines to copy everything in memory.
Then we |eft Ddishaar anotetelling him about what we had done. AsLars said, one more small revenge
for Danel”

Taggart shook hishead. “That iswhat | don’t understand. Y ou claim thiswas Ddishaar’ s persona
machine; yet, you were able to copy its memory. Any tyro in security knows not to allow housekeeping
routines access to that sort of information without a password. My God, that’ s been standard procedure
for centuries!”



“I wouldn’t know about that,” Halley said. “1 do know that | checked the file Statistics on my copy and
they wereidentical to those displayed with the main directory.”

“Then someonein the Alliance was unforgivably doppy in setting up that maching!”
Kimber smiled, as though something funny had just occurred to her. “Maybe Dalishaar did it himsalf.”
“Why would he do that, Miss Crawford?’

“Because he didn’t want anyone else to know about that computer. Maybe the information is so sengitive
that he could not trust the usud techsto maintain it. That would explain his making such an eementary
misteke.”

“That hardly seemslikely.”

“Why? We know the Alliance has its various factions, some of which are opposed to everything Kelt
Ddishaar sandsfor. If | were one of those people, | would consider it a coup to have the man who
maintainsthe first councilor’ s private computer on my payroll.”

Taggart held up thetile once more. “If true, this could be the grestest treasure stolen from Cloudcroft that
night. It would aso explain the incident in Captain Sands s quarters.”

“That’ swhat we ve been telling you!”

Taggart turned back to Halley. “What did you expect to do with this, Miss Trevanon? Surely you must
have known that breaking acomputer security code isamassve undertaking.”

“I don't think we' d thought it through. Lars had thisideathat we might be ableto sell thetileto Micah
Bolin'semployers. Mostly, though, | guess we were just trying to make Dalishaar nervous. Wefigured
the more worried he was, the less efficient he would be at tracking us down. Considering the knot on my
head, we may have been wrong about that last part.”

Taggart looked up to where Sands was listening to the exchange. “ And you' ve been carrying thistile
around ever Snce?’

“As sort of asouvenir. Can you break it?’
“Wecantry.”
#

Envon Crawford was as skeptica of thetile as Taggart had been. Heinssted on hearing the story himself
(thistime from Sands) and questioning why Dalishaar would have something so sengitive lying about his
office. Kimber once again made the point that the first councilor’ s machine might have been asecret,
even from those whose job it was to maintain such equipment. The factor agreed to order tests on thetile
before authorizing an attempt to break its security code.

Theteststook three days. They conssted of various analyses to determine the probability that the record
tile contained more than randomly generated numbers. On the third day, Titania s chief computer scientist
made his report. Larson Sandswas invited to the meeting.

“What say you, Doctor Planquin?’ Crawford asked

Eugene Pdanquin, asmall nervous man with apinched face gazed at the half dozen expectant faces
clustered around the table in the factor’ s conference room. “Er, the structure of thetileis consstent with



asecurity coded data base, Factor. The probability that the tile has been randomized isless than fifteen
percent, perhaps significantly less”

“How do you know that?’ Sands asked.

“Human language has certain satistica characterigtics. While any number of coding methods can easily
disguise meaning, the underlying characteristics of that information are not easily disguised. The same can
be said for computer programming. Our analyssindicates that whatever information thistile contains, itis
not ordered randomly.”

“What coding method did they use?’ Crawford asked from the head of the table.
“Er, probably acipher based on an easily remembered phrase.”
“How long to break it?’

“Hmmm ... on the order of one month. We will need the undivided attention of afull module of the city
computer.

“What will be the effect on city services?’

“Er, minimal, | should think. None, in fact, so long as we are not called upon to perform some computer
intensive task or suffer amafunction esewherein the system.”

“ And the cot?’

The specidist quoted anumber that seemed inordinately high to Sands. However, it did not seem to
bother anyone else.

“Very well,” Crawford said, nodding. “We can’t ignore the possibility that we have Alliance state secrets
here. Go ahead.”

“Yes, dr,” the specidist replied. “ Thereis one other thing you should know.”
“What isthat?’

“The quantity of information recorded in thetileis not especidly large. When we decipher it, we may find
nothing more than a copy of the origina computer’ s operating system.”

“Y ou mean Ddishaar may not have had anything stored in that machinein his desk?’

“Correct. As| said, our analysis shows ordered information scrambled via a sophisticated coding
mechanism. If Miss Trevanon followed the technique she describes, she definitely recorded the machineg' s
operating routines. Whether she recorded anything else remainsto be seen.”

“Proceed anyway.”
“Very wdl, Factor. | will kegp you informed asto our progress.”
#

Theintruder incident turned out to Sgnificantly affect Larson Sands slife. Sncethe Alliance was aware
thet SparrowHawk ' sthree survivorswere on Titan, it no longer made sense to hide out. Kimber
celebrated their release by changing her hair back to its natura jet-black color and inviting Sandsto a
night at the thester. They dined at the most exclusive restaurant on The Promenade, then attended a



performance of Shakespeare sAs You Like It . The next night they toured the extengive collection of
Lunarian art in Titania s Art Museum.

A week later, they saw an ancient Earth moviein alarge auditorium. It wasthe firgt time Sands had seen
amovie on abig screen. He found the experience amoving one. The film was awestern, with horses. He
had seen pictures of horses often enough, but never on a scale that approximated their true Size. That
human beings had once perched atop those massive animals was nearly beyond belief. As Sands
watched the awkward, yet curioudy graceful motion, he felt a sudden pang of sadness. All across Saturn
thousands of terrestrid species dumbered in life banks, their genetic materia stored againgt the day when
the sun loosed its grip on the home world. It was depressing to think that the raceEquus caballas might
never again grace the universe.

Halley joined Sands and Kimber on two of their evening excursions. Each time shewasonthearm of a
different young doctor. Halley, it seemed, had made the best of her stay in the hospital.

If the Northern Alliance had any reaction to the news that Kimber and two of her rescuers had survived,
they showed no outward sign. Reports from Ganther Bartlett were that the Alliance was being
surprisingly docile. Despite the good news, Envon Crawford’ s face seemed to blossom new worry lines
amog dally.

Nor was Sands entirely happy. He had begun to chafe under the burden of idleness. Asfar asLarswas
concerned, work was as necessary to living as breathing air. He resolved to speak to Kimber’ s father
about it. Envon Crawford preempted the subject by summoning Larsto hisoffice.

“Good of you to come,” Crawford said as he crossed the office to shake hands. “May | get you
something? Coffee, tea, possibly a soft drink?’

“No thank you, sir. It hasn't been that long since bregkfast.”
“My daughter tells me that you two have been seeing the sights of Titania. How do you like them?”’
“I'm impressed. | dwaysthought of Titan asan outpost culture. | had no ideayou had so much nightlife.”

“It' sthe Lunarian influence. The people who settled here came from an environment where going outside
was amgjor undertaking. Y ou Saturnians are lucky. Even though your cities are every bit as enclosed as
ours, you have dl those lovely vistasto sare a. I’ ve dways thought there was something in the human
psyche that responds to unlimited horizons.”

“Yes, gr. | wasthinking the same thing at the movie Kimber and | saw last week.”
“That'sright! Y ou went to that John Ford western, didn’'t you? How did you like it?’

“I found the motives abit difficult to follow, but the scenery was beautiful.” Sandstold him of hisreaction
to seeing the horses.

Thefactor laughed. “We breed cattle over in Dome Three. It'sashame that we can’t breed horses as
wdl.”

“Why can't you?’

“| understand they don’t do well inlow gravity. Thelack of traction causesthemto fal down.” Crawford
leaned back in his chair and regarded Sands through steepled fingers. “Lars, may | ask you a persona
question?’



“Depends on the question.”

“I want to know how things are between you and Kimber.”
“Why, | love her, of course!”

“Doyou planto marry her?’

“We haven't redly discussed it.”

“Pardon my intrusion into your persond life, but I must know what you intend. Y ou saved my daughter’s
lifeand lost your ship in the process. | can never repay you for saving Kimber’slife. | can, however, help
with the ship.”

“I beg your pardon.”

Crawford gazed a him intently. “1f you would like to return to Saturn, | can help get you another ship.
I’m not especidly wesdlthy, but I can provide you with adown payment and arrange alow interest loan
with aTitanian bank.”

“Y ouwould hep me buy anew ship?’

“If that iswhat you want. Y ou would have to be careful to avoid the Alliance, of course. Still, Saturnisa
very large place and you should be safeif you remain in the southern hemisphere. That isyour home, |
beieve”

“I don't know what to say, Factor.”

“Takeyour timeto think about it. | can dso arrange acommission for you in the Titanian merchant flest.
Y ou would have your own freighter in afew yearsif you're asgood as| think.”

“I know nothing of spaceships, and | was spacesick all theway here.”

“Y ou could learn what you have to know, and spacesickness is seldom permanent. As| said, you do not
have to decide just now. | will consider the subject pending until you get back to me. Now then, let’s
discuss another matter.” Crawford reached into his desk and pulled out arecord tile. It was not the
origina tilefrom Dalishaar’ s office. Thisone was adifferent color. “My geniuses broke the Alliance
cipher inonly 18 days. | am told that isanew record. Thetrigger phraseisfromThe Bible :* His truth
shall bethy shield and buckler.” ”

“Andtheinformation ingde?’

“Y ou wereright. Thetile containsinformation sufficient to hang Kelt Ddishaar if only we can get it into
the right hands. The most important thing we' ve found so far isthe Alliance timetable for taking over the
North Temperate Belt.”

“Thewhole belt?”

“Just about. Severa of my best customersare on their list.”
“What are you going to do about it?’ Sands asked.

“WE |l seethat theinformation getsto the proper people.”

“Too bad we couldn’t save New Philaddphia.or Glasgow intime.”



Crawford frowned. “The funny thing isthat neither city was supposed to be conquered just yet. New
Philade phiawas not supposed to fdl for another six years. Glasgow isn't mentioned at al.”

“Perhaps someone dse isworking from their own timetable.”

Crawford pushed thetilein Sands sdirection. “I’d like you to read through thisinformation and tell me
what you think of it.”

Sandstook thetile from Crawford and dipped it into a pocket. “I’ll try to have areport within the
week.”

“That will befine. Asfor that other matter, please think about it. | will abide by whatever you and my
daughter decide. She'sthe only family | haveleft, and | want her to be happy.”

“That iswhat | want aswell.”

Chapter 18: Energy Screen

Kimber found Sands gitting in front of the work screen in her living room. He was so intent on what he
was reading that he did not hear her come in. She moved up behind him, leaned forward and dipped her
arms around his neck. When he started at the unexpected contact, she laughed and asked, “What are
you doing, my love?’

He turned his head to regard her too close features. “If you are trying to give me a heart attack, you very
nearly succeeded just now.”

“Y ouwound me, sir!” she said with mock formality. “I plan to induce your heart attack by totally
different means”

“Sounds interesting. Too bad | have to work.”
“Which brings me back to my origind question. What, in afrozen Titanian hell, are you doing?’

He turned back to the screen and gestured at the glowing letters. “I'm reading Kdt Dalishaar’ s private
mail. Y our father’ swizards came through earlier than expected.”

“They broke the security code.”

He nodded. “ Smashed it into amillion pieces.” Hetold her about the code phrase and added, “Funny, |
would never have guessed Ddlishaar wasreligious.”

Kimber laughed. “ Some of the worst butchersin history were upstanding church goers. What have you
learned?’

Hesdghed. “I wish | knew. The more| read, theless| understand. Here, let me take you through it!”

Kimber watched as he keyed for the main menu. Among other things, Dr. Paanquin’s computerists had
provided an index to the recovered information. Each file was annotated with its crestion date, the dates
and timeswhen it had been accessed, and itsleve of classfication. By andyzing thisinformation, it was
possible to assign arelative importance to each file. Palanquin’ s people had made such assgnments.
Whether they were correct in their assessments, only Kelt Daishaar could say.



“Y our father was most interested in thisitem,” Sands said. He touched a control and caused the
Northern Alliance stimetable for conquest of the North Temperate Belt to appear. Kimber gasped as
thelist of cities gppeared next to the dates when they were expected to fal.

“Shin Su Fong, the Corwin Confederation, the Moskvan Free State, the Harvard Cluster!” Kimber
muttered. “No wonder they tried to take over our distribution network. Those are four of our largest
customers.”

“That' s hardly surprisng. Nearly every independent cluster in the North Temperate Bdt ison thislist.
Look at the dates. See anything odd?’

Kimber pursed her lips as she scanned down the dates on the right side of the screen. Findly, she shook
her head.

“What will happen if the Northern Alliance begins absorbing cities at therate listed?’
“Y ou mean againg their will 7’

“Isthere another way someone joinsthe Alliance?’

“| supposeit could precipitate awar.”

“Not could.WII! And damned fast!” Sands shook his head as he contemplated the screen. “Hell, the
Alliance sneighbors are dready nervous after their conquests of New Philadel phiaand Glasgow. Every
city inthe NTB isout hiring privateers and looking to their defenses. The moment Dadishaar’ s ships move
again, haf the citiesin the belt will rush to support the victim. That will lead to pitched battles between
massed fleets and could easily degenerate into the sort of unrestricted warfare nobody wants.

“Surdly the Alliance rulers know that.”
“Y ouwould think s0,” he agreed. “ So why are they even consdering this lunacy?’
“Could it be acontingency plan?’

“Thisdoesn't have the smdll of contingency planning. It seems more an operationd projection. Besides, if
you read the supporting documentation, you discover that they expect most of these citiesto capitulate
without afight.”

“That’ simpossblel”

“Whoever wrote this thing assures Dalishaar that after thefirst few battles, most of their conquestswill be
bloodless. The timetable supports the idea. Notice how the pace picks up toward the end of thelist.
Their biggest planning problem seemsto be having enough troops to garrison so many cities at once.”

Kimber shook her head. “Dalishaar isn’t that stupid.”

“Agreed,” Sandsreplied. “ So what does he know that we don’t?’

“Thetile doesn't say?’

“Maybeit does.”

Sands returned to the main menu and itsindex of files. He pointed out one well down thelist.

“But that isn’t very important,” she objected. “L ook, he' sonly accessed it afew times. The important



ones arethefiles he uses frequently.”

“I"ve been thinking about that. | think our classfication schemehasaflaw init.”

“What flav?’

“Do you keep afile of your friends' birthdays?’

“Of course. They pop up on my day list afull month in advance so | can plan what to get them.”
“Yet, I'll bet you don't keep your father’ sbirthday on that samelist.”

“You'dlosethe bet,” Kimber said with asmile. “I’m awaysforgetting my father’ s birthday. He sthe
reason | sarted my birthday filein thefirst place.”

“Okay, bad example. Sill, the principle is sound. Daishaar does not need to consultreally important
information very often becauise he hasit committed to memory. It' slogica thet the files with the most
activity are working documents, and those with the least are prime documents.”

Kimber reached over his shoulder and pointed to thefile. “ And you thinkthis isimportant information?
What'sinit?’

“Not what you might think,” hereplied. “I1t' sareport of an archeologica expedition to Earth some
twenty years ago.”

“What?’
“Y ou heard me”

It had been more than a century since the Earth became so hot the oceans had boiled; turning the home
world into atwin of cloud shrouded Venus. Most of humanity’ s constructs had long since crumbled to
dust in the thick atmosphere of superheated steam. Mogt, but not al. In sheltered places -- mostly deep
underground -- much of what humankind had built remained largely intact. Periodic Saturnian expeditions
sought out these ingtdlations and salvaged the remnants of ahuman culture long deed.

The report Sands called to the screen was the account of one such expedition. Twenty years earlier, a
ship from the southern Saturnian city of Borman had been sent to Earth to salvage scientific apparatus
from astring of underground laboratories. The |labs had worked to discover ameans by which the planet
could be protected from the flaring sun. Some had sought the elusive goal up until the very end. The
report dedlt with alaboratory in aregion of Earth once known as Cdifornia. The facility had been
devoted to anew technology developed in the last decade before the evacuation.

Scientists studying the underlying structure of the space-time continuum had discovered away to
generate adiscontinuity in the very fabric of space, adiscontinuity that was imperviousto the transmission
of matter and energy. Thefirst discontinuities were perfectly mirrored spheres only afew angstromsin
diameter. Because they were opaqueto al known forms of energy, they were dubbed “energy screens.”

Theinvention had given humanity hopetheat at last they had found the sdvation for which everyone had
been searching. If the tiny impervious bubbles could be expanded sufficiently to envelop the Earth, then
such ascreen might be flickered on and off to deflect the excess solar energy from theflaring sun. A
massive program was begun to perfect the new technology. Unfortunately, by thetimeit became
necessary to evacuate the laboratory, the researchers' largest screen was only afew hundred metersin
diameter. And as humanity’ s every resource was turned to the great migration to Saturn, energy screens,
like so many other promising avenues of research, had been abandoned.



Kimber scanned the report through to the end. 1 don’t understand, Lars. What hasthisto do with
anything?’

“There sacover memo. The Alliance researcher who discovered the report of the Borman expedition
wroteit. Let meread an excerpt.”

#

“ ... Although the laboratory was unsuccessful in creating a planetary energy
screen, they had notable success with much smaller versions. In their last days on
Earth, the scientists reported that given time, they might generate a screen several
kilometersin diameter. It is noted that such a device might be used to shield a
cloud city and protect it from attack...”

#
Kimber looked a Sandsin horror.
“| see you understand the implications,” he said.
“But if they can defend their cities, while the other Saturnian cloud citiesare helpless...”

He nodded. “ Then their timetable for taking over the North Temperate Belt would appear to be
reasonable. As soon asthe other citiesredlize retdiation isno longer aviable option, they will surrender
in droves rather than risk destruction. | only wonder why they are stopping at the North Temperate Belt.
With an energy screen to shield their home cities, why not conquer al of Saturn?”

#
“They'redivel”

Admira Mika Blount of the Alliance Navy looked up from the cluttered desk and frowned. He had been
going over the never-ending flow of reportsthat had chained him in this office amost from the moment his
fleet had taken the Glasgow Cluster. He was none too happy with hislife of late, and thisnewsdid
nothing to improve his outlook.

“Areyou sure?’

His aide nodded. Captain Gregory Herrera had been with Blount for nearly ten years. Herrerawas one
of thefew people Blount trusted to help him with planning the raid on Cloudcroft. That fact had forged a
bond between them stronger than was normal between commanding officer and subordinate.

“WEe ve been monitoring the news feeds out of Titan, Admiral. They carried a hologram of Kimber
Crawford attending some sort of socia event last night. She had Larson Sands on her arm.”

“Damn!” Blount rubbed his bald pate with one hand while he thought furioudy. Findly, heleaned back in
hischair and said. “ This changes everything. So long as there was no evidence to the contrary, we could

clamthey dl died inthebattle ... or, at least, that we thought they did. We will have to break the news of
their surviva oursdves. If Dalishaar learnsit from us, we might alay his suspicionslong enough to get our
peopleto Titan.”

“Andif heaready knows?’

“Then wewill havelost nothing in the attempt. Who are our two best ns?’



“Gunner Hardwick and Airman Quintana, Sr. | have used them before. They'rerdiable and they' |l get
thejob done.”

“Good. Seethat they are given aplausible cover story and documentation, then get them to aneutrd city
where they can book passageto Titan.”

“Aye, gr.”
“What about the rest of the fugitives?’

“We nearly caught Bailey and Reese down inside the support truss last night. Their beds were till warm
when my men got there. We swept the whole sector and rounded up dozen or so witnesses. They are
being put through questioning now.”

“And Garvich?’
“There€’ s been no word since the sighting report of last week.”

“Damn it, how can three men evade us so successfully in an occupied city?” Herreramoved to speek,
but Blount held up hishand to silence him. “1 know, the Scots are hiding them. I'll be damned if | know

why.”
“Perhaps we should put the question to Fitzroy again.”

“No. The doctor thinks one more sessonisliableto kill him. We need him dive. Y ou will haveto
continue your sweeps and hope someone who knows something falsinto your net. Dismissed.”

“Yes, dar!” Herrerasnapped to attention and saluted. He then turned on his heel and marched out of the
office.

Blount watched him go. After hisaide left, he leaned back in his chair to contemplate the implications of
Larson Sands s regppearance. That Sands might have escaped his trap had long been anightmare for
Blount. Therest of SparrowHawk ’s survivors were dangerous enough with their limited knowledge of
the eventsleading up to the raid on Cloudcroft. Still, they could be handled. If one of them wereto tdll his
story, there was a chance Blount’ s cover story would hold up. Sands was another problem altogether.
Hewould be ableto testify under drugs concerning the meeting aboard Port Gregson. His desath could
not come too soon for Blount’ s peace of mind.

Y et, Sands was not Blount’ s only worry. There was the curious reaction of thefirst councilor to al of
this. Admira Samorset had had severa meetings with Dalishaar sincethe raid. He had passed on his
concern that the first councilor might suspect the truth. Inexplicably, Ddishaar had not ordered anyone
arrested. Cometo think of it, he had been uncharacteristically docilein al hisdedlingswith the Navy. It
was as though he had reasons of his own for not wanting the true story to come out.

The thought was anew onefor Mikal Blount, yet it triggered aresonance in hisbrain. He toyed with it for
long minutes, testing it againgt the known facts. The more he thought about it, the more likely it seemed.
The hypothesis had the advantage of explaining severd thingsthat, up until now, had been mysterious.

As he reached for another in the interminable stack of occupation reports, Blount wondered what Kelt
Dalishaar was afraid of. Whatever it was, if he (Blount) could find out, it would subgtantialy improve his
bargaining postion if hispart in the raid ever became known.

#



Envon Crawford stared at the screen and read the report of the archeologica expedition to Earth.
Kimber sat next to him, waiting for him to finish. Across the room, Larson Sandsand Arvin Taggart sat
on the couch in the factor’ sliving room. In the dining room, the meal Crawford had been abouit to eat
was long since cold.

“And you think this meansthat the Alliance plansto build an energy shidld for their cities?’

“What ese could it mean, father? Remember Dalishaar’ s password: * Histruth shal by thyshield and
buckler.””

“Possbly acoincidence.” Crawford looked up from the screen and regarded his security chief. “What
about it, Arvin? Do we have any corroboration for this?’

Taggart frowned. As he had remarked to one of his men that very day, he' d been doing alot of that
lately. “ There just might be, Factor.”

“Enlighten ugl”

“Severd weeks ago, one of our agentsin the Alliance sent areport of a space expedition being organized
by the Cloudcroft Museum. That was not news. The expedition has been a matter of common
knowledge for quite sometime. What piqued our interest was the additiond information that the
Accretionigts are the redl force behind this exploration.”

“| want details,” Crawford demanded.

Taggart glanced in Sands sdirection. Like al security men, he had an inborn caution againgt reveding the
sources or means by which hisinformation was obtained. At anod from the factor, he continued: “ Our
agent isposing asavigting specidist in Earth history a the museum. One of his colleagues got drunk at a
cocktall party and told him thefirst councilor’ s office was behind the museum’ srecruiting of historians,
archaeologists, and computerists for an expedition to Earth. He further alleged that the truth was being
kept from the Alliance Council. Apparently, he was quite incensed over science being perverted to
politica ends”

“Wheat ends?’

“Up until now, we had no idea.” Taggart gestured toward the workscreen where the report on the
Borman archaeologica expedition was till displayed. “ Captain Sands' s discovery may be the missing
pieceto thejigsaw puzzle.”

“How much faith do you put in this agent’ sreport?’

“Itisquitedifficult to be sure ofanything in intelligence work. However, he's one of our best men and
has excellent contacts within the upper echelons of Alliance society.”

Crawford was dlent for along time. When he spoke again, it was with aheavy sigh. | suppose that puts
the matter back into our orbit. The stakes are high enough that we dare not be wrong on this.”

“Agreed,” Taggart said. “If the Alliance gains effective control of the NTB, they will destroy our
independence of action. We Il be forced to sall our metd at their prices and on their terms.”

Crawford nodded. His features were sunk in gloom as he contemplated histhree visitors. “ So what are
weto do about it?’

“We'll just haveto get to this laboratory and seize the secret of the energy screen first!” Kimber said.



Her father looked at her sharply. *'Y ou mean mount an expedition to Earth?’

“Why not? We know where the |aboratory is and what to look for. If we get there first, we can block the
Alliance from gaining amonopoly. In addition, Titanian possession of such asecret could be highly
profitable! We could sdll defense screensto the cloud cities much aswe now sal metals.”

“Taggart?
“| agree with Miss Crawford. It will be expensive, but agreat ded chegper than doing nothing.”
“Captan?’

Sands shrugged. “Not abad idea, sir, if you can spare aship.”

Crawford mulled it over for afew seconds, and then said, “ Vixenwill be coming out of overhaul at the
end of the month. | suppose we could delay her return to the merchant fleet long enough to send her to
Eath.”

“What about the specia equipment we' |l need?’ Taggart asked.

“Yes, thereisthat problem,” Crawford agreed. “We |l need heavy duty environmenta suits and agreat
dedl of other specidized hardware. That we will have to obtain secretly on Saturn to keep the Alliance
from getting wind of what we are about.”

“I once served a stint with New Holland in the southern hemisphere,” Sands said. “ They harvest the
complex organicsthat only occur in the lower atmosphere. They have suits and other equipment capable
of withstanding heat and pressure.”

“| takeit you are volunteering to purchase this equipment for us?’
“Yes, gr.”

“Excdlent! Wewill deposit you somewhere other than New Holland where you can charter adirigibleto
fetch back whatever equipment we need.” Crawford turned to his security chief. “Arvin, you arein
charge of sdectingVixen s personnel. Wewill need alevelheaded captain and crew who can keep their
mouths closed. We will also need the same sort of specidiststhe Allianceisrecruiting. Kimber, you have
been out of school a short enough time that you might be able to help with technical recruiting.”

“Yes, Father. | know afew people at Oxford-in-the-Clouds who would be good candidates.”
Taggart shook hishead. “No one from Saturn. This expedition isto be limited to Titaniansonly.”
“Very wel. I'll gtart checking out the university rogter.”

“Good,” Envon Crawford said. “Onelast thing. Thisisto remain a secret shared by the peoplein this
room. No one else! Guard what you say. Are there any other questions? If not, Kimber, you and Lars
are excused. Arvin and | have other security mattersto discuss.”

Chapter 19: Return from Saturn

Sands sat in the forward passenger compartment of the Titanian freighter Nightingale and watched
Saturn’s bloated form recede below him. The freighter was one of adozen that transported spools of



wire and other finished metal products down to Saturn and then returned to the moon with the products
of the cloud cities. Sands had joined the ship more than amonth earlier at Titania spaceport for his
mission to buy heavy-duty environment suitsfor the Titanian expedition to Earth. Hismisson was
complete and he was returning to Titan adifferent man than when he | eft.

It had taken three days to cross the gulf of space between Titan and its oversize parent. Unlike hisfirst
trip into space, Sands had hardly been bothered by zero gee vertigo at al. Indeed, hisweeksin Titan's
one-sixth gee had acclimated him to the sensation of lessthan normd gravity.

The freighter’ sfirst scheduled stop had been the city of Columbusin the South Polar Belt. Sands had left
the ship there to book passage via public airship to Garand in one of the cyclones of the South
Temperate Zone. At Garand, he had changed transportation again. Thistime he had chartered a private
dirigibleto take him thefind leg to New Holland. The circuitous route was the brainchild of Arvin
Taggart. The security chief hoped it would minimize the possibility of Titan being connected to the
purchase of protective equipment of the type needed to explore Earth’s overheated surface.

Being back on Saturn had been like atonic for Sands. The twice-a-day rhythm of sunrise and sunset, the
steady pull of Saturnian gravity, the familiar sght of Arch and Notch at night, al had rguvenated him.
Their last night before New Holland, he and the airship captain had shared a bottle of wine on the
chartered dirigibl€ s upper observation deck.

At New Holland Sands had made the rounds of companies that manufactured high-pressure environment
suits and had quickly discovered hisfirst problem. The heavy-duty environment suitswere specialty
items. There were only four to be had in the whole city. He needed a dozen. The suit manufacturer
explained that he could have eght more built within six months, but quickly changed his estimate when he
learned of Sands s credit baancein theloca bank. After much haggling over price and ddlivery, they
agreed on agod of two weeks, with unlimited overtime for the production crews. He sent acoded
message to Titania notifying them of the delay, then settled down to await delivery.

By the end of thethird day, Sands s cheery mood had al but vanished. He had been growing
progressively more despondent. His mood was not improved when the manufacturer informed him there
would be aone-week delay in delivering the suits. A necessary pressure fitting was not in stock and
would have to be shipped in from halfway around the planet. It was after he returned to hishotel after a
long day of cgoling and arguing that Sands redlized the underlying cause of hisgenerd irritability.

It came as a shock to redlize that he was suffering from homesickness! He, who had adways prided
himsalf on being rooted to no place or person, was mooning like ateenager. Whenever hed come down
with bouts of melancholy in the past, he dways had asmple antidote. In every cloud city, thereisa
district where companionship may be bought for the price of afew drinks and areasonable number of
credits. Y et, finding aNew Hollander joy girl wasthe last thing Lars wanted. After Kimber, it would be
like drinking tepid water following a steady diet of the finest wines.

Theredization that he had findly falen in love gave him as much pause as the thought of going into battle.
Lovewould interfere with hisvow to avenge Dane. Somehow, that did not seem asimportant asit once
had. There was another question to be asked: Wasit fair to Kimber to carry on the vendetta? Already it
had killed Ross Crandal and very nearly the rest of SoarrowHawk ’ s crew. What of Garvich, Bailey, or
Reese? Were they hunted men aboard Glasgow, or three more victims of his desire to strike back for
Dan€' sdeath?

The painful truth he was beginning to face was that there had been nothing persond in Dan€' s deeth.
Indeed, it had been about asimpersona as one of the big zond cyclones. The Alliance had shot down
the New Philade phia flagship because they had considered it good tactics. It had been Dane Sands's



bad luck to be aboard at the time. That he had gone to his death in his brother’ s place had been an
unlucky roll of the dice for Dane, but did it obligate Larsto avenge him?

Lars struggled mogt of the night with hisdilemma. He made hisdecison at First Dawn. Hewould give up
his unholy quest for revenge and build a future with the woman he loved. He would choose life over
desth!

#

“Captain says you can ingpect your cargo now,” one of Nightingale ' s crewmen said as he swam past
Sandsin the zero gravity of the ship. It had only been minutes since the freighter’ s engines had ceased
their growling and the steady pull of acceleration had died away to nothing. The winged spacecraft had
climbed above Saturn’s atmosphere and was risng upward at avel ocity that would take them far beyond
the outermost ring.

“Thanks,” Sandsreplied, unbuckling from his acceleration couch. He levered out of hissitting position
and rotated hisfeet to find purchase on the corrugated deck. Aligning himsdf dong thelong axis of the
compartment, he kicked off to float aft. At the rear bulkhead, he caught himself on outstretched arms,
absorbing the shock with bent elbows and tensed biceps.

The cargo hold was two compartments aft. Sands levered open the hatchway thet let him into the
darkened space beyond. He fumbled for the light control before sending alengthwise glowtube into
luminescence. The compartment was lined on both sides by sarcophagus shaped shipping containers.
Sand had amomentary vision that he had entered one of the fabled pyramids of Egypt. He pulled himsalf
to one of the cases and unhooked the latches that secured the hinged cover. He then pulled the cover
open. Insde, cradled in the embrace of aformed cavity, was aNew Hollander environment suit.

The suit bore aresemblance to asquat gorilla Sands had once seen in the Hurlberg City Zoo. The helmet
was bulbous and mirrored. So too was the surface covering. The torso was made of ahard organic
materia layered with carefully aligned carbon fibers. The arms and legs of the suit were smilarly formed.
Unlike the environment suits he was familiar with, this suit was not pressurized to the leve of the outside
atmosphere. Rather, it wasintended to hold back the pressure. To assist the wearer, the elbow and knee
joints contained bulbous power assist mechanisms that responded to signals from thousands of pressure
sensorslining theinterior. The ankle, hip, and shoulder joints were likewise powered.

The suit’ s massive backpack was four times larger than any Sands had ever seen. In addition to
providing the wearer with a breathing mix of oxygen and helium, it incorporated amassive cooling unit.
The suit would keep its owner comfortable even when submerged in water boiling under the pressure that
exised in most cloud cities. It had itslimits, of course. Even the outer armor, power-assisted arms and
legs, and the massive cooling unit would not protect someone who tried to reach the hydrogen sea.

Stll, the suits were more than sufficient protection from the cauldron-like conditions of Earth. They would
alow the Titanian expedition to seek the old energy screen laboratory and salvage whatever knowledge
had been abandoned there.

Larsworked hisway down the row of suits, checking each in turn. All had taken the stresses of launch
well, cushioned asthey werein their shipping cases. After closing the last sarcophagus, he moved to the
other large containers bolted to the freighter’ s deck.

Although the explorers could conceivably live insde their suits the whole time they were on Earth, no one
would look forward to such an orded. The old records from the Borman expedition had included a
layout of the ancient underground laboratory. They told of acomplex that was still structurally sound,
protected from the corrosive atmosphere by meters of rock and concrete. The Bormans had conditioned



the laboratory’ sinterior to a shirtdeeve environment while they had explorediit.

InNightingale ’ s hold were two oversize environment conditioners. When the Titanian expedition
excavated the old laboratory, they would again take the time to condition the environment. That way, the
search for the energy screen datawould go more quickly.

Satisfied that his entire cargo had ridden out the launch well, Sands returned to his acceleration couch. It
was three daysto Titan and he had little to do other than eat, deep, and play cards with the crew.

#

Titania Spaceport was as he had |eft it. The main dome rose toward the orange overcast while spaceport
workers hurried to clear apath for the newly arrivedNightingale . In the distance, long dow waves
rolled ashore from the sea of methane that bordered the moon’s capitd city. Flakes of methane snow and
complex organics misted the viewport, causing the spaceport lights to break into amillion droplets of
scintillating color.

A sudden lurch signded the attachment of the tow cable. Asthe freighter dowly moved into the bright
lights of the debarkation dome, Sands noted that there was dready another ship insde. Thevessd wasa
freighter with the stubby wings and large cargo bay of such avessd. Asthey pulled dongside, Sands was
ableto read the nameVixen stenciled across the ship’s bow. Thisthen was the ship that would carry the
expedition to Earth.

Larswaited impatiently for the airlock to open. The air insde the dome had ametdlic taste to it, and was
frigid. His breath wreethed his head in exha ation fog as he quickly descended along stair. He let hiseyes
scan the concourse beyond the thick glass windows at the edge of the dome. A scattering of pedestrians
walked past, ssemingly obliviousto the newly arrived ship. Here and there small clusters of people
watched the activity in the dome. Larsfelt amomentary disgppointment when he failed to see Kimber

among them.

Disappointment turned suddenly to fear as he asked himsalf what could have happened to keep her
away. Suddenly, visions of disaster flashed through his head -- everything from his beloved wrapped in
bandages to her lying dead in some deserted corridor. A sudden movement caught his eye. He turned his
head to follow the motion and hisfears popped like sogp bubbles. There she was, waving wildly as she
ran along the concourse toward the debarkation gate.

He stumbled as he rushed up the stair leading to the gate, then burst through into the brightly lighted
concourse. Kimber rushed to meet him and the two collided in a sudden flurry of kisses.

“Welcome back, my lovel” Kimber said bresthlesdy when they findly broke their embrace.

“I missed you!” hereplied as he thrust her out to armslength to look at her. Her hair was longer than he
remembered. Her mouth was set in awide grin that complemented her sparkling green eyes. Shewas, he
decided, more beautiful than ever. “Did you missme?’

“Does Saturn have rings? | understand you were successful.”

“Sowereyou,” he said, gesturing to whereVixen was visible beyond thewall of glass.

She nodded. “ Expedition’ sal organized and ready to go. They're just waiting for your equipment.”
“I had afew troubles getting al the suitstogether.”

“So | understand.”



“Where syour father?’

“Waiting anxioudy for you in his office. He did not want to come down to meet you in person. That
would have cdlled attention to the fact that someone important was arriving onNightingale . He even
asked meto stay away.”

“I thought you had.”

“Never! The damned spaceport authority had your ship listed for the far end of Dome 3. When | found
out thetruth, | ran the whole way here”

“And | thought it was my presence that had you al out of breath.”
“That, too, my love.”

“We'vegot alot to talk about.”

“Oh?" she asked, one eyebrow arching upwards.

He hurriedly told her of hisdecision to settle down. She listened quietly, her eyes getting rounder with
each passing second. She did not say anything until he had finished.

“Pardon meif | misunderstand, but it sounds as though you are proposing marriage.”
Hegrinned. “I am, if you'll have me.”

For along moment, he thought she was abouit to refuse. Then she smiled broadly and threw her arms
around his neck. Shekissed him again. Thistime, he knew it wasfor keeps.

“May | teke that for an affirmative response?’

“Youmay,” shereplied. “Comeon, let’sgo find my father so you can deliver your report and we can be
done”

She grabbed his arm and siwung him around. Suddenly, her grip tightened. He winced and turned his
head to look at her. Her expression was in transition to one of open-mouthed horror. Sands followed her
gaze. The main concourse was circular, following asit did the outer periphery of Main Dome. Just
coming into view around the curve some fifty meters away was a nondescript man with blond hair.
Kimber had happened to be looking a him as he came into view. She had reacted to him, and upon
seeing her reaction, the man’ sright hand had snaked ingde his businessman’ stunic.

Sands s privateer honed reflexes took over. There is something about the way someone reachesfor a
weapon that is unlike any other motion a human being makes. It is not so much amovement of thearm as
an action that involves the whole body. As the man’s hand regppeared, it had ametdlic gleamtoit.
Sands pushed Kimber sideways toward anearby pillar. He then dove forward, seeking the sanctuary of
an dcove in which someone had ingaled adrinking fountain.

Hewas only hafway to safety when an explosion reverberated the length of the concourse. Asthough by
magic, ashower of sparks flashed from the metal flooring just beyond his outstretched right hand.

Chapter 20: Assassin



Another shot rang out. The second round careened off thewall afew centimeters over his head,
producing a sound that set histeeth on edge. Sands did the last meter across the metd floor like an
ancient basebd| player diding home. He ended hisdide in the a cove hugging thewall, with the water
fountain’ s drainpipe jabbing him in the kidneys. A nearby whimper, he redlized, had come from hisown

lips
Kimber faced him from across the concourse. She lay sprawled where she had landed, her eyesrimmed

with white as she gazed in horror &t the bright splash of metal on the floor between them. She was
sprawled akimbo with body parts sticking out on both sides of the pillar.

“ Get down behind that damned thing and stay there! Tuck in those legs!”

She scrambled to comply, and was soon lying on the floor, with her body pointing like the needle of a
compass directly away from the unseen gunman. The terror and bewilderment began to go out of her
eyes. He gave her abrief amileto tell her that everything was going to be dl right. Then his battle-trained
reflexestook over.

Sands had once tried to explain the feeling that came over him in combat. He had failed miserably. It was
asthough hismind had split into adozen parts, and each was operating on its own. Somewhere near the
top of his consciousness he was acutely aware of the fear reaction that had taken control of hisbody. His
heart pounded in his ears, hisbowelsweretied in aknot, and hislimbs threstened to begin shaking
uncontrollably. Another part of his mind seemed to beliving at aradicaly accelerated pace. Seconds
gretched into minutes and the world moved in dow motion around him. Finally, somewhere degp within
his brain, askilled tactician ignored everything around him and took stock of the Stuation with a
detachment rare even in contemplation.

Thetactica Situation was bad, but it could have been worse. The corridor was a segment of acircle. He
waslying on theingde of the curve, with thewall shielding him from the gunman, who was once again out
of sight. He had found additiona cover in the shalow setback that kept people who used the drinking
fountain from blocking traffic. Findly, the haste of the attack marked it asan impulsve act rather than a
planned ambush. Sands suspected that had it been the latter, he would now be dead.

Oncethe scene was firmly fixed in hismind, Lars considered what he could do to improve matters. The
most pressing problem was to determine the assassin’ s current location. The gunman might have taken
cover, or could be running forward at full speed. In thelatter case, Sands had only afew more seconds
before he came under fire again. He thought of asking Kimber to locate their assailant and immediately
pushed theideafrom hismind. While hewas dive, she would not be sticking her head around that pillar

for anything.

Tensing, he propped himself on hisleft elbow, craned his neck, and quickly stuck hishead out from
behind the corner of his niche. The assassin had not attempted to take cover. Instead, he moved to the
lineof pillarsand was|loping forward in the long, skating motion of alow gravity sprint. His heed was up
and his eyes scanned continuoudly from side to side as his weapon waved to menace everyone in front of
him. Something about the way he ran convinced Lars he was facing a professiond.

The gunman spotted him and snapped off another shot as he ran. The round careened off the paneling
that lined the concourse. Sands levered himself erect using one hand, thankful for the low gravity. The
fountain scraped his back as he got to hisfeet. He considered his options, which were few. The curved
corridor would offer him some protection if he chose to run in the opposite direction, hugging the inner
wall. Yet, if hedid so, the gunman would have aclear shot at Kimber as he came abreast of her pillar.
The only other possibility was to attack, and Sands doubted he would take more than two steps out of
his cowering place before being shot down.



He turned his head and looked over the fountain that had |eft a permanent impression on his back. It was
the standard metal bowl whose design went back centuries. Even as he judged how difficult it would be
to tear it off thewall, he knew he would have neither the time nor the cover. Besides, it would make a
poor wegpon againgt aman with agun.

His mind was racing furioudy when other shots reverberated through the concourse. He flinched, waiting
for the bite of abullet. It never came. Despite the seeming eternity since the first shot had been fired, in
redlity, less than fifteen seconds had passed. When there was no angry wasp sound of anear miss, nor
the nerve-wracking whine of aricochet, helooked frantically around. This new firing seemed to be
coming from behind him. Sands felt anew fear. Whoever they were, they had him trapped between
them.

He caught his breath as he turned his head. L ess than ten meters distant, aman and awoman stood in the
open, crouched in firing stance with recoillessrocket pistolsin their hands. Y et, their wegpons were not
amed a Sands. They were aigned with the corridor, amed in the direction of the unseen gunman. While
Sands watched, the two fired again in unison. He hazarded another quick look up the corridor.

The assassin was down. Hewas still falling while agreat geyser of red fountained from hisbody. He sank
to the floor, twitched, and was ill. The globular red haze dowly settled around him in the wesk Titanian

gravity.

The concourse seemed suddenly filled with armed people converging on the downed gunman. Lars
recognized two of the agents who had accompanied them on their tour of the mine. He felt himsalf dump
asreaction set in. He bent down with hands on thighs and gasped for air. After adozen such breaths, he
walked unsteadily to where Kimber till crouched behind the pillar.

“Areyou dl right?’

She got unsteadily to her feet. It was severd seconds before she could speak as she fought the globular
tearsthat welled up in her eyes. “I think | am. How about you?’

“Scared out of my wits, but otherwise whole. What was that al about?’ He was amazed at how cam the
words sounded asthey came out. It was almost as though they had been spoken by someone dse.

“I don't know,” came the hesitant reply. “1 noticed that man as he came around the curve in the corridor.
| don’t know what caught my eye. | guessit wasthe way he reacted when he saw you.”

“Reacted how?’

She shivered as she remembered. “ He seemed to be searching for something as he came into view, then
he saw you, Lars! | could see the changein hiseyes. They got hard, as though he were a hunter who had
stumbled onto his prey. That was when | tensed up. He must have seen me react, because his eyes
flicked to mefor just an ingtant and he seemed to come to adecision. That was when he reached for his

gun.”

“Soppy of him,” Sands remarked. “If he'd just walked on past, he could have shot us both down from
behind and we d never have known whet hit us.”

She nodded, shuddering at what might have been. “I think he was surprised to see you.”
Just then, one of the security people ran up to them. He holstered awegpon as he came.

“Areyou dl right, Miss Crawford, Captain Sands?’



“Fine... now!” Larsreplied. “Lucky you people were around.”

“No luck toit, Captain. Mr. Taggart assigned us to blanket the spaceport for your arrival. And we' ve
been watching you, Miss Crawford, for thelast month.”

Kimber nodded. “ Those ‘ other security measures my father arranged after we left his office that day.”
“Whatever the reason, I’'m glad you were here. Things might have gotten sticky in another few seconds.”
“Do you two fed up to looking at the shooter?’ the security man asked.

Both of them nodded in unison.

The gunman was not a pretty sight. He had been struck by at least five of the small rockets. One had
caught him under the right eye, taking off the back of his head. Kimber grimaced at the sight, but il
looked. Lars gazed at the body with open curiosity. Despite his years as a privateer and his battle
experience, thiswas thefirgt time he had seen someone killed up close. It was definitely not the same as
watching blips fade from a sensor screen or the smdl, toy-like aircraft that heeled over and fluttered like
leaves toward the hydrogen sea.

“Do you know him, Captain Sands?’
“Never seen him before.”
“Miss Crawford?’

Kimber frowned. “I’m not sure. | may have seen him now and then over the past few weeks. It'shard to
tdl.”

“Saw himwhere?’ the security man asked, hisinterest ingtantly intensfied.

“I can't be sure, but it seemsto methat he was shopping in the mall last week when | wasthere. Come
to think of it, hewas having dinner atBrindis ’swith another man the night before last. | remember
because | caught them looking a me acouple of times. | thought one of them was trying to work up his
courageto try to pick me up.”

“There was another one, you say?’
“Yes I'mcertanof it.”

The security agent reached for his comm unit and ordered the spaceport sedled off. Meanwhile, the
agents who had been clustered around the body took out their weapons and moved to take up station
aong the length of the concourse. Sands and Kimber were ignored for five minutes while the security
people made their arrangements. Finally, the agent in command returned. “Let’ sgo.”

“Go where?’
“ Somewhere we can be sure you will be safe.

They were marched through aside door into a corridor that was deserted except for their security
entourage. Ten minutes later, they were in Kimber’ s gpartment with guards three deep beyond the door.

#

“Damnit, | ought to resgn!” Arvin Taggart growled. The Titanian security chief paced Kimber’sliving



room like a caged lion. Lars had never seen alion except in photographs. Nor had anyone else, for that
matter. Still, the expression lived on in the language and now he knew precisely what it meant. Therewas
something about Taggart’s mood that suggested a coiled spring about to be released.

“Takeit easy,” Envon Crawford advised. The factor and his security man had arrived together. After
Crawford made sure his daughter was al right, he had turned suddenly professond. The loving parent
was gone, replaced by theiron willed chief executive whose territory had been violated. Like Taggart,
Crawford wasin amurderous mood and working hard to control it. “Y our people handled it aswell as
we could expect. Both of their charges are safe. That' swhat counts.”

“No, gr, itisn't! Damn it, this assassin should never have gotten past our cordon. The fact that shots
werefired a dl meanswefailed. Y ou don't livelong in this business depending on dumb luck, which is
precisely what saved ustoday!”

“| don’t understand something,” Kimber said. Like Sands, she had had an hour to cam down. “They had
Halley helplessin Lars s apartment last month. Why didn’t they kill her then? More to the point, if they
gpared her life then, why try to kill us now?’

“It wasn't the same man,” Taggart said through clenched teeth. “We found identification on the body
identifying him as achemica salesman from Borodin in the North Equatorid Belt. He arrived aboard the
Julia Havler only two weeks ago. He wasn’t on Titan when Halley was attacked.”

“Another Alliance agent?’

“Possibly the agent who knocked Halley out wasn't from the Alliance. There may be other playersinthe
gamethat we don’'t know about.”

“Another Alliance faction, perhaps?’ Crawford asked.

“Possible,” Taggart agreed. “We ve been working our source at the Cloudcroft museum overtime. It
seems Captain Sands sraid put more of astrain on the council than we recognized at thetime. This
assassin could be aresponse by ether the Accretionists or Militarists.”

“Arewe sure he was a professond?’
Taggart frowned. “Y ou told my men that he looked like one.”

Sands shrugged. “At thetime, | thought so. However, | have been thinking about it. Surely aprofessiona
would have been a better shot.”

“Hewasn't as bad as you might think,” Taggart replied. “Y ou have to consder the handicaps under
which hewasworking.”

“What handicaps?”

“The gravity for one. He was a Saturnian, used to one plus standard gees of acceleration. People from
Saturn tend to am high in low gravity. From Kimber’ stestimony, it is obvious that your appearance
surprised him. Probably, he was trailing her and had no idea she was going out to the spaceport to meet
you. When he saw you, there was that single moment he let himself react. Kimber saw his unguarded
reaction and recognized it for what it was, giving him no choice but to openfire.

“Y e, even though he was under pressure and firing in one-sixth his norma gravity, he was able to put
rounds within afew centimeters of your head. He was undoubtedly concentrating so much on
compensating for the lighter-than-normad gravity field that he forgot one other crucid point.”



“What wasthat?’

“The spaceport concourse is on the outer ring of Main Dome. Subconscioudly, he probably thought it
was adraght corridor. That threw off hisaim. Basically, his brain misprocessed the visud cues and so
placed him in the wrong placefor firing & you.”

“Y ou mean he suffered an opticd illuson?’ Kimber asked.

“Something likethat,” Taggart agreed. “I’ ve got the behaviora psychologists looking into the Situation.
They'll tell usif there sanything to thetheory.”

“At least he' sdead,” Kimber said. “We' re safe for the time being.”

“I'm not sure of that at al. “WeranHavier ' s passenger list through the computer. We are attempting to
locate the other passengers now. We have not had alot of time to check, but we think one other is
missing -- aman matching the description of the man you saw inBrindis ’sthe other evening. The two of
them were probably ateam.”

“We ve got to catch him!” Envon Crawford yelled.

“We'retrying, sSr. However, he has undoubtedly heard about the shootout at the spaceport by now. If he
istruly aprofessional, he will have prepared any number of contingency plans. He' s probably changed
his looks and gone to ground somewhere we' Il not expect him.”

“What you are saying, Arvin, isthat my daughter and Larsare dtill in danger?’

“WEe ve doubled up on security, Factor. If they will agreeto stay hidden until we' ve found this second
agent, they ought to be reasonably safe.”

The factor shook his head. “ Reasonably safe until the Alliance can send someone ese! Remember, we
have got at least one other agent loose in Titania. How many others are there? Two, three, adozen?’

Taggart shrugged elaborately. “What €l se can we do? If Kelt Dalishaar’ s people can reach them here,
thereis certainly no cloud city where they can take refuge. | suppose we could lock them up at the
bottom of one of our degpest mine shafts. Even there, someone might bribe a member of the security
force. Thereisno complete safety.”

Crawford frowned. He was obvioudy wrestling with some decision. Findly, he sighed and turned to his
daughter. “Y ou're going to have to go away for awhile.”

“Go where?’ sheasked. “ Y ou heard Arvin. If the Allianceistruly after us, they can reach us anywhere
wego.”

“Notanywhere ! Thereis one place where you will be beyond their reach. While you' re gone, we can
work at resolving this Stuation.”

Confusion showed in Kimber' s expresson. “Where are you sending me, father?’

“Vixenleavestomorrow. Y ou and Larswill be aboard when sheleaves. Y ou' re going to Earth!”

Chapter 21: Alliance



Admiral Mikal Blount of the Alliance Navy sat in the cockpit of the fast prowler and scanned the whole
vast blue-white expanse of ky before him. In the near distance to port, a seemingly infinite cloud wall
marched dowly astern; while to starboard, the great trough of the North Temperate Belt stretched
endlesdy into haze. Even in the prigtine air, the immense cloud canyon was too wide for Blount to have
any hope of seeing the other sde. The prowler’ s pilot adso searched the sky. His younger eyes proved
their worth when he reached out ablack clad arm and pointed to the right of the aircraft’ s needle shaped
prow.

“There, Sr! Home”

Blount strained his eyesto their limit and was rewarded after afew seconds by the gppearance of a
sngle, slver bubblein the azure haze. The cloud city danced at the limits of vision for long seconds, and
then seemed to split intwo. In fact, another city had comeinto view. In quick succession, two cities
becamefive, then five became ten. Suddenly, there were more citiesin sight than wereeasy to tdly at a
glance. Y &, they continued to multiply asthe prowler closed the distance. Despite the cluster’ s numbers,
itsindividua citieswere gtill minuscule when compared to the vast cloudscape that engulfed them. They
looked like astring of tiny pearlslost in the folds of agiant' s bedding.

The sudden reminder of just how puny were humanity’ s biggest constructs did nothing to bolster Blount's
confidence. His composure had dready been badly shaken by the message he had received a his
headquarters aboard Glasgow. The coded dispatch had read smply:“ Return immediately. Samorset .

Hisfirst thought had been that Ddishaar had discovered the Navy’ s complicity in the raid on Cloudcroft.
After afew panic-stricken moments, he had reasoned that such an outcome was unlikely. Had the
military’ s part in the raid become known, the summons would have come from Admiral Samorset’s
replacement. Indeed, it would likely not have come at dl. Thefirst Blount would hear of it would be
when his own security chief arrived to arrest him.

Convinced that his precarious secret was gill safe, Blount had run through the other possibilities. One
distinct prospect was that Admiral Samorset feared exposure and was taking action to cover histracks.
If so, the summons could well be Blount’ s desth warrant. He done knew the full details of the grand
admird’ sinvolvement, and would make amost damning witness should the case ever come before the
counal.

Blount had considered refusing the return order and using Glasgow’ s unsettled condition as an excuse.
He had rgjected the idea out of hand. He had only his suspicions, and should they prove wrong, he
would be destroying his career. The only way to find out what the admiral wanted wasto face him
directly. It had been with more than alittle trepidation that Blount had ordered afast ship to take himto
Cloudcroft. It had taken six hours at top speed to reach the Alliance. The waiting was nearly over.

“Approach control ischalenging us,” the copilot reported.

“Answer them,” Blount replied. He was aware that his presence in the cockpit made the two young
officers nervous. He could not help that. If thiswere to be hislast journey, he wanted it to be a
memorable one. There are few sghts as grand as watching Saturn’ s ever changing cloudscape unfold
through a cockpit windscreen.

The two pilots banked their aircraft severd timesin response to directions from the city controllers.
Blount could not help letting athin, humorless smile mark hislips as he watched them. This, too, wasin
response to his handiwork. Ever sncetheraid, the Navy was patrolling out to aradius of athousand
kilometers. Once aship got in closg, traffic control wasrigid and unyielding, with city lasers focused
continuoudy on everything within range.



Ten minutes later, the admira found himself among the giant balloonsinto which humanity had packed a
few cubic kilometers of Earthlike environment. Blount never got over how fragile cloud citieslooked
when viewed from a moderate distance. Closer in it was easy to be overwhelmed by their sheer volume,
but out here, their true fragility was al too apparent.

Cloud citieswere the most ddlicate flying machines ever built by man. Even the strongest would quickly
break up if it entered the stormsthat roiled vast portions of Saturn’s atmosphere. Only in the clear rivers
of air that marked the descending legs of convection cells, or theinteriors of cyclones, could the delicate
balloons survive. Even then, congtant vigilance was required to avoid the turbulence and wind shears that
dotted the mgor flyways.

“We have landing clearance,” the pilot announced over his shoulder.

The prowler arrowed at one city that looked much like the others. Except this one, Blount knew, wasthe
only city on Saturn that readly counted. Government tower was clearly visible asthey spiraled down
toward the military landing bay that wastheir destination. Asthey drew even with the top of the
Cloudcroft gasbag, Blount’ s eyes were drawn to the instrument package that bel atedly scanned the skies
for free-flying raiders. That, too, was a product of his handiwork.

Asthe prowler dowed to ahover and was then winched aboard, Mika Blount was struck by the
redlization that the waiting was over. He would soon know what fate awaited him.

#

Naval Headquarters was not like Government Tower, perched ogtentatioudy atop the city deck.
Headquarters was located deep inside the support truss, a cubica fortress suspended from the open
framework that was the backbone of the city. It was physically separated from the other truss spaces,
with only afew tubeways providing access. Headquarters contained the main switching station through
which electrica power from the fusion generator was delivered to the rest of the city. Itslocation madeit
nearly impregnable. Whether invading enemy or rampaging mob, no one would put the nerve center of
the Alliance Navy out of action by anything lessthan the tota destruction of the city.

Blount marched through the gently swaying length of access tube that bridged the gap between the
military landing bay and headquarters. Daylight flooded upward through the walls of the transparent tube,
highlighting the complex forest of bracesthat formed the interior of the support truss. He could sense
through the soles of his boots the deep thrumming noise of the nearby city engines asthey stroveto keep
Cloudcroft in the most favorable wind currents. The open gridwork of the tube floor alowed him to see
the hanging black mass of the fusion generator. The generator’ stiny Size belied its great massand
volume. The generator served as the counterweight that kept the city upright.

The access tube was uncomfortably warm as the heated hydrogen rose around it to buoy the city. Blount
knew that beyond the thin layer of plastic of the tubeway, the atmosphere was devoid of oxygen. Only
the hydrogen-helium mix of Saturn’s amosphere was present. Like al enclosed spaces within the
support truss, headquarters was sealed and pressurized. Only on the city’ s upper deck, beneath the
habitat barrier, was there any illusion that human beings could breath the Saturnian atmosphere.

Blount came to the end of the long tube and crossed through an open hydrogen lock into aheavily
armored entry chamber. There he found himself under the watchful eyes of a dozen security personndl.
He presented his credentias and stepped up to an instrument with abinocular eyepiece. He stared at the
red dot that seemed to hang in space inside the machine. Somewhere deep inside headquarters, a
computer compared the pattern of hisretinas with those on file and found them the same. It sounded a
beep and displayed amessage visble only to the young lieutenant who was serving as Officer of the



Deck. Blount watched the boy’ s reaction carefully for some clue asto the reception he would receive.
There was nothing to indicate that this was anything but routine. The lieutenant handed Blount’ sidentity
card back to him and saluted smartly.

“The grand admird will see you immediately, Sr. Do you wish an escort?’

Blount smiled in what he hoped was a nonchalant manner. “No need, son! | waswalking these decks
when you were dill in digpers”

Somewhat relieved, Blount marched out of the entry chamber and toward the grand admird’ s sanctum
sanctorum. As hewalked, his spirits were buoyed by the familiar sounds and activity around him. Here
lay the Alliance sdegtiny. If Cloudcroft wereto be the capital of Saturn one day, the men and womenin
his vast fortified cube would make it so.

He reached the grand admird’ s office and was ushered ingde after another check of hisidentity. Admiral
Samorset glanced up from his workscreen as Blount saluted. The scowl on hisfacetold Blount dl he
needed to know about his superior’s mood.

“Y our two assassins missed, Mikal!”
“Beg your pardon, Sir.”

“Y ou heard me. The two fumble fingered idiots you assigned to kill Larson Sands have bungled the job!
One of them was killed outright and the other either has been captured or hasgoneinto hiding. That is
not theworst of it. The quarry hasaso fled.”

“Fled where, Sr?”’
“To Earth, by dl thefuries!”

Blount blinked in surprise. Inal hisimaginings of what was behind Samorset’s summons, this possibility
had never occurred to him. It was galing enough to learn that his two handpicked men had failed, but to
hear it from the grand admira himself was especidly irksome. He wondered where his superior was
getting hisinformetion.

“Please, Sr. Start at the beginning. What happened?’

As Samorset explained, a pattern became clear. Hardwick and Quintana had reached Titan without
incident. They had spent two weeks locating and studying their targets. Halley Trevanon and Kimber
Crawford had been easy to spot, but Larson Sands had proved more elusive. Apparently, he had been
off Titan on some mission, afact that had become obvious when Hardwick, trailing Kimber Crawford,
had come upon him in the Titania spaceport. What had happened next was far from clear. Hardwick had
been killed while trying to shoot Larson Sands and no one had heard from Airman Quintanain nearly
thirty hours.

“How do you know dl of this?’ Blount asked findly.

“That' stheworst part,” the grand admira replied with agrowl. “1 was caled into thefirst councilor’s
office just before second sunset yesterday. He briefed mein detail.”

“Ddlishaar knowswe sent nsto Titan?’

The grand admira shook his head. “He has his own agent in Titania. That agent reported the attempt to
kill Sands. He could hardly have missed it. The Titanians are broadcasting it to anyone who will listen. |



do not think Dalishaar has connected the assassins with the Navy yet. Of course, he would hardly say so
if he had. He had pictures of the dead man. | was able to recognize Hardwick from his service photo.”

“Can anyone else do the same?’
Samorset shook his head. “The record has been expunged.”
“And this other report? The one that has Sands fleeing to Earth. Does that come from the same agent?’

“It does. The agent reports seeing Sands, his femae accomplice, and the Crawford woman al board a
ship yesterday. The vessdl’ s destination was not publicized, but some of the equipment convinced thefirst
councilor that they are bound for Earth. | did some checking. Thereis aspacecraft out of Titaniafor
Earth. Itstime of launch corresponds to that reported by the agent.”

“Did thefirgt councilor also check the shipping records?’
Samorset shook his head. “The ship’s destination wasn't posted at the time of our meeting.”
“Then how did he know its destination?’

“A good question. A better oneis how we are going to sllence Sands. Earth isasfar beyond our reach
asitispossbleto get.”

“Not necessarily,” Blount replied. “ The Cloudcroft museum has been organizing an expedition for
months. Perhaps we could use that to get at them.”

The grand admird sighed. “Not possble, I'm afraid. The officer in charge of the expeditionisunrdigble. |
know him to be one of Dalishaar’ s stooges. I’ d have him drummed out of the service if heweren't such a
useful conduit for falseinformation.”

“All the more reason to replace him.”

Samorset shook his head. “Too risky. To replace him would draw attention to the fact that we
congdered the museum expedition important.”

“He could easily have an accident. Y ou could then replace him with one of your own people. The crew
would also have anumber of loya people added to it. Once on Earth, the scientists could dig wherever
they wish whilethe nava personnd take care of the Titanians. If we arrange things properly, the scientists
need never know.”

Samorset looked thoughtful for amoment, then asked, “ Any recommendations as to who should
command thisexpedition?’

“Reluctantly, gir, | think | had better doit.”
“| agree”
“What of Glasgow?’

“I'll send areplacement to take over your command, one who knows the importance of tracking down
those renegade privateers.”

“Then the only thing left is come up with a plausible explanation for why | am being put in charge.”

Thegrand admira thought for amoment, then laughed. “That will betheeasest of dl. I'm afraid you



won't likewhat | havein mind, but it' s still better than walking the plank.”
#

Kdt Dalishaar sat on the couch in hisliving room and watched appreciatively as hisfavorite mistress
poured a cup of tea. The supple way in which she moved dmost made him forgive her for being inthe
pay of the grand admiral. He would have to do something about that someday, but not until the secret of
the energy screen was his. And, he thought with asmile, it might not even be necessary then. Once he
was in an unassailable position, Jasmine would quickly find that she had no employer to which to report
her gossip.

Dalishaar wasjarred out of hisfantasy of revenge by the sound of an annunciator. Jasmine went to
answer it and came back with Pierre Lamarque.

“What brings you here tonight, Pierre?” Dalishaar asked with more jovidity than hefelt. Something had
to have gonewrong for his palitical assistant to disturb him at home.

“A matter has come up, First Councilor.” Lamarque glanced significantly at the woman who had returned
to her duties. “May we speak in your office?’

“Certainly.”

Dalishaar got to hisfeet and led his palitical assistant to the office the pirates had violated so recently. He
glanced at the desk with the concealed computer and shuddered as he thought about what had been
risked when its memory was copied. He felt amomentary surge of anger that he moved immediately to
bring under contral. If he wereto give vent to hisemotions, hisjudgment would be affected.

Dalishaar flicked on the anti-eavesdropping circuits. The office walls began to buzz quietly in a pattern of
white noise designed to defeat any eectronic listening device. The noise would aso do agood job on
human ears. Next, he turned on the sound-canceling field that surrounded his desk. Only when hewas
encircled by a curious deadness did he allow himself to relax.

“All right, whet isit?’

“Professor Garcia caled from the museum. He was just notified that there will be anew operations
leader for the expedition.”

“A new leader? What happened to Captain Masters?’

“Masters had an accident. A cargo transporter suffered a malfunction inside Navy Headquarters. It raced
out of control and pinned him againgt a corridor wall, breaking hisleg and severd ribs”

“Ishedl right?’

“The doctors say he will have along, difficult convalescence, but that there should be no permanent
damage.”

“Who is his replacement?’

“You know him,” Lamarque deadpanned. “ He sthat bald headed admird who commanded the assaullt
on Glasgow.”

“Blount? Impossiblel”
“WI,]y?l



“Because they would never replace amere captain with afull admiral, for God' s sakel”
“Impossible or not, they have named Blount to replace Masters.”
“What reason do they give?’

“None... officidly. | haveit from aconfidentia source on Samorset’ s saff that Blount is being disciplined
for the doppy way he handled the Glasgow envelopment, and for hisinability to quell the resstance.”

“It'saploy! They suspect the real reason we are sending an expedition to Earth.”
“How can they?’

“I don’'t know, but they must! It’ stoo nest to be a coincidence.”

“Theydo happen, you know.”

Dalishaar shook his head violently. “Not thistime. What are we to do?’

“We could have Garciarefuse to accept Blount.”

“They would just replace him as chief archaeologist. HE' s the one person who knows the secret of the
energy screen laboratory.”

“Then we do nothing. If they are merely suspicious, perhaps Professor Garcia can gill obtain the
information we need under the pretext of asmple archaeology dig.”

Dalishaar thought for amoment, then nodded. “If they don’t know what we are looking for, it just might
work. Still, | don't likeit.”

“Nor do |. However, it' sthe best | can think of at the moment.”

“Get Professor Garciaup here. Let’s see what he hasto say about al of this.”

Chapter 22: Preparations for a Homecoming

Larson Sands tirred in his degp and dowly became aware of the warm body next to his. Still on the
edges of dumber, he turned over and wrapped his arms around Kimber, who fitted herself more closdly
to him in unconscious response to his presence. Sands luxuriated in her nearnessfor long minutes before
he released her and opened his eyes. He stared at the far bulkhead for seconds before his droopy eyelids
snapped wide as he remembered what day it was.

Today was the day they would reach Earth!

For four long months,Vixen had fallen sunward in ahigh velocity, hyperbolic orbit. They had |eft the cold
darkness of the outer system behind to descend into the heat and sunlight nearer Sol. The ancient
evacuation ships, burdened with their millions of refugeesin cryogenic suspension, had taken six yearsto
make the crossing. The differencein travel timewasthe result of advancesin propulsion technology since
those terrible years. Not that modern man could make the same clamin every field. Their missonto
relearn the lost technology of energy screenswas proof enough of that melancholy fact.

The century before Earth’ s abandonment had been one of the most scientificaly prolific in history. Fully



twenty percent of the human race’ s gross product had goneinto pure research, regping dividendsin
every fidd. Much that had been learned had subsequently been lost during the evacuation, however. The
struggle to establish humanity on Saturn had been al encompassing, and had not left much time for
research. Asaresult, entire branches of learning had died almost as they were born.

For thelast week or S0, the twin crescents of Earth and Lunahad grown perceptibly larger and brighter.
Since they were approaching Earth from above and behind, there was not a greet ded to see. Nor would
there be. The bailing of the home planet’ s oceans had covered the globe in athick layer of perpetua
cloud, turning it into avirtud twin of Venus.

Sands sat up to remove his deeping straps. As he did so, Kimber stirred and opened her eyes. Like him,
she wore adeep harnessthat kept her from floating away in the zero gravity of the cabin. Each night,
they literdly hung themsdves from an anchor point on the bulkhead.

“What' sthe matter?” Kimber mumbled.
“Timeto get up, deepyhead! Today’ sthe day we reach Earth.”

She glanced at the chronometer inset in the bulkhead across from them. “It’ sbarely 06:00. They will not
retrofirefor severa hoursyet. Go back to deep.”

“Y ou can deep if you want to. I’'m going up to the dome.”

He finished removing the deep harness. After four months, he was bothered by none of the symptoms
that had marred hisfirst pace journey. If anything, he found weightlessnessto be highly restful.

Sands performed his morning choresin the small head adjoining the cabin, then dressed quietly. Ashelet
himsdlf out, he noticed that Kimber’ sarms were bent upward at the elbow, floating freein front of her. It
was the podition aweightless human body assumes naturally in repose. Kimber had gone back to deep.

Sands made hisway viacorridor handholds to the crew wardroom, where he discovered Professor
Peolo Renzi egting breskfast. Renzi was asmall, nervous man with a bullet shaped head and anose too
largefor hisface. He was Titan' sleading expert on € ectromagnetism. The factor had drafted him from
TitaniaUniversty to head the expedition. Despite Renzi’ sinitia reluctance to |leave the experiments he
had in progress, once convinced of the importance of the job, he had proved adynamo in organizing the
rest of the scientigts.

“Good morning, Lars. What' s the matter, couldn’'t deep?’ Renzi asked around the edges of a piece of
toadt.

Sands shook his head. “Too excited, | guess. | thought | would take alook at Earth.”

“A good ideal What say we take our food forward to the observation compartment?’ Renzi did not
pause for aresponse. He picked up adrinking bulb of teaand histoast, and then kicked off toward the
hatch. Sands stopped at the meal dispenser and dialed for a piece of fruit and abulb of coffee.

Vixenwas awinged spacecraft of the sort that plied the Saturn-Titan run. Assuch, it had acargo hold
designed to transport bulk materias. The unpressurized hold was covered by two doors smilar to those
used on thefirst space shuttles. For the trip to Earth, the bay doors had been opened and a series of
habitat modulesingalled for added living space. The modules extended beyond the limits of the bay,
gvingVixen a curious humpbacked 1ook.

The extraliving quarters prevented the doors from being closed, which madeit impossible for the ship to
enter atmosphere. That was not a problem sinceVixen ’s captain did not intend to subject hisvessd to



therigors of Earth’ s current environment. For that a specialy designed landing craft was needed. They
carried such acraft tight againgtVixen ’ sflattened bdlly, further distorting the freighter’ sdeek
aerodynamiclines.

One of the habitat modulesin the cargo bay was topped by aclear dome. On launch, the module had
been filled solid with foodstuffs. The last of these had been eaten the month before, dlowingVixen ’s
passengers and crew to obtain apanoramic view of the black sky overhead. For dl of that time, Vixen's
captain had oriented the ship with the dome facing the Earth-Moon system.

Renzi and Sands pulled themselves through the pressurized tube leading to the observation compartment.
Onceingde, they strapped down to the low circle of benchesin the compartment’ s center. They
continued eating asthey gazed at the world that had once been the Mother of Men.

Earth had grown considerably sinceit first began to show a perceptible disk. It now covered afull five
degrees of arc. Luna, which was on the far side of the planet, looked tiny in comparison, athough much
larger than Titan does when compared to Saturn. Actudly, Lunawas only half the Size of Titan. Despite
this, the gravitationa pull of the two moonswas practicaly the same. The difference wasdueto Titan's
lower dengity.

The same comparison could be made for Saturn and Earth. The ringed world was a hundred times more
massive than its smaler counterpart was, yet, the two had comparable surface gravities. Once again, the
culprit was dengity. Saturn’s average density was only one-eighth that of the home world. Had it been
possible to drop Saturn into water, it would have floated. The combination of large diameter and low
density gave Saturn amuch lower gravitational pull than would have been expected for such abig planet.

“What abeautiful world,” Renzi said with awe in his voice as he craned his neck to gaze up at the Silver
crescent. The sunlit section was bright enough to be painful. Nor was the dark hemisphere totally
invisble. Theflood of energetic particles from the sun caused both polar regionsto be wreathed in
auroras. The high level of solar energy aso caused perpetud storms. Thesein turn produced displays of
lightning that lit up the night hemisphere.

“It was more beautiful before the sun flared.”
Perhapsit will bethat way again.”
“Doyouredly think 0?7’

Renzi shrugged. “ The current storm should passin another few centuries. When it does, the Earth will
cool off again, causing the atmaospheric steam to condense. Once that happens, the reversion process will
go to fruition rather quickly, | should think. There' sagood chance humanity can reseed the planet and
reclam it in another thousand years, or s0.”

“We can only hope,” Sandsreplied. The dream of reclaiming Earth was one that nearly every Saturnian
shared. Gazing up at the lighted crescent etched against an obsidian sky, it was easy to believe inthe
dream.

#
“Two minutes until retrofire. All hands report status!”

Kimber Crawford glanced up at the overhead speaker from which the voice of Vixen ’ s captain issued,
then back at Lars. He wasfidgeting with the straps that held him atop the accel eration pad the two of
them shared. Around them, the other six members of the Titanian expedition -- five scientists from Titania



University and Haley Trevanon -- were smilarly tied down.Vixen ’s crew of four were dl at their
gationsin other parts of the ship.

“Relax,” Kimber told Lars. “It won't belong now.”

Hegrinned at her. “Sorry. Itisjust that | cannot wait to get on with it. This space travel would be dl right
if it didn’t take so long to get anywhere.”

“I know what you mean,” shereplied. Actualy, the outbound trip had been abusy one for
SoarrowHawk ’ sthree survivors. To make aplace for them on the expedition, Envon Crawford had
ordered three university research assstants |eft behind. That meant that Kimber, Lars, and Halley had
had to learn the assstants' jobs. Professor Renzi had accepted them readily enough, but some of the
other scientists had been resentful.

They waited in slence until the captain came on the intercom and began to count off the seconds until
retrofire. Hiswords were paralleled by the countdown display in one corner of the bulkhead holoscreen
infront of them. When the numerals reached 00:00:00, a soft roaring noise suffused the ship.
Simultaneoudy, an invisible hand reached out to push the waiting expedition membersinto their
acceleration pads.

Kimber felt amoment of panic when she thought something had gone wrong. Theflight plan called for
half an hour of deceleration at one-quarter gee. Y et, to judge by the difficulty with which shewas
breathing, the acceleration level must be severa timesthat!

“Areyou dl right?’ Larsasked in astrained voice.

She reached out and sought his comforting hand. The runaway rockets continued their steady hum while
no one around them seemed overly concerned. After afew seconds, she smiled sheepishly. “1 guess| got
more used to zero gravity than | redized.”

Nothing changed for the next twenty minutes, except that Kimber found it alittle easier to breath as her
body adjusted to the return of gravity. Then, when the countdown clock indicated another two minutesto
go until engine cutoff, something large enough to block their view of the Earth filled the screen. The
gpparition was gone as quickly asit had appeared, leaving her with an impression of around shape
adorned by row after row of empty windows.

Her sudden yelp was not the only one in the compartment. Somewhere nearby, amale voice issued forth
with a high-pitched, nervous giggle. It took afew seconds before the captain’ s voice flooded from the
intercom once again.

“ Sorry about that, people! What you just witnessed was our passing close abeam of an abandoned
orbital station. There was never any danger. It appeared closer than it was because of the
magnification we are using to show you the Earth. Do not be alarmed! We will remain
comfortably clear of all objects on or near our flight path. Captain out!”

“He could have warned usfirst!” Kimber grumbled as she attempted to gain control of her racing heart.
In that moment, she had felt dl of the legends generated by haf athousand years of space flight come
boiling up out of her subconscious. There had been stories of strange lightsin the sky since before
humanity first climbed above atmosphere. For just an ingtant Kimber’ s brain was filled with visions of

alien spacecraft.

Far from being an aien construct, the object on the screen was arelic of the distant past. Evacuating the
race had been a colossal job that had taken most of a century to accomplish. Thousands of orbital



ingta lations had been constructed to aid in the task. Some had been orbita shipyardsto build the giant
evacuation craft. Others had been used as way stationsfor the transfer of human cargoes from the
ground-to-orbit ferries to the ships of deep space. These latter had been severa kilometersin diameter
and had held populations numbering in the millions while the big evacuation ships were loaded.

The evacuation ships were no more. Most had been broken up, their materials used in the congtruction of
the oldest cloud cities. The orbitd stations, however, weretoo far from humanity’ s new home for
economical salvage. Thus, the Earth was surrounded by these jumping off pointsto deep space. They
circled the dead planet in silence, waiting atime when humanity might again need them.

Vixen’ s engines shut down on schedule, causing Kimber to rebound into the restraining straps. Her
stomach, newly acclimated to gravity, gave aquiet flip-flop. She turned her head to look at Lars. Hewas
aready reaching to unhook hisrestraining straps.

“Whereareyou going?’
“Observation compartment. | want to look out.”

Kimber began to unhook herself. As she worked, she became aware that everyone el se seemed to have
come independently to the sameidea. Suddenly, the holographic image was not enough. The urge to gaze
upon the home world with one’ s own eyes had become overpowering.

#

Vixen’swardroom was crowded. Nearly the entire expedition had managed to stuff themselvesinto the
small compartment. They were anchored in alarge globular formation, with everyone' s head pointed
down toward the table where Professor Renzi was unfolding an ancient map.

When he had secured the map with small magnetic disks, Renzi glanced up to gaze at the expectant faces
englobing him. In addition to Larson Sands, Kimber Crawford, and Halley Trevanon, the onlookers
included every expedition scientist and Captain McCarver.

“Wadll, friends, we ve madeit,” the small scientist said. “Now comesthe hard part. Wewill launch a
scouting expedition at the beginning of first watch tomorrow. Those taking part will be mysdlf, Professor
Linder, Mr. Sands, and Spacer Forbes.”

A quiet buzz of conversation suddenly filled the compartment. Competition for the first landing had been
keen. Renzi had advised Sands of his selection only an hour earlier, and had warned him to be prepared
for some objections. He did not have long to wait.

“Why Sands?’ Professor Taren LeBlanc demanded. LeBlanc was the youngest of the expedition’s
scientists, and aman who did not trouble himself overly with the fedings of others.

“Mr. Sandswill bein charge of site security. Heis an accomplished marksman and has military
experience. Except for Miss Trevanon, that makes him unique among us.”

“Security? What in hell do we need security for? The damned planet’ s been dead for two centuries!”

“There are Six other expeditionsin orbit about Earth,” Renzi replied. “ Captain McCarver received cdls
from most of them as soon as we took up orbit. They are naturaly curious asto what we are about.”

“Hehasn't told them has he?’

McCarver,Vixen ' s cgptain, was an oversize man who looked out of placein the crowded compartment.



“I kept my explanation general, Professor LeBlanc. However, | managed to leave theimpression that we
are merely stopping here preparatory to going onto Luna.”

Professor Renzi nodded. “ That will be our cover story. We are historians here to research the lives of our
Lunar ancestors. We are stopping at Earth to retrieve some records pertaining to the earliest lunar
colonies. We do not know why these other expeditions are here. Some of them may be after the same
datawe are. For that reason, we will establish strict rules concerning what may be said during ground to
orbit communications and will establish a sensor perimeter around the |aboratory ste.”

“Damned sllinessif you ask me,” LeBlanc grumped. Nor was he donein hisatitude.
“Perhaps s0,” Sandsreplied, “but the factor wantsit that way.”

Renzi glanced up at the surrounding faces. “If that matter is cleared up, let us get on with the briefing. |
direct your attention to the map. The Borman expedition found the energy screen laboratory here at the
base of the SierraNevada Mountainsin what was once Cdifornia We will scout the site from theair and
pick asafelanding area. From there, we will determine the amount of effort required to sedl the old
laboratory and environmentally condition it. If wefind conditionsto our liking, wewill send thelanding
boat back to begin ferrying the rest of you down.”

“How do we know the Bormans didn’t take the data we are looking for?” someone asked. The subject
had been amgjor topic of debate on the trip from Titan.

“The one record we have speaks of experiment summary reports. The Bormansdid not, asfar aswe
know, find any detailed data on screen construction or principles of operation. Since energy screens
were not the reason they came to Earth, we can assume they did not spend agreat dedl of time looking.
Now then, if thereisnothing dse, let’ smake dl preparationsfor first landing!”

Chapter 23: Earth

Larson Sands sat in the cramped seat and gazed at the limb of the planet through the landing boat’ s
windscreen. They were high above the night hemisphere, racing toward the sunrise terminator. The
atmosphere was an absurdly thin line of color backlit by the spotted sun -- aband of orange, red and
ydlow outlining the obsidian sphere of the planet. The Sght fascinated Lars. Thousands of generations
had lived beneath that impossibly thin envelope of air, never understanding the fragility of their existence.

Like the other three men in the cramped passenger compartment, Lars was encased in abulky New
Hollander environment suit. The air he bresthed was cool enough, but saturated with the odor of
plagticizers and other organic compounds. The smell was making him queasy. Therewasdso an
annoying squeek in hisrecirculation fan, something he had missed when he had worn the suit during the
factory acceptance test. He wondered how many other problems he had let by and who would die
because of them. The thought was a chilling one, more frightening even than the prospect of battle.

A tiny tug at hisbody sgnaled the landing boat’ sarriva at the outer limit of Earth’ s atmosphere. After
severa long minutes, a high-pitched keening filled the cabin. The sound was a the very limits of audibility,
anoise morefelt than heard. It set Lars steeth on edge.

Thelanding boat began to lurch from turbulence, aharbinger of what it wasliketo fly through theroiled
daytime skies of Earth. At adistance of only 150 million kilometers, the sun had the power to boil oceans
and set up vast convection cdlls. Only oneraised in Saturn’ s atmosphere could appreciate how violent



such phenomenacould get.

Twenty minutes after entering atmosphere, the landing boat passed from night into day. The rocking and
shaking grew more violent, as though the shafts of sunlight were atangible barrier to be cleaved. The
faceplate on Sands s suit darkened automaticaly as he found himsalf staring directly into the sun. Then
the landing boat dipped into cloud, leaving him momentarily blinded until his suit’s polarizing circuits had
timeto react.

The clouds were gray, just like the uppermost layer of ammonia clouds on Saturn. There was no hint that
they were boiling hot. Sands remarked on that fact over the intercom.

“They aren’'t,” Renzi’svoicereplied. “In fact, these clouds are composed of ice crystals. Thered heat
occurs much lower in the atmosphere.”

“We should be out of the cloudsin another few minutes,” the pilot announced.

Therewas agenera sirring as each of the landing boat’ s passengers shifted in their seatsfor the best
possibleview. Larsfound himsdf straining to look down the tunnel formed by Forbes' sand Renzi’s
helmets and past the obstruction of the windscreen’s centerline brace. For long minutes, he could see
nothing but white. Then, with only amoment’ swarning, the clouds parted to reved the bare Earth
stretched out below them.

Four gasps echoed in unison over the intercom. The air wasfilled with haze. The panoramic view was
softened into invisbility in the middle distance, leaving the landing boat ingde abubble of scenery that
was dominated by the white covered hillocks and dope sided canyons far below. Sands had seen
pictures of snowscapes and thought for amoment this must be one. Then he redlized what this vast, white
plain had once been the floor of an ocean. The covering was the sdlt that had been left behind when dl
the water boiled away.

“Wherearewe?’ Renzi asked. There was atinge of reverence in hiswords.

“ About two hundred kilometers from the ancient coastline,” Professor Linder, their navigator, replied.
“Thiswas al deep water once.”

A quick glance at the cockpit displaystold Sands they were ten kilometers up and descending dowly.
Digtance and haze made it difficult to make out anything but the largest details. Even so, the view was
daunting. He wondered if they would find the ocean floor littered with the wreckage of shipswhen they
dropped lower.

The plain of bleached ground marched steadily astern astheir engines pushed them forward. Then the
white wasteland came to an abrupt end, to be replaced by adifferent desolation. It was as though some
giant had run low on white paint and had substituted brown instead. This, Sands redlized, must have been
the western shore of North America

“Let’sfly south,” Renzi ordered asthey flew over aline of ragged bluffs. “I want to see Los Angeles.”

Thelanding boat made a sharp turn and followed the coast. Since Sands was on the right Side, he had to
content himsalf with viewing the desi ccated seabed. After fifteen minutes of level flight, he was derted by
the oaths of the others.

All of them had seen photographs, of course. Earth’ s citieswere largely destroyed. When the oceans had
boiled, the reduction in weight on the crust had redistributed all manner of stresses. Theresult had beena
series of continent shattering earthquakes. Most manmade structures had collapsed. Much of the rubble



had then been eaten away, scoured by superheated hurricanes and corroded by the effects of steam and
oxygen. The constant winds had stirred up the cubic kilometers of st and chalk to the west and dumped
much of it onto the city’s corpse. One could still make out afew manmade detail s benesth the shroud of
white. Scattered straight lines showed where city streets had been. Here and there, the skeletal remains
of aparticularly stout skyscraper thrust rust red girders toward the clouds.

They orbited for fifteen minutes, allowing each of them to see what the flaring sun had done to one of the
planet’ s greet cities. Then Renzi gave the order to turn back northeast. Asthe boat flew on, amountain
range came into view. Forbes banked to the left and began to fly pardld to it. Every few minutes, Linder
would cdl out the name of some long dead city as a position check.

Asthey droned northward, Sands gazed out at the brown and gray land beyond the mountains. Here the
landscape had been sundered by arange of volcanoes that followed some ancient fault. Some il
smoked on the horizon.

Professor Linder’ s comments became more frequent as he directed Forbes to change his course dightly
and to dow down. The land below them was no different from what they had been traversing for nearly
half an hour. Still, it was possible to hear Linder’ s excitement as he directed them toward their god.
Finally, helooked up from his navigation display and pointed toward a nondescript landscape of rolling
hills

“Land at the base of that big one on theright. The laboratory’ s somewhere near there.”
“Acknowledged,” camethe pilot’' stersereply.

Thelanding boat dowed to a hover just asthough it were preparing to go aboard a cloud city. Instead,
they dropped toward the ground, kicking up clouds of dust with the underjets. The ground was obscured
for the last few seconds before Sands felt the satisfying bump that signaled their arriva. Therewasa
moment of silence while Forbes shut down the reactors. Then Professor Renzi ordered the canopy
raised.

One by one, the members of Titan’ sfirst expedition to Earth clambered avkwardly to their feet. They
stepped over the raised coaming of the flight cabin and strode clumsily across the boat’ swing to wherea
ladder let them down. Then they worked their way dowly down the rungs until they stepped off onto the

powdery soil.

“Why the hell didn’t they leave abeacon?”’

Sands glanced up at the muttered complaint. He did not answer right away. He was too out of breath.
For the past six hours, they had searched in vain for some sign of the underground laboratory. So far,
they had found nothing. Out of frugtration, he and Arthur Linder had climbed asmdll hill for a panoramic
view of the search area. The hill had proven taller than expected, and by the time they reached the top,
every bresth waslike inhaling live flame. Beads of swesat poured down Sands sface and into hiseyes,
obscuring hisvision. Even their cooling systems were |aboring againgt the steam bath atmosphere. The
radiators on Linder’ s suit -- and he suspected his own -- were glowing adull red after their climb.

“What good would it have done?’ he asked findly when he had regained some control over his
breathing. “ Anything they left would be corroded into uselessness by now. Besides, | don’t think they
planned to come back.”

The geologist’ ssigh was like ahurricane in Sands s earphones. “1 know. Still, it would have made finding



this place adamned sight easier if they’ d just stuck aflag up or something.”
“Amento tha!”

The record of the Borman expedition had given precise coordinates for the location of the energy screen
laboratory. Precise, that is, until one redlized just how big aplanet truly is. They had been crisscrossing
the landscape for some sign the other expedition had been there. They had found nothing but bare rock
and blowing dust. Even the remains of vegetation, if indeed there had ever been any in the vicinity, had
been uprooted by the steady wind that scoured the landscape.

“Seeanything?’ Linder asked.

Sands shook his head, and then remembered that the professor could not see the gestureinside his
helmet. “Nothing. Maybethisisn’t the place.”

“These are the coordinates in the Borman record.”

“Maybe they recorded the location wrong. It could have been atypo. Or maybe Kelt Dalishaar dtered
the coordinates for security reasons.”

“I hope you' rewrong. Let’s sweep down the west side of the hill.”

Sands turned awkwardly in the bulky suit. The few minutes they had rested had alowed his cooling unit
to get rid of most of the heat of his exertions. Now the swesat on hisface felt cold. Linder started down
the hill at aright angle to the way they had come up. He moved cautioudy, testing each step before
putting his full weight down. Sands did the same. If either of them wereto dip, they could easily damage
aradiator. That would mean death by dow broiling.

“What' sthis?’ Linder asked as he stopped halfway down the dope. He poked at something in the soft
ground with his boot. The toe caught and dragged along, black object to the surface. Sands leaned
forward for acloser ook, being careful not to overbaance. The long ribbon turned out to be an electrical
cable, and not one of Earthly manufacture. Theinsulation was of avariety much favored by Saturnian
cloud citiesfor itstoughness and lightweight. It had not been invented until more than a century after the
Earth had been abandoned.

“How much do you want to bet that this cable isfrom the Borman expedition?’ Linder asked. He, too, had
recognized the insulaion.

“No bet. Where do you suppose it leads?’

“Only oneway to find out.” The scientist wrapped the cable around both gauntletted hands and pulled it
taut. He stopped when he had exposed cable running five metersin both directions.

“Whichway?" Sands asked.
“Pick one”
“Downhill!”

They took turns pulling the cable out of its shalow trench and following it down the side of the hill. For
the mogt part, it came to the surface easily enough. On the few occasions when it hung up, Sandswould
carefully unearth more cable with ashove further down the line. Then they would start over. In that way,
they were able to traverse 300 metersin only fifteen minutes. It was like following someliving thing asit
burrowed through the ground. The black cable disappeared into the ground at the base of the hill and no



amount of pulling would bring it into view.
“Shovd!” Linder ordered.

Sands unshipped the tool and began to dig in line with the trench they had already uncovered. After two
minutes, he frowned. He was down nearly thirty centimeters and had found nothing.

“What do you think?’

The expangve shrug was evident even through the intervening barrier of Linder’ ssuit. “Maybeit took a
sharp turn,” the scientist said. “ Tell you what, let’ s dig down and see what has us hung up.”

Sands dug again where the cable entered the ground. 1t soon became evident that the cable was headed
deep. Sandsfollowed it, taking care to ensure the sharp blade did not dice through the long black ribbon.
He dug continuoudly for five minutes, and then stopped when the blade struck something hard. The shock
on hisarmswas sufficient to raitle histeeth.

“What' sthe matter?’ Linder asked.
“I just hit something solid.”

The stientist unclipped hisown shove and for saverd minutes they worked furioudy to uncover the
object buried in the ground. What they found was around meta disk nearly ameter across set in arocky
materia Sands recognized from photographs he had seen. The stuff was concrete.

“What isit?’

“Manhole cover,” Linder diagnosed. “I think we' re on to something.”

“How do we get it up out of there?’

“I don’t think we do. It looksto be rusted solid into its frame. We Il haveto burn it.”
“Isthis part of the laboratory?’

“It probably leadsto autility tunne feeding the laboratory. The Bormans spliced into the old distribution
network to power the laboratory. They wouldn't have strung their cable any farther than necessary.”

“Shdll we keep digging?’

“No, that’ senough,” Linder replied. “Let’ s mark this spot with aflag and get back to the others. We'll
need one of our small excavators down from orbit before we can go much farther.”

“What if thisisn't the laboratory?’
“Then we keep looking. Still, I am hopeful. Someone from Saturn passed thisway.”
“Just aslong as| don't haveto shovel any moredirt.”

Linder’ s chuckle was abase rumble in Sands' s earphones. “Before thisis over, Lars, you will probably
hold the Saturnian record for dirt shoveling!”

Sands groaned as he felt the ache that had dready begun to suffuse his shoulders. That’ swhat I'm afraid
of.”



Chapter 24: Laboratory

Kimber Crawford sat in the cockpit of the landing boat and chewed her lower lip asthe palid hillsand
valeys of the ancient seabed crawled dowly astern. The sight stirred something deep within her,
something she did not fully understand. Her first sght of Earth through the viewdome had I eft her
gpesking in hushed tones. It had been as though normal speech would have disturbed the rest of the
billions of honored dead who remained on the once-green world.

Her reaction surprised her. Like most inhabitants of the Saturn system, she enjoyed view walls and the
Earth dioramas of the cloud cities. Even so, nothing in her past hinted at the depth of feding for aworld
she had never expected to visit. She wondered if there weren’t something in the human makeup that
ingtinctively yearned for 1.00 standard gees and a 24-hour day.

It had taken five such daysto excavate the energy screen laboratory and to make it livable. During that

time Kimber had chafed with impatience as the landing boat returned repeatedly to the ship, only to be

loaded with vita equipment and sent Earthward without her. Her turn had findly come. She donned her
environment suit, climbed into the seat next to Spacer Forbes, and waited patiently whileVixen ’s crew
filled every cubic centimeter of available space with supplies and equipment. When they finaly cast off,

Kimber had been packed into her seat like an emergency ration in a squeeze tube.

The boat entered atmosphere over the daylight hemisphere and was quickly enveloped by the turbulence
of the upper stratosphere. Despite Forbes' s assurance that thiswas normal, Kimber began to worry. The
shaking got progressively worse as they descended. Only the thick padding of her helmet kept her from
injuring hersdlf as her head bounced around fredly inside. The turbulence reached a maximum as the boat
crossed the boundary of the uppermost layer of clouds. Y et, when they findly broke out into thin haze,
Kimber ingtantly forgot the discomfort she had endured. Her fedling for the planet overwhelmed her fear.

The boat crossed an ancient shoreline and dropped down toward the jagged inland mountain range
where the energy screen laboratory waslocated. Asthey approached the landing site, Kimber saw a
scattering of equipment around atunnel cut into the sde of alow hill. Mixed among the machineswere
threetiny figuresin environment suits. Sheimagined one of them was Lars. At the thought of him, her
heart began to beat faster.

Forbes made one circuit of the hill to check which way the wind was blowing, and then dowed to a
hover on the landing boat’ s underjets. Therewas a brief flurry of dust and then they were down. Kimber
waited with ill-concealed impatience for the pilot to raise the canopy. As she unbuckled her safety straps,
ashadow fell across her. She glanced up to see afigure in an environment suit towering above her.

“Hello, stranger,” Lars sfamiliar voice said into her earphones. “Welcometo Earth!”

She nearly ssumbled in her haste to rise. Lars steadied her and then the two of them clasped arms. It was
an unsatisfactory embrace encased in a centimeter of protective armor. Still, sheimagined she could fedl
histouch asthey pressed faceplates together to stare for long seconds into each other’ s eyes.

“How arethingsgoing?’ she asked when hefinaly released her.

“Better than expected. We have excavated the |aboratory entrance, sedled it as best we can, and have
the refrigeration pack working overtime. Thelab temperature is down to the high sde of livable.”

“Soundslovely.”

“Let’sjust say that it will give your swest glands agood checkout. Where syour luggage?’



Kimber gestured to the small bag that had been wedged behind her legs during the trip down from the
ship. “That was dl Captain McCarver would alow other than my suit.”

Sands reached down in amovement that Kimber would not have thought possible. Histime on the
ground had obvioudy taught him agreat deal about maneuvering in the bulky suit. He picked up the bag
and steadied her as heled her across the wing toward the rear of the boat.

“Let megofirg. I'll steady you asyou come down the ladder.”
“I can manage.”

“Professor Eald said the same thing the day before yesterday. He very nearly broke hisleg when hefell
off. Besengble. | don't want you getting hurt.”

“Asyou will, my chivarousknight!”

A minute later Kimber strode the dusty soil of Earth as she followed Sands toward the newly excavated
tunnel entrance.

#

Thelong ramp had originally been cut from bedrock and lined with concrete, the terminus of atwo-lane
highway that had wound itsway up through the foothills from the coastdl plain below. Two centuries of
flare weather had eliminated nearly every trace of the facility. The asphalt that had surfaced the road had
softened in the heat and dribbled away in soft, black rivers of tar. The cut through which the road had run
had dowly filled with blowing debris until it was a the same level asthe surrounding ground. Beneath the
surface, the concrete lining had cracked and fallen; leaving only an occasiond patch of the manmade
stone attached to the ramp sidewalls.

Kimber noticed these and athousand other details as she followed Lars down the shalow incline that led
into the underground ingtalation. It was as though her senses had been sharpened athousandfold as she
swiveled her head from side to Sde to take in the Sights. She could not remember ever feding more dive.

“Watch your breathing,” Larswarned.
“What?" she asked, drawing herself back from the wonders around her.

“Y ou're starting to breethe erraticaly. It takes a conscious effort to control your breathing in these suits.
It seasy to hyperventilate.”

“I guess| got excited,” she said, puzzled at how he could know. Of course, she thought, he could hear
her breath over the commlink just as she could hear him.

“Happensto everyone. Y ou see something, get excited, forget to control your respiration, and end up
dizzy. Don't worry. The excitement wears off after afew hours. Then you' Il begin to notice the
discomfort.”

“That's something to look forward to, | guess,” she said with just the right touch of mirth in her voice.

Heled her down the tunnel and through an old airlock, but not one that had been part of the origina
laboratory. This congtruct bore the unmistakable signs of Saturnian manufacture.

“I don’t remember sending this down from the ship,” she said, fingering the fragile congtruct of lightweight
beams and plastic sheeting.



“Wedidn't”
“Thenthisis the place the Bormans investigated!”
“Itis, indeed. W€ ve found their garbage dump and awhole bunch of petrified food they left behind.”

The airlock doors were smple sheets of thick plastic attached to the opening by strips of evergtick tape.
Lars peded back one strip and lifted the plastic sheet that served as a door. Kimber ducked inside and
Larsfollowed. They repeated the ritua and were soon standing inside the gloomy laboratory interior.

“Y ou can unsuit now,” Lars said. Heimmediately reached up and began unseding his hemet.

Out of habit, Kimber checked her helmet displays. Already the outside temperature readout wasfaling.
Conditionsingde the |aboratory were livable, but as Lars had intimated, far from comfortable. She
reached up, unsealed her own helmet, and lifted it over her head.

She dropped the helmet to the end of itstether and inhaed deeply. Despite the musty smell and the
mugginess of atepid sauna, thiswas air that had been breathed by Gdlileo, Eingtein, Christ, Mohammed,
Ransome, Hitler. The fedling that flooded through her was as close as she had ever cometo areligious
experience. She opened her mouth to remark on that fact, then choked as a bass croak burst forth from
her lips.

Lars, who had been watching her, grinned broadly. It was obvious that he had been expecting it. When
he spoke, his own voice had the overtones of a kettledrum.

“Strange, in'tit?’

“What' sthe matter with our voices?”’

“ Earth has a nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere.”
“ g7

“ S0, think back to your secondary school physics class. The speed of sound hereisahell of alot dower
thanitisa home.”

“That sright,” she sammered as ahorribly low-pitched sound issued from her mouth and afact from
long ago floated into her consciousness. “Vocd chords vibrate at alower frequency in nitrogen-oxygen,
don't they?’

He nodded.

The cloud cities of Saturn used hdium in their breathing mixes. They had to. Pure oxygen under the
pressure at which the cloud cities floated was both poisonous and highly flammable. Titan mimicked the
cloud citiesin order to use their atmospheric control equipment. The result was that among the
contemporary human race, everyone was a soprano.

“Why didn’t you sound any different on the radio?’ Kimber asked.

“I'm gtill using ahelium-oxygen mix in my suit. | am about to run out, however, and will haveto switchto
locd air. The switchover means a change to the suit software, so | suspect we' |l switch you over with the
rest of us”

“Arewe going to sound likethisall the time 7’



“All the time you' re breathing Earth standard atmosphere,” he said with agrin. “Don’'t worry, you'll get
used to it. Just keep telling yourself that thisiswhat human beings are supposed to sound like.”

She grimaced.
“Yeah, | know. | haven't felt like this Ssnce my voice changed thefirst time.”

They removed their suit torsos and indulged in an orgy of mutua scratching. Beneath her suit, Kimber
wore the usua body stocking of low friction fabric. Already, perspiration stains were appearing at her
armpits and down her back. She asked Sands if anything could be done about the temperature insde the
laboratory.

“WEe ve got the cooling turned up high. Remember we are fighting athirty-year heat soak. Still, we gain
about three degrees aday. At that rate we ought to be comfortable in relatively short order.”

“In the meantime, we swest!”
“‘Fraid so. Comeon, | will give you the quick tour. That ought to get your mind off it.”

They hung their suitsfrom avariety of pegsjutting from thewall in what had been turned into an
impromptu suiting room. Kimber wondered what this areahad originally been used for. Larsthen led her
down along tunnd lit by widdy spaced glow tubes. Kimber recognized the lights. She had helped |oad
them aboard the landing boat two days earlier.

The energy screen laboratory had been laid out asagiant cross, with two subterranean tunnel's running
severd hundred meters at right anglesto one another. The intersection of the tunnels had been hollowed
out into alarge hemispherica cavern. It wasin this cavern that they found Halley Trevanon stringing
cables.

“Welcometo Hell City!” Haley exclaimed upon seeing Kimber. She was dressed in shorts and a hdter,
and her hair was matted down with perspiration.

“Thanks, | think.”
Halley laughed. “Y ou should have been here yesterday. It wasredlly hot then.”
“I’m going to take Kimber to see The Vault,” Larssaid. “Arethelights still on back there?’

Halley shook her head. 1 unplugged them to check out the lights on Broadway. Wait aminute and I'll
switch them back.”

She unplugged one set of wiresfrom the generd tangle and switched them to another. When shewas
finished, shesad, “There. Vault'slit up again.”

“Thanks”
“What' sthisvault?” Kimber asked.
“You'll see” Larsresponded cryptically.

Hetook her by the arm and guided her into the tunndl at right angles to the one they had entered. He
warned her to watch her step because the ceiling had fallen in places. They passed alarge crack inthe
tunnd wall whereit was possibleto fed ahot, wet wind.

“That'sone of our problems. We are going to haveto find and plug al of those if we are going to make



thisplacetruly livable. That ‘we isyou, Haley, and |. The scientistiswill be too busy sorting through
whatever datawefind.”

Kimber nodded.

Lars continued to lead her down the tunnel past offices, workrooms, and other enclosed spaces whose
purpose was not obvious. They reached what appeared at first to be a dead end. Then, asthey got
closer, Kimber noted that the tunnel was sealed off by a huge hatch. In the moment she saw it, she knew
why it had been named “The Vault.”

The door was four meters high by six wide, completely filling the tunndl cross-section. It had solidity
unknown on Saturn, and only rarely approached on Titan. It was of indeterminate thickness, athough to
judge by the size of the rusted hinges, it had been designed to withstand considerable force.

“Wethink their test facilitiesare behind this” Larssaid. “ At least, we haven't found them anywhere dse.
We'll know as soon aswe openiit.”

“Canwe openit?’ Kimber asked dubioudy. In addition to the rusted hinges, the giant door’ s frame was
askew, twisted out of aignment as though by a giant hand. That had undoubtedly been done by the
earthquakes that had accompanied the boiling of the oceans.

“Not the norma way, that’sfor sure! On the other hand, we know the Bormans did not get inside. They
left afew marks on the door, but didn’t come anywhere closeto forcing it. Professor LeBlancistrying to
decide whether it would be easier to drill through or to tunnel around. He sarranging to have the
equipment we' |l need sent down fromVixen .”

Kimber gazed at the massive congtruct for afew seconds. “I wonder what they were afraid of,” she
mused.

“Pardon?’

“Y ou build something like thisto either keep people out or to keep something esein. | wonder why they
went to dl thetrouble.”

“A good question,” Larsreplied. His eyes were serious as he surveyed the massive barrier. “I think we' d
better find an answer before wetry to drill our way in.”

#

Professor Paolo Renzi looked at the two neat stacks of glasstiles and smiled. Thetileswerethe szeand
shape of dominoes. When held up to the light they sparkled with arainbow of internal holographic color.
They were holographic storage modules of atypein genera use two centuries earlier. Renzi reached out,
took one from the smdler of the two piles, and popped it into the receptacle of his modified data reader.
The screen cleared to show the front page of anewsfax. The date at the top was from atimethree
decades before the flaring sun had forced the Earth’ s evacuation. Renzi’ s smile grew even broader as he
scanned thetileto discover it filled with other news from the period. He gjected thetile from the reader
and added it to the larger of histwo piles. As he did so, he thanked whatever gods there were that
Factor Crawford had chosen him asleader of the expedition. To missthis opportunity would have been
the greatest disgppointment of hislife.

During their first sweep of the [aboratory facilities, the Titanian ground party had discovered nearly two
dozen of thetiles. Most had been found in drawers or other out of the way places. Some had dropped
behind filing cabinets. So far, the harvest had reveded nothing at al about the operation of the energy



screen laboratory. Mogt of the modules were mass media recordings of periodicals and newsfaxes.
Despite their lack of bearing on hismission, Renzi considered thetiles an important find. The period of
humanity’ slast century on Earth had long fascinated him. The thought that these record tiles might contain
new indghtsinto the period left Renzi anxious with anticipation.

As might have been expected, newsthat Sol was about to enter a period of long term instability had
produced atida wave of shock on Earth, Luna, and throughout the space habitats. For atimeit had
gppeared the news would trigger the suicida tendencies humanity had managed to suppressfor more
than acentury. The peace held ... barely, but the race entered a decade-long dark age. It was atime
when societies disntegrated under the strain of rioting, crime, drug use, and a philosophy of unrestrained
hedonism. Eventually, however, a hidden strength had emerged from the ruins. Increasingly, people had
begun to raise their clenched fiststo the traitor star in the sky and shout their defiance. Out of that
defiance had come one of the grandest plans ever devised.

For nearly a century, the human race had concentrated on pure scientific research as never before. Any
possibility of escaping the flaring sun, no matter how remote, was explored. The period had become
known as the Golden Age of Science.

Paulo Renzi had long made the study of those years his avocation. As one who was forever battling for
larger budgets and amore resources, Paulo Renzi had long wished that he had been born into an age
where these had not been considerations. Nor had the Golden Age been a complete failure. Much good
had come out of the striving. Without discoveriesin those hectic years, cloud citieswould not have been

possible.

One result of such research had been atenfold increase in the scientists' understanding of solar
processes. In the end, it had been the solar physicists who had convinced the planetary government that
they had no choice but to seek sanctuary in the outer system.

“Still drooling over your tiles, Paulo?’ Arthur Linder, the expedition’ s number two man asked from the
open doorway.

Renzi glanced up and grinned at his colleague. “Y ou know mefar two well, Arthur. | am afraid it takes all
of my willpower merdly to scan the data. | want to dive in with both feet.”

“How isthe catalog coming?’
“Just about done. I’'m afraid the information we are redly looking for isn't here.”

Linder shrugged. “Hardly surprisng. The Bormanswould have harvested it thirty years ago if it had been
eadly accessible. If we re going to find anything, it will bein The Vault.”

“What progressthere?’

“LeBlanc thinks he can cut through in about three days. They are setting up the laser now. | cantell you
that Captain McCarver didn't like sending down his spare reactor.”

“Can't say | blame him. Still, we have to get through that door. We ve sivept everything else clean.”

Linder pulled up achair, knit hisfingers behind his head, and propped his grimy boots onto the tabletop
where Renzi had stacked thetiles. “ Sands just reported that he' s nearly got the leaks plugged. He should
have them done tomorrow. After that, he wantsto start working on improving our defenses.”

“A wagte of timg,” Renzi muttered.



“That may betrue,” Linder responded. “ Still, it’s orders and we' d best follow them. Just remember, ‘It
don’'t haveto make sense...””

“ ... It sgovernment policy,”” Renzi said, completing the quotation that had probably been old when
Julius Caesar wasin digpers.

Chapter 25: Discovery

Thewhite spot of the cutting laser crawled dowly across the black and rust surface of the vault door. As
it moved, the spot left ariver of molten metal behind, ariver that dripped from the deep cut onto the
concrete floor. The spot was cutting dong acircular path centered on apilot hole. The small bore had
been cut through into the cavern beyond, and then acamera and light source inserted. The camera
showed alarge hemisphericd cavern receding into dark. The volumeilluminated by the light wasfilled
with ancient equipment and massve machines, with more extending into darkness. Whatever hazard
might exist beyond the door was not obvious. Everything appeared quiet. Atmosphere samples showed
no detectable poisons, toxins, or contaminants.

Arthur Linder crouched over the drill’ s control pand, guiding its movements. The rest of the ground party
stood well back and watched the operation from behind darkened lenses. Eventually the incandescent
plume that marked the laser spot ceased. The interior camerahad detected thefirst laser light within the
cavern and had automatically cut power to the drill. They would now haveto dice dowly through the last
few centimeters of metd to prevent the laser from damaging the cavern’s contents.

Everything went black for Lars as the spot disappeared. He lifted his goggles and rubbed hiseyesto
remove the green afterimage.

“How long to finish the job?’ he asked Linder.

The scientist’ s shrug was expansive as he stretched aching back muscles. Three hours crouched over the
drill had left him gtiff. “ Another hour, I'd say.”

“Want meto spdl you?’

“Think you can gay in the groove?”’
“I think s0.”

“Then have at it, and thanks.”

Sandstook Linder’ s place at the control panel and lined up the crosshairs on the sighting screen. The
vault door was ameter-thick sandwich of adternating soft and hard metas. The plug they had cut wastwo
metersin diameter. It would have long since sagged under its own weight except for the wedgesthey'd
driven into the lower cutting channel for support.

Lars sown back ached before he findly finished cutting away thelast metd holding the circular plugin
place. His successwas signded by ahollowclunk that could be felt through the soles of their feet asthe
heavy plug settled afew millimeters. Sands shut down the laser and made sure that its safety interlocks
were engaged.

Park Edld, the computer specidist, strode forward while the cut meta till glowed adull red. He pulled
the camerafrom the pilot hole and inserted an oversize eyebolt. He then used atwo-meter long metal bar



to screw the bolt into place. After it waswell seated, he carefully threaded maxi-filament line through the
eye, then snaked it down the tunnel to where awinch had been anchored to bedrock. He energized the
winch, and then stood back with the rest of the onlookers while the mechanism took up the dack.

The filament line drew taut, and then al progress seemed to hat for afew seconds until there was aloud
screech of metal againgt metd. They watched asthe circular plug began to dowly extrude from the hole.
When the plug had been pulled back three quarters of ameter, it overbalanced and crashed to the floor.

The roar echoed the length of the tunnel as everyone waded through acloud of choking dust to cluster
around the ill glowing hole. Closeto the cutting face, there was astrong smell of ozone. Paolo Renzi
sent abeam into the cavern beyond the vault door, playing its spot across the same machinery they had
photographed with the camera. Beyond the vault door, machines that had once been the hope of
humanity petiently awaited the return of their masters.

#

Three days|ater, Paulo Renzi made an announcement at dinner. The evening med wasaformd affair for
the team, atime when they discussed the day’ s progress. In the early days, the meal had been marked by
jokes. No longer. The endless labor was beginning to takeitstoll on everyone.

“I’vefound a data base with technical details of the energy screen experiments,” Renzi announced
without fanfare as he peeled back the cover on an emergency ration and made aface at what he found
ingde.

“How complete?’ Linder asked. The geologist had dark bags under his eyes. At Renzi’ s announcement,
he seemed to momentarily forget hisfatigue.

“Hard to tell. We'll have to do a complete catalog check, then organi ze the datainto some sort of
inteligible sructure.”

“Y et you believeit iswhat we came after?’

“I do,” Renzi replied. He paused to bite the end off anutrition bar, and then chewed it dowly before
continuing. “Though I’ ve only scanned the summary, | can dready give you afair explanation of the basic
science of energy screens. It seemsthat our ancestors discovered a unique solution to the space tensor
equations.”

“And forgot it again?’ Professor LeBlanc exclamed. Unlike the rest of them, he showed few sgns of
grain after nearly two weeks on the ground. “How isthat possible?’

“It wasn’t so much forgotten as downgraded,” Renzi explained. “We use the space tensor equations for
many of our own technologies. They are essentia to the operation of neutrino detectors, for instance.
Wheat the scientists here attempted to do was to gpply them on a much more massive scale than anyone
ever thought possible”

Sandslistened as the scientists lgpsed into their arcane lingo and Renzi explained the mathematica
principles behind what the ancients had done. He gathered that they had managed to turn an
infinitesmally thin shell of the space-timein upon itsdf. The result was a closed surface through which
neither matter nor energy could pass. As the expedition leader spoke, Sands envisioned what a cloud city
equipped with an energy screen would belike.

If the screen were flickered fast enough, light would pass, but gas molecules would not have enough time
to traverse the boundary of the screen. In effect, the screen would replace the city’ s gasbag. Ashe



consdered the implications, Sands redlized that he had been thinking too parochialy. Rather than build a
dtyinsde ascreen, one could suspend it below in the manner of an ancient terrestria balloon. All
atmosphere could be pumped from the giant slver sphere, leaving avacuum filled shell to provide the
ultimatein lifting power.

With such a screen, there would be no practical limit to how large a city might grow. Sands pictured
cities hundreds of kilometersin diameter floating serenely among the clouds, equipped with defensive
energy screensto beturned on at thefirst sign of danger. Such citieswould fear neither their neighbors
nor the weather.

Sands sat with his back againgt the wall and chewed listlessly on anutrition bar while he listened to the
scientists excited chaiter. He was only dimly aware when Kimber entered the dining hall and sought him
out.

“Captain McCarver is on the comm. He wants to speak to you.”
“What about?’
“Hedidn't say.”

Kimber led him to the office they had converted into acomm center. Sands sat down in front of ascreen
that displayed the features of Vixen ’ s captain. He was frowning.

“Ah, thereyou are, Sands!”
“What' s up, Captain?’
McCarver frowned even more. “Perhaps nothing. | just got acall from the Y erban flagship.”

“What did they want?’ Sands asked. The Y erbans were sponsoring the most elaborate of the current
archaeologica expeditions. Their ground party was excavating the ruins of both Athens and Rome.

“I need to discussthat in person. | have sent Forbes down to fetch you back. He' Il betherein an hour.”
“The sun has dready set topside,” Sands reminded him. “Wouldn't it be better to wait until morning?’
“No.”

“Very well, Captain. W€ ll fire up the landing beacon and I’ ll be ready when the boat arrives.”

“Do you haveto go?’ Kimber asked after McCarver had sgned off.

“‘Fraid so. Don't worry, I’ [l be back tomorrow or the next day.”

“I'll missyou.”

Hetook her in hisarmsand kissed her. “1I’ll missyou, too.” With that, she accompanied him to where
they had laid out their deeping bags side by side and hel ped him into the environment suit he had shed
lessthan an hour earlier.

#

“What' s so important that we couldn’t discussit on the comm?’ Sands asked. He was in the chamber
justinddeVixen 'smidshipsairlock. It felt odd to be back in zero gravity after so much time at one gee.
After Earth’ s oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere, he was not sure he liked the norma sound of hisvoice. He



had never noticed before how much he tended to squeak.

Captain McCarver was helping him out of hissuit. “The Y erban expedition detected a ship decelerating
to take up parking orbit, then lost it when it disappeared behind the planet.”

“Diditland?

“Possible. Morelikdly, it transferred to a different orbit and turned off its beacon. Spaceisabig place
and it'seasy to hideif you want to.”

“What ship wasit?’

“That iswhat they were interested in. Since we were the last to arrive, they thought it might be part of our
expedition. | told them it didn’'t belong to us”

Sandsfrowned. A mystery ship that had not communicated during its approach and had then
disappeared ... he could think of only one possibility. Since McCarver had been unwilling to discussit on
an open comm channel, he had obvioudy come to the same conclusion.

“It' sthe Northern Alliance, of course.”
McCarver nodded. “That istheway | would vote.”

“Damn it, Titaniawas supposed to report when they launched!” Sands exclaimed, thinking about the
agent Arvin Taggart had planted in the Cloudcroft Museum. They had assumed the lack of news meant
the Alliance expedition was still being organized.

“They were more clever than we gave them credit for. It's easy enough to disguise a spaceship’ strue
dedtination.”

“How?

“Any number of ways. The most Sraightforward isto send aship drifting out along Saturn’ s orbit afew
million kilometers before diving for the inner system. With luck, Sky Watch will never notice the drive
flae”

“If itis the Alliance,” Sands mused, “then they may attack Vixen . What can we do to protect this ship?’

“Depends on the attack,” McCarver replied. “We don't stand a chance against missiles. Maybe we
could repel boarders, maybe not. If you want to be completely safe, | recommend that we break orbit
and head for home.”

“Thetiming'slousy!” Sands said. He went on to explain Renzi’ sdiscovery.

“Even 50, dl nonessentid personnd should be returned to the ship immediately. That will dlow usto
evacuate the planet quickly if we haveto. Remember, the landing boat only carriesthree passengers.”

Sands mulled the problem over, then nodded. “ Point well taken. | think we' d better talk to Renzi about
this”

“You'll bewanting to head back down in the morning then.”
“No, it would take too long. We'll just have to chance eavesdroppers.”

“Right,” McCarver said. He led Sands forward to the communications compartment. Asthey floated



ingde, Lars pulled himself into the operator’ s seat and strapped down. He keyed the signd that would
bring the ground party’ s communi cator-on-duty running.

“Hdlo, my love” Kimber sad, amiling out of the screen at him.

“Y ou should have gone off duty hours ago!”

“I had nothing better to do. Besides, | was hoping you would call.”
“Whereis Professor Renzi?’

“In the vault. He and the others are poring over the data he found.”
“Gethim.”

“Right,” she said, turning away from the camera. It was at that moment that the scene shivered as
something shook the cameramount. An ingtant later, aloudwhump! issued from the bulkhead-mounted
speaker. Kimber snapped her head around to look at something behind her, but out of camerarange.
Other voices were ydling in the background. Suddenly, wild eyed, Kimber turned back to face the
camera. “Help, we are under attack. | repeat, we are under...”

Suddenly, the screen went black.

Chapter 26: Disaster

“WEe ve got to get down there!”

McCarver shook hishead. “You'll haveto wait at least four hours.”

“For God' s sake, why?” Sands asked.

“It' sthe middle of the night, remember?’

“Forbes can put down in the dark. He proved that a couple of hours ago.”

“He had the beacon and awdll lighted landing pad. Y ou will have neither. The boat is not equipped for a
night landing in thewilderness. You'll just haveto wait for dawn.”

“ Damn it, they could all be dead by dawn!”

“They may dready be dead,” the captain replied coldly. “Neither you nor | can do anything to help them
until the sun comes up. All we can do islose more peoplein afoolish attempt at action.”

Sands growled, yet admitted to himsalf that M cCarver was right. When that screen went dark, a chill
wind had begun whistling through his soul. It was till blowing. If he wereto be of any help to Kimber at
al, hewould haveto ignore hisemotions.

The chronometer dowed to acrawl asthey planned their Srategy and waited for dawn. Therewould
only bethree of them going down to the planet. McCarver and his chief engineer would stay aboard to
maneuver the ship in the event the Alliance vessd attempted to rendezvous withVixen . That Ieft only the
freighter’ s gpprentice third mate to go down to the planet with Sands and Forbes. The apprentice third
mate was a so the captain’s younger brother.



James McCarver arrived in the airlock anteroom suited up and cradling ariot gun in the crook of hisarm.
He carried two more of the weapons dung over his shoulder. The weapons were from the space
freighter’ ssmall armory, and had been rel oaded with explosive armor piercing rounds. Sands did not ask
the captain how it was that a spaceship carried such guns. He was merely happy they were available.
Whether they would be any use againgt Alliance Marines was something Lars had no desireto find out.

“Take careof him,” the captain said, referring to hisbrother. “He' sjust about dl the family | havein the
world.”

“I'll bring him back safe and sound, Captain.”
#

The boat swept low over thetop layer of clouds after afiery entry into atmosphere. Even though there
was no hint of dawn in the east, the scene was far from dark. A bright aurora danced across much of the
northern sky while lightning lit up the clouds from within. The Earth was a so awash with the silver white
glow from afull Luna. The effect reminded Sands of Saturn by Archlight.

Asthey entered into thefirgt of the clouds, Sands tuned into the frequency of the expedition’slanding
beacon. He was greeted with silence save for the occasiona hash of lightning induced static.

“No beacon?’ Forbes asked from beside him.

“Nothing.” Sands reached out to turn off the radio receiver. Hisfingers stopped a centimeter from the
control as his earphones werefilled with a scratchy fragment of speech. The signad wastoo garbled to
determine what had been said, but there was no mistaking the human voice that had spoken the short,
sharp command. He waited for long seconds, but there was nothing more.

“What was that?’ Forbes asked.
“A cdl for hdp? Theraiders?”
“Cdl up abearing and see where it came from.”

Sands keyed to have the source of the signal plotted on the navigationa display. As he had suspected,
the signal source lay on adirect bearing to the energy screen laboratory.”

“Wasthat the Alliance?” Spacer McCarver asked from the landing boat’ sright rear sedt.

Sands grunted his agreement. “We' re fill well below their horizon. We must have picked up aground
reflection.”

“Do you suppose they weretaking to their ship?’ Forbes mused.

“Doesthat worry you?’

“Damned right it does! If they’ re above the horizon, they probably saw our ion wake as we reentered.”
“Maybe the ship ison the ground,” James McCarver said.

Sands consdered the possibility. If McCarver wereright, it would alter thetactical Stuation considerably.
A ship on the ground might be put out of commission by high explosive dugsif amarksman could get
close enough without being seen.

Sands glanced at the course readout. They were flying northeast, aiming at apoint severd hundred



kilometers north of the laboratory. They planned to fly eastward until they were behind the coastal
mountain range, then turn south and use the mountains to shield them from any Alliance sensorsthat might
be watching the sky. Since they were moving dantwise with respect to the direct line to the laboratory, it
would be possibleto triangulate the position of any additional signd. With luck, they might beled to a
grounded Alliance spaceship.

The next signa was gone almost as soon as they detected it. Despite this, Sands carefully recorded the
bearing and added it to the moving map. The new bearing intersected the first at the energy screen
laboratory. Over the next five minutes, he detected three more signds. All originated at the laboratory
gte

While Sands worked to locate the enemy, the landing boat dropped through the clouds and into clear air.
By thelight of an occasiond lightning flash, Sands made out the ancient sea bottom. Then they were at
thelong, irregular line of the coast and headed eastward toward the tall mountains. They crossed the
mountains, and then dropped down low asthey swung south. The boat flew for some fifteen minutes
before they drew abreast of the laboratory. Forbes turned west and sought out a pass through the
mountains,

“Nothing,” Sands growled as the mountains cut off any hope of intercepting further signds. “ And there' s
no sign of a second source.”

“Maybe the ship is aground at the laboratory and we' re picking up chatter between them and the ground
party,” McCarver suggested.

“WEe |l know soon enough,” Forbes muttered as he concentrated on his nap-of-the-earth flying.

The eastern sky had gradualy brightened al through the trip south. The landscape had taken on adead
gray color as dawn seeped through the clouds. The morning light revealed the rugged beauty of the
mountain range as they streaked between peaks at nearly athousand kilometers per hour. They hugged
thefloor of avaley that had once been cut by asmall stream. It reminded Sands of dodging in and out of
the clouds back home.

They came out of the mountain pass and skimmed low over rolling foothills. Then Forbes pulled the nose
up and fired the underjets. All three of them went “Oof!” as decel eration dragged them down into their
sedts.

Thelanding boat dropped like astone. Sands fdlt his sphincter muscles automaticaly clamp down asthe
ground rushed up below them. The underjetsfired again just before they hit. The boat grounded in a
cloud of dust, bounced once, and then was still. Sands was conscious that he had been holding his
breath. He inhaed sharply and began undoing his restraining straps.

He climbed out of his seat and clambered quickly to therear of thewing. The steely gray light was
stronger than ever as his boots touched the powder dry earth. He looked around. Before him was atall
hill. Beyond it lay the energy screen laboratory.

#

He and James McCarver loaded their packs and set out on foot. Behind them, Forbesfired the boat’s
landing jets and brought it to ahover. Oncein the air, he moved closeto avertica cliff face whereit
would be less conspicuous. It had been agreed that the pilot would remain with the boat and wait for
their call.

It took nearly half an hour to gain the top of theridge. They arrived puffing and out of breath. They



crawled the last hundred meters on their belliesto ensure that they would not be silhouetted against the
clouds. By the time Sands reached a vantage point from which he could see the laboratory site, his suit
was covered with afine coating of dust that caused him to blend into the surrounding landscape.

Lying pronein an environment suit isagood way to develop a stiff neck, Lars discovered. Heignored
the discomfort as he levered himself up on hisebows and brought apair of binocularsto his faceplate.
Their perch dlowed them to look down on the energy screen laboratory some three kilometers distant.
Thefirst thing Sands noticed was that the communi cations tower had been toppled. That had
undoubtedly been the cause of Kimber’ssigna being cut off.

Heturned his attention to the small cluster of machinesthat marked the +entrance ramp. He watched for
nearly ten minutes without seeing any movement. He then scanned the hill, searching for any sign that
would indicate the raiders were still occupying the laboratory. He found nothing. At the end of hissurvey,
he signaled McCarver to hook up ahard commline. The young spacer reached out and plugged a cable
into the base of Sands s helmet.

“Seeanything?’
“Nothing.”
“Maybethey’vegone.”

“And maybethey arelying in wait for us. | wish | could seeinto the roadway leading to themain
entrance.”

“What do you want to do?’

Sands hesitated. It would take at least forty minutes to reach the laboratory site viathe direct route, and
possibly twice that long if they were to avoid being seen. He considered his options and decided to play
it safe.

“Wework our way down that valley to the hill, then up that ravine on the south until we reach the comm
detion at the summit.

“And once we get there?’
“We can get in through the utility tunndl. Chances are they haven't discovered it yet.”
“Good enough for me,” McCarver said. “Let’ sget started.”

Asthey trekked across the dead landscape, Lars was thankful for the long days he had spent toughening
his muscles. His newfound physical condition alowed him to set a pace the younger man was hard
pressed to match. They made it to the base of the hill in just under an hour. Asthey started up, Sands
could not shake the fedling that a dozen pairs of eyes were watching his every move.

It took another twenty minutes to reach the ruined communications gear. Once again, they dithered the
last hundred meters on their bellies. From up close it was obvious that the comm station had been
demolished by abomb. Once again, Sands signaed for ahard line conference.

“You stay here. | am going to reconnoiter the utility tunnd. If I’'m not back in an hour, get back to the

“I should cover you.”



Sands shook his head violently inside his helmet. “No! Someone hasto report back. Y ou stay here.
That'san order!”

“Ya s'r.u

Lars unplugged from McCarver, then worked hisway toward where they had found the buried Borman
cable. At the end of it, he came to the manhole through which they had first entered the underground
facility. He pried the cover off, moving with care to make aminimum of noise that might carry
underground. He dropped awkwardly through the hole and levered the cover back into place. The tunnd
was dark. He switched on his hemet lamp and was momentarily dazzled by the beam.

He began crawling in the direction of the laboratory. It was nearly five hundred meters from the manhole
cover to the cable room where the utility tunnel ended. Every musclein his body ached before he had
covered haf the distance. Sweat poured down hisface such that he had to stop every few seconds and
wipe hisforehead on the wiper pad built into the helmet. Asaresult, he did not notice the body sprawled
face down in the tunne until his gauntletted hand touched someone' sleg.

Lars sheart stuck in histhroat as he got on his knees and flipped the body over. It was Paolo Renzi.
#

The scientist at first appeared to be dead. Lars|et hishelmet light wash over Renzi’ sface and was
rewarded by adight twitching of eydlids. Renzi’ s mouth moved and Sands' s receptors picked up a
croaking sound. It was amoment before he redlized the scientist was asking for water. Lars detached the
pare water reservoir from his suit’ s backpack and awkwardly held it to Renzi’slips.

Renzi gulped indinctively. Sands glanced a his externa temperatureindicator. Thear inddethe utility
tunnd was at 65°C, uncomfortably warm, but far below the killing 150°C outside. Obvioudly,
ar-conditioned air from the laboratory was seeping into the utility tunnel, moderating the effect of the hot
rock around them.

Sands switched in his hemet speaker and chinned the control for minimum volume. “Wake up,
Professor!”

Renzi’ s eyesflickered open and he recoiled from the sight of the armored figure leaning over him.
“It'sLarson Sands, Professor. Y ou are safe. Do you understand me?’

Renzi’ s eyes seemed to focus. “ Sands?’

“That’ sright, Professor. What happened here?’

“The Alliance,” Renzi replied in ahoarse whisper. “Everyone wasin the vault looking over the data. | had
returned to my quartersto pick up some notes. That was when they blasted the front entrance. The
otherswere trapped while | hid behind a set of filing cabinets. Then while they were busy e sewhere, |
made my way here.”

“Where are the others, Professor?’ Sands asked so softly that he wondered if Renzi had heard him. He
was about to repeat the question when the scientist stirred once more.

“They’re dead, | think. There was shooting, then an explosion.”

The strain of those few words proved too much for him. Renzi Igpsed into unconsciousness. Lars set his
jaw and carefully lowered the professor to the tunne floor. Then he crawled the fina few metersto



where the utility tunnel entered the laboratory. He noted that the access panel had been torn loose, then
hurriedly propped back into place. A gap of severa centimeters allowed the laboratory air to mix with
that in the tunnel. He switched off hislight before carefully moving the panel out of the way. Hethen
squirmed into the main |aboratory complex.

The main tunnel was dight with the widely spaced emergency lampsthey had ingtaled shortly after
excavating the entrance ramp. One glance at the outside temperature indicator told him that the
environmenta system was no longer working. The |aboratory was heating up minute by minute. Sands
got to hisfeet and dowly worked hisway toward the vault. He stepped cautioudy, sweeping hisriot gun
from sdeto sde dowly ashe walked.

At firgt, he searched with great care lest he stumble upon the enemy. Asit became evident that the
raiders had gone, Sands stepped up the pace. He reached the vault door and found scorch marks around
the hole they had cut. Stepping through, he found the insde of the vault aburned out hulk.

The source of the destruction was obvious. Explosives had been carefully placed in the heart of the
massive gpparatus indde and then set off. Following the blast there had been a brief, violent fire that had
burned until al of the oxygen had been consumed.

As Sands walked through the ashes, he braced himsdlf for what he knew he would find. There, near the
far end of the vault, was a pile of bodies. The fire, which had undoubtedly been intended to consume
them fully, had gone out too quickly. Although scorched, Sands could make out enough detailsto identify
the dead.

He recognized Arthur Linder first. The geologist had been shot in the forehead and lay sprawled on his
back. Park Eald and Taren LeBlanc were lying side by side. All showed evidence of having been shot.
As Sands continued the gridy task, histension rose until it was nearly unbearable. Each moment he
expected to discover Kimber’sbody. Y et, when he was through, he had found no sign of Kimber or
Halley. Even though some of the bodies were damaged badly enough to make identification difficult, one
thingwas clear: All weremae.

Sands was overcome with the same rage he had felt at seeing his brother shot down aboardDelphi .
With hisrage camefear. The absence of Kimber and Halley among the dead in the vault made him think
of rgpe. He searched the full vault before heading for the living quarters. His heart was a drum pounding
in histemples as he hurried through the chambers they had used for deeping. There was no oneto be
found.

His next stop was the communications room. The equipment had al been smashed by ablunt instrument.
The cablesthat fed sgnalsto the comm station at the top of the hill were dtill intact. Sands pulling the
commlink line from his belt, touched it to the bare end of an antenna cable, and said, “McCarver?’

“Here, Mr. Drake,” came the reassuring answer.

“We vegot alot of casudties down here, but no bad guys. | think they must have lifted off whilewe
were behind the mountains. That would explain al the chatter we picked up during our approach. Come
in through the utility tunnel. Y ou will find Professor Renzi near the exit. Heisin bad shape. Stay with
him”

“Y%, S'r.u

Feeling emotionaly drained, Sands retraced his steps. He searched the laboratory again. Thistime he
searched meticuloudy, checking every possible hiding place to make sure no one else had escaped and
then been overcome by the hest. It took him nearly haf an hour to finish the grim exploration. He found



nothing save smashed equipment and ransacked record cabinets. The raiders had removed every record
tileinthe place.

A great exhaustion overcame Sands as he made his way back to the utility tunnd. He found McCarver
cradling Renzi in hislap.

“How ishe?’

McCarver glanced up. “Better. | have been pouring water down him. He was awfully dehydrated. How
arewe going to get him out of here?’

“Thereare till environment suits near the entrance. They’ ve been pretty well worked over, but we
should be able to cobble together one that will get him to the ship.”

“What about the others?’

Sands described what he had found in the vault. The young spacer’ s features grew grim in the gloom of
his helmet. Sandsfinished by telling him his suspicions that Kimber and Halley had been taken to the
raders ship.

“What do we do now?’

“We get Renzi back to our own ship. Comeon. You grab hislegsand I'll take hisarms.” They carried
the unconscious scientist into the main tunnel where it was cooler. He woke asthey lay him on thefloor.

“The energy screen datal” he croaked.
“I’'m sorry, Professor, but they got it.”
“Wemust haveit back.”

“Not much chance of that. They blew the vaullt. It is so much scrap metal. They’ ve destroyed just about
everything.”

The scientist gripped Sands s gauntletted arm and tried to pull himself erect. Sands gently pressed him
back. “You rest. Jamesand | will get you asuit.”

“You don't understand,” came the urgent gasp. “We ve got to get that information back! The ancients
didn’t know enough...” With that, he collgpsed again. Sands watched him gasping for breath in the poal
of light made from hisand McCarver’ s hdmet lamps. When Renzi spoke again, each word was an
obvious struggle.

“We were reviewing the energy screen datawhen | redized that | recognized the derivation of one of the
gpace tensors. The ancients limited themsalves to a special case because they knew nothing of hypersets!
They could never have built a planet Size energy screen with what they knew.”

“Takeit easy, Professor,” McCarver said. “Y ou can tell usthe rest when we get you up to the ship.”

“No, | must speak now. Don’'t you understand? | recognized their mistake! We have learned agreat ded
in the past two centuries. We can succeed where they failed. Wecan build an energy screen capable of
cooling the Earth!”



Chapter 27: Prisoners and Pursuers

Mika Blount lifted the helmet of hisenvironment suit and let it drop to the end of itstether. Hethenrana
hand across hisbald pate, rubbing vigoroudly to restore scal p circulation. It was an autometic gesture of
which he was completely unaware. All of his attention was focused instead on the angry, red-faced man
with the quivering mustache. Renauld Garcia, nomina head of the Alliance expedition to Earth, had
doffed hishelmet afew seconds earlier. His face showed the contortions of long hours of rage.

“What sort of abutcher shop are you running, Blount?” Garciascreamed at him. *Y ou killed unarmed
men down there.”

“They were our enemies, Dr. Garcia,” Blount replied coldly. “Would you have set them free to take what
they knew back to Titan?’

“No, but damn it, | wouldn’t murder them ether.”

“What would you have had me do? Take them prisoner so they could eat our supplies until weall
starved? Perhaps we could have sworn them to secrecy.”

“I notice that you spared the women,” Garcia said with scathing sarcasm. “ Scruples, or merely looking
for aplaymate?’

Blount’ s eyes drilled ahole through the archaeologist. “My reasons are my own. They do not concern
you.”

Garciaopened his mouth to say something, thought better of it, turned, and kicked off down the long axis
corridor. Blount watched him until he reached the far bulkhead, bounced expertly around acorner and
saled fromview.

Outbound from Saturn, Blount had pegged Garciafor afool. The scientist had reinforced that impression
amogt daily. He had had ahabit of carrying onad nauseam about his pet theories and the sad state of
modern archaeology. Now, however, Blount wondered if he had migudged thetal scientist.

Hisfirgt doubts had come when Garciaingsted on accompanying the raiding party to the surface. Blount
had tried to dissuade him, explaining thet they were after acrimina known to be with the Titanian
expedition. Uncharacteristicaly, Garciahad perssted. Blount found it strange, but had not really begun to
wonder about the scientist’ sreal motivation until later.

Gregory Herrera, Blount’ s aide, had sdlected one of the senior prisonersfor detailed interrogation. It had
taken only amatter of minutesfor the man to describe the theory of energy screens, how they could be
used as an impenetrable defense, and where the records on these devices might be found. The prisoner’s
answer to the next question had caused Herrerato send for Blount.

“Tel the admird what you told me.”

The prisoner glared at them from out of two blackened eyes. When he findly spoke, hisvoice was
durred by bruised and bleeding lips. “Y ou asked how we first became aware of thislaboratory. | told
you that the information came originaly from the Northern Alliance.”

“From us?’ Blount asked. “ Whoin the Alliance?’

“I don’t know the details. Y ou will haveto ask Miss Crawford or Miss Trevanon about it. They were
directly involved.”



Herrerahad worked the prisoner over for nearly half an hour longer without learning anything new. Then,
when the captive’ s abused body findly surrendered its hold on consciousness, Blount had given orders
that he be put out of hismisery.

“Shall we bring in the women?’ Herrera asked after administering the coup de gréce.

“No,” Blount replied. “We’'ll take them to the ship with us. Both are undoubtedly aware of
my role in the raid on Cloudcroft. We dare not risk what they might blurt out under standard
interrogation.”

“I trust my menimplicitly,” Herrerasaid.

“I don't,” Blount had countered. “ The fewer people who know this secret, the better. Now, get them
ready for transport and make sure they talk to no one.”

“Yes, dr.”

For the rest of the hours they had spent aground, Blount grilled the remaining prisoners relentlessy about
everything they knew concerning energy screens. Repeatedly he had been told that the origina
information had come from the Alliance. Finaly, with the sun about to rise and their launch window
closing, he had ordered the captured information transferred to the landing boat. One group of Marines
hed liquidated the remaining prisoners and piled their bodiesin the large hemispherical cavern wheredl of
the experimenta equipment was located. A second group had set demalition charges. The charges
exploded just astheraiding party sedled themselvesinside their ship and prepared for areturn to orbit.

Blount spent the hours following launch degp in thought. The implications of wheat the prisoners had told
him werefrightening. If true, then someone had discovered away to make the Alliance invincible, yet
withheld that knowledge from the ruling council. It was then that he had begun to suspect Renauld Garcia
of being more than he appeared. After dl, the Cloudcroft Museum archaeol ogica expedition had been
planned long before the Navy involved itsdf. Garcia, Blount remembered, was one of Ket Ddishaar’s
people. That fact spoke volumes concerning the identity of the ultimate culprit in this affair.

Blount was till angry with Garciawhen the landing boat rendezvoused with its mother ship. It had been
al he could do to hold histongue while the archaeol ogist screamed at him. After Garcia stormed off,
Blount hurriedly doffed the remainder of hisarmor, and then pulled himsdlf hand over hand to hissmall
shipboard office. Once settled behind his desk, he buzzed Herrera aboard the landing boat.

“Yes gr?
“Areyour prisoners sill gagged?’
“Yes, sr. They have spoken to no one.”
“Very wel. Bring them to my office. Make sure that you don’t let them out of your sight.”
“We' reon our way.”
#

Herreratowed Kimber Crawford and Halley Trevanon into the admira’ s cabin and strapped them to a
bulkhead. Their hands were il tied behind them and their mouths covered with atape used to sedl air
leaks. Both women showed atinge of the wild-eyed desperation with which the body greetsincipient
suffocation.

“Removether gags, Gregori,” Blount said. “Can’'t you seethey are having trouble breathing?’



Each woman flinched as Herrera pulled the adhesive strips away, and then gasped hungrily for air. Blount
let them breathe and calm down a bit.

“Doyou know who | am?’ he asked in a conversationa tone a minute later. Neither woman answered,
but their eyestold him all he needed to know. “I thought so. Then you know that | have every reason to
kill you. Therefore, | suggest that you cooperate and give me areason to keep you dive. Shdl we
discuss the whereabouts of our mutud friend, Larson Sands?’

“We don't know where heis,” Halley said, her gaze defiant now that she had regained her bregath.

“I think you do. Severa of the other captivestold us he was with your group until only afew hours
before our arrival. Where did he go?’

“Whereyou Il never find him!” Kimber shouted.

“Keegp your voice down!” Blount said. “1 want this kept between us. Now then, did Sands return to your
ship? Answer me, or by God, I’ [l have Herrera dump one of you out the airlock!”

Both women hesitated, and then Kimber said, “He was called back to the ship. | don’t know the
reason.”

“Then hemugt gill betherel” Blount said in triumph.

“I don’t think so. We were talking when your gorillas broke into the |aboratory. He probably headed
back down five minutes after our communicationsfaled.”

Herrerasaid, “ That may have been the reentry trail the ship reported seeing.”

“Too bad we were on such atight schedule,” Blount mused. “If we d waited, Captain Sands might have
saved usthe trouble of searching him out.”

“You'relucky hedidn’t,” Haley snapped. “He would have killed you!”

“I doubt that. Still, the man does lead a charmed existence. Consider my current dilemma. Normally, we
would move againgt your ship and destroy it to ensure Sands' s death. However, not knowing whether he
isaboard, | would be risking my own ship in an action that might prove worse than usdless. Then thereis
the energy screen datawe carry. That information makes even the smallest risk unacceptable. So you
see, events have congpired to force me to take my prize and go home.”

“What about us?’ Kimber asked.

“Y ou ladies present me with adifferent sort of dilemma. Y ou know about my part intheraid and, given
the opportunity, would pass that knowledge on to any number of the uninitiated aboard this ship. Y ou will
have to be silenced. Killing you would solve the problem, but would aggravate other factors of the same
problem.”

“What ‘ other factors 7’

“Why, Captain Sands, of course. With you deed, | will cease to have ahold over him. Furthermore, he
will become reckless and will probably broadcast my identity to anyone who will listen. We must keep
you diveto give him an incentive to remain sllent. Then, Miss Crawford, thereisyour father and his
various functionaries. They, too, must be given the sameincentive. The dilemmais how to keep you from
infecting this ship with your information without killing you? Gregori!”



“Yes, ar.”

“Tell the captain that we have two passengersfor cold deep. We will keep our prisoners out of mischief,
yet available should wefind it necessary to prove they are dtill dive.”

“YS, s'r..n

Blount turned back to Kimber and Halley. “I hope you have pleasant dreams, ladies. With alittle luck,
Captain Sandswill bethereto greet you when you wake in afew months.”

#

None of the four men aboard the landing boat said anything asthey |eft Earth for the last time. Three of
them werelost deep in their own angry thoughts, while the fourth dipped fitfully into and out of
unconsciousness. Larson Sands, seated once again next to the pilot, was the angriest of all.

After heand Jm McCarver had gotten Paulo Renzi into an environment suit, they had caled Forbes
down from the hills. The landing boat had set down in front of the main laboratory entrance. The three of
them had taken a holocamerafrom the boat and filmed the whole gridy scene. Then they had undertaken
the grim task of laying out the dead. They had arranged the bodiesin one of the laboratory’ s office
gpaces, sealed the door, and scrawled a marker with their names. Asthey worked, Sands could not
guench the white fire of rage that threatened to consume him.

Each time hisbody’ s natura defense againgt strong emotion calmed him, Sands thought of Kimber and
wondered at her fate. That would be sufficient catalyst to begin the cycle once more. He was physically
sickened by the surge of adrendine that coursed through his veins, with every attack worse than the one
beforeit. He knew that he had to get himself under control if he were to save Kimber and Hdley -- if
indeed, theycould be saved.

“Coming up on rendezvous,” Forbes said beside him. The words intruded on Sands' s destructive reverie.
With a conscious effort, he drew himsdlf back to redity. For thefirst timein hours, thetaste of bilein his
mouth was not quite so strong.

“How isProfessor Renzi?’

“Thesame,” came McCarver’ sanswer from the rear seat. “He' snodded off again.”
“Kegpaneyeonhim.”

“Mr. Sands?’ McCarver asked.

"y e’

“Do you think he knew what he was saying back there about being able to shield the Earth from the
un?’

“I don’'t know. Maybe.”
“I"ve been thinking about it. What if it were possble? Could you put things back the way they were?”

“It would be difficult,” Sands replied. Prodded by McCarver's question, the analytica part of hismind
began chewing on the problem. To his surprise, the activity soothed him. It was good to think about
something other than Bolin, even for aminute.

“What about dl of the dead animasand plants?’



“That would be aproblem, of course. But every cloud city hasitslife banks, zoos, arboreta, and
dioramas. Our ancestors made a concerted effort to save as many species as possible, if only intheform
of genetic materid. Once the planet cooled off enough for liquid water to form, you could probably
reseed it with life.”

“Soundslikeit would tekealong time.”

“A century a leadt, | should think. Still, thet is not very long on the grand scheme of things. Our great
grandchildren could live thereif they wanted to.”

“Don’'t you think they would go hometo Earth?’

“Would you?’

“Of course!” Forbes answered. “Wouldn't you?’

Sands shrugged inside hisauit. “1 don’t know. | like living among the clouds.”

None of them spoke for long minutes until Forbes called the ship for ingtructions. “Hello,Vixen , ready
for fina approach.”

Ten minutes later, there was the satisfyingthump! of docking latches as the landing boat returned to its
mother. They waited for air pressure to be built up around their canopy before opening it. Even though
they werein zero gravity, it took the efforts of al three of them to maneuver Professor Renzi’ s limp body
out of its seat. They handed Renzi up toVixen ’schief engineer, who manhandled him through the
docking port and into the ship. The three of them followed singlefile. They were met by Captain
McCarver just indde the open airlock.

“Mr. Sands,” McCarver said as soon as Lars had his helmet off. The captain seemed uncharacteriticaly
excited.

“What isit?’

“We received acommunication from the Alliance ship.”

“When?" Sands asked.

“Ten minutes ago.”

“Whét did they want?’

“They sent you amessage. I’ vegot it al set up for playback in my cabin.”
“Let’'sgo!”

The screen in the captain’s cabin flashed dight at the touch of abutton. It cleared to show Micah Bolin's
grinning features saring out at Lars. For amoment, he thought those eyes were looking right a him. He
shook off thefeding. After dl, thiswas arecording. Bolin began to spesk immediatdly:

“To Privateer Captain Larson Sands aboard the Titanian freighterVixen . ThisisAdmira Mika Blount of
the Northern Alliance Navy. Today my forces captured Kimber Crawford and Halley Trevanon, both
wanted for complicity in crimesthat you perpetrated againgt the Alliance. It isour intent to return them to
Cloudcroft to stand trid. We will be lenient if you surrender yoursdlf to us on Saturn. If you do not, they
aonewill pay for your crimes. Think carefully before you do anything hasty. Blount out!”



Sands stared at the screen for long minutes without speaking. He was interrupted by acall from Forbes
onVixen 'sbridge.

“What isit Mr. Forbes?’ the captain asked.
“The computer hasjust spotted adriveflare, Captain. It gppearsthat avessd isleaving Earth orbit.”

“I'll be up momentarily, Mr. Forbes,” the captain replied. He turned to Sands. “What would you have
medo?’

Sandslooked up. To hisown surprise, dl of the rage of the past few hours was gone. In its place was the
cold caculation of aheartless machine. “ Prepare the ship for space, Captain. We are following them
home.”

Chapter 28: Council of War

Kelt Ddishaar stood on the balcony of his residence and gazed into the blue-white haze that surrounded
the city. Cloudcroft was back in the center of the North Temperate Bdlt, with the cloud walls of the
flyway invisblein thefar distance. The narrows associated with Dardendles Cyclone were either Sx
months astern or eight months ahead, depending on one’ s outlook.

It had been abad six monthsfor the First Councilor of the Northern Alliance. Ever since thét terrible
night of theraid, his careful plans had gone serioudy awry. Nor had his streak of bad luck yet run itself
out, not if the latest report from their agent on Titan was correct.

“Admird Samorsetishere,” his newest mistress announced from the wide doorway behind him. Felice
could not yet anticipate his every mood as Jasmine had done, but she also was not on the payroll of any
other council faction ... at least, not so far as he knew. That one advantage made up for agreat deal.
Besides, shewould learn.

“I'll bein presently.” He took one last glance at the city he ruled as he composed histhoughts. This
interview with Samorset was likdly to be adifficult one. It had been aweek since Renauld Garcia's
expedition had departed Earth unexpectedly. That fact, as much as any other, seemed to confirm the
rumblings hewas receiving from Titan.

The Grand Admird stood siffly as Dalishaar entered the study.

“A pleasant afternoon to you, Admird.” On dl the cloud cities, “ afternoon” was defined as the period
between second dawn and second dusk. The term had very little bearing on the position of the sunin the

sky.
“Andto you, First Councilor.”

“I havejust received avery disturbing report from Titan. They are talking war because of what your
people did to their expedition on Earth.”

“| am aware of those reports.”
“Would you mind tdling me then, what the hdl happened?’
Samorset shrugged. “Y ou tasked the Navy to bring in the pirates who raided Cloudcroft. We recently



learned that the leader was a member of a Titanian expedition to Earth. We used our own expedition as
cover to send Marinesto arrest him. The Titaniansresisted and I’ m afraid there were casudties.”

“How many?’
“Quite afew. Also, we arrested the factor’ s daughter in the company of the pirates.”
“Am | to understand that we have taken Kimber Crawford prisoner?’

“Yes, First Councilor, dong with Halley Federova Trevanon, the pirate second-in-command. I'm afraid
the leader evaded capture.”

Ddlishaar barely noted Samorset’ slast comments. The news that Kimber Crawford was back in custody
gave him renewed optimism. Her earlier escape had destroyed his plan to gain control of metals
throughout the northern hemisphere. Worse, the Titanians were now demanding twice the going rate for
their products. With the factor’ s daughter in Alliance hands once more, the ruinous surcharge would have
to belifted. Possbly, other concessions might be wrung from the Titaniansaswell.

“What condition isthe Crawford woman in? Has she been harmed?’

“No, gr. Both the prisoners have been put in cold deep in order to keep them from ... injuring
themselves”

“| am somewhat relieved, Admird. How long before your people arrive?’
“They aretaking afast hyperbolic orbit back, First Councilor. Thereturn will take twelve more weeks.”

“Wewill have to defuse the Situation before then. | am going to give Factor Crawford my word that no
harm will cometo his daughter. | expect the Navy to honor that pledge.”

“Of course, gir. | will seethat the proper orders are dispatched. Anything ese?’
“No, Admira. You are dismissed.”
“Thank you, Sr.”

Dalishaar watched Samorset until he had passed out of Sight. The interview had been highly enlightening,
both for what had been said and for what had not. There had been no mention of energy screens.
Ddishaar smiled. It would be just like Samorset’ s hotheads to jump the Titanians and then not even
inquireinto why they were on Earth. If the Titanian expedition had been truly decimated, then another
Alliance expedition could ill obtain the secret of the energy screen. Perhaps all was not lost after all.

Having made his decision, he reached out and keyed the intercom for his personal secretary.
“Yes, Frgt Councilor?’

“Please contact the Titanian trade representative and ask him to honor me with his presence. Tell him that
| have good news.”

#

Ganther Bartlett had been aboard Cloudcroft for half astandard year. He did not like it and would be
happy to seeit behind him. In addition to the high Saturnian gravity, there was the arrogance of the ruling
elitewith which to contend.



The summons from Kelt Ddishaar surprised Bartlett. The First Councilor had not spoken to him since he
had demanded the surcharge as restitution for holding the trade delegation hostage. After the new trade
agreement had been negotiated, Bartlett had stayed on to make sure the Alliance was not cheeating. His
tenure had come to an unexpected end two days earlier when he had received a coded communiqué
from Titania. It had detailed the massacre on Earth and ordered him home.

“Good of you to come, Mr. Ambassador,” Dalishaar said as Bartlett was ushered into his office.

“Hardly ‘ambassador,” Mr. First Councilor. I’'m just an old man trying to ensure that my people are free
to trade where they will.”

“Nonsense, Ganth. Y ou are an ambassador in everything but name. We both know it, so what harm if |
choose to treat you with the proper respect? | understand that you will be leaving on the next ship.”

“Yes, Firgt Councilor.”

“May | ask why?’

“What did you expect when your people murdered our scientists and made off with our women?’
Dalishaar’ s mouth dropped open in a perfect imitation of astonishment. “What are you saying?’

Bartlett reminded him of what his troops had done on Earth. The coded dispatch from home had given
the full account, including alist of casudties. Bartlett had known two of the dead men.

AsBartlett finished, Dalishaar’ s expression turned angry. “Who has been spreading these false rumors?’
“Faserumors, First Councilor?’

“Y ou heard me. Our people perform an act of heroism and someone goes about spreading lies! Thetruth
isthat we had a shipload of scientists under the auspices of the Cloudcroft Museum on Earth. They
responded to adistress signdl. It seemed that there had been some sort of an explosion. Our people went
to help a considerable risk to themselves and are even now transporting the two survivors back to
Saturn for medica trestment.”

“Isthat your story?’

“It' sthe truth. Y ou will hear the whole thing on thisevening' s newscasts. | suggest that you transmit this
information to your government before these vicious rumors spread further.”

“Y ou can, of course, prove what you say.”
“| can give you sworn affidavitsfrom al of my people who took part in the rescue.”
“What about the survivors? Will they swear to it dso?’

“By dl means. However, | understand they are extremely upset. Our medica people have them under
cold deegp to prevent them from injuring themsealves. Y ou will have to wait until the doctorsjudgethat itis
sdfetorevivethem.”

“Will you turn them over to us as soon asthey return to Saturn?’

“Of course. Please tranamit thistrue version of eventsto your government, and assure Factor Crawford
that his daughter is physicaly unharmed and on her way home.”



“I will do asyou say,” Bartlett replied. “1 will not guarantee that he will beieve me.”

“He must, Mr. Ambassador. Even though we of the Northern Alliance have no desireto fight Titan, |
would remind you that we have a gpace faring capability of our own. Titaniaisno moreimmuneto
bombardment than is Cloudcroft. Please convey thisto the factor. It would be better for al concerned if
he adopts our version of eventsrather than listen to basdless gossip. Otherwise, thousands may die.”

#

Envon Crawford leaned back in his chair and gazed at the dozen most powerful peoplein the Titanian
government. They were gathered in what was traditionaly caled “the war room.” Y &, until today,
Crawford had never expected that name to be taken literdly.

“Y ou have to admit that the man hasbalsl” one of hisministers muttered after Arvin Taggart finished
reporting on Kelt Dalishaar’ s verson of events on Earth. “ His people daughter adozen innocent people
and he makesit out arescue misson.”

“Surely no onewill believe him,” the Minister for Mines said from the foot of thetable.

“I wouldn't be so sure of that,” Taggart answered. “ Anyone with avested interest in the Alliance will
want to believeit.”

That brought a chorus of low mutterings from around the long table.
“Then you think thisliewill gain converts, Arvin?” Crawford asked.

“It coversdl of the facts known to the Alliance,” the security chief replied. “Who could fault them for
rushing to aid the survivors of thisterrible explosion they refer to? Of course, they don't know the bodies
did not burn in thefire. They probably think al we have isapile of ash and afew scattered bones. They
don’t know about our holograms.”

Crawford shuddered at the reminder. He had watched the entire gridy record of the carnage at the
energy screen laboratory. Even now, Titan' semissariesal over Saturn were showing the recording to
potentia dlies. Every cloud city on the Alliance slist of future conquests was being contacted. Reactions
had been mostly postive. It wastoo early to tell, but Crawford thought he could raise an armadaif he
needed one.

“Areyou dl right, Factor?’

Envon Crawford looked at his security chief with painin hiseyes, and said, “Let’ smove on. | know
Ganth Bartlett is anxious to come home. However, | think he should stay aboard Cloudcroft abit longer.
We may need an open diplomeatic channel to resolvethis”

“I'll so order him,” the Minister for Trade responded.

“Let’ sturn to what we are going to do about this Alliance spacecraft that’ s on itsway home,” Crawford
sad, continuing. “How long beforeit arrives?’

“Eighty two days, gr.”

“Any chance of intercepting it before it reaches the planet?’ There was an uncomfortable silence and
severd people around the table shifted nervoudy in their seats. Crawford let his gaze scan each face.
About haf of them averted their eyes. Crawford nodded. “1 didn’t think so. What' s the best you can do,
Henreid?



Among thoseinvited to the council was the senior captain of the Titanian merchant service. Joseph
Heinreid did not evade the factor’ s gaze. He shrugged expansively. “ Asyou know, we could easily shoot
them down if we wanted to. It' s not difficult to send aship out along their incoming orbit and fill their path
with gravel.”

“We can’'t match orbitswith them?’
“No, gr. Itisaphysica impossibility. Nothing we have has sufficient deltaVV capability.”
“What aboutVixen 7" someone asked. “ They are only two days behind the Alliance craft.”

“McCarver could match orbitsif he wanted to. He would have to use reaction mass he needsto Sow
down, but he could do it. The only problem isthat there are only six people on that ship, and probably
two dozen on the Northern Alliance craft. It makes no sense to board someone with four times your
manpower.”

“What about waiting for them in atmosphere? We know where they are going. We could station a
sguadron of ships on their path and jump them asthey dow to amaospheric speed.”

“That might work,” Heinreid agreed, “but only if we know their precise route. Do we know that they will
make directly for Cloudcroft? If | were them, | would be unconventiona in how | got home.”

“Aren't weforgetting something?’ the Minister for Trade asked.
“What' sthet?’

“Any attempt to stop or board that ship isliable to get Miss Crawford killed. Worsg, it could lose usthe
secret of the energy screen.”

“Do you think Professor Renzi’ sandysisis correct?’ one of the other ministers asked. By now each of
them had had a chance to read Renzi’ s report concerning the uses of the energy screen. They had all
been struck by his conclusion that it was theoretically possible to shield the Earth from the sun.

“Who knows?’ the Minigter for Trade responded. “ Still, if thereistruly a chance Earth might be returned
to a habitable state, we have a duty not to risk the secret.”

“Pardon me, Factor,” Joseph Heinreid said. “I hate to be the one to suggest this, but someone must. Is
not the important point here to keep the energy screen out of Alliance hands? If they shield their cities,
they will beinvincible. Would it not be better to destroy that ship rather than allow the secret to fdl into
their hands?’

Crawford grimaced. The same thought had occurred to him, but the consequence for Kimber had made
him shy away from the obvious solution. He hoped it was not merely rationdization when he answered,
“Perhapsit isdready in their hands. Who isto say that the information hasn’t been transmitted to
Cloudcroft aready?’

“I don't think so,” Taggart replied. “We ve kept a close watch on the ship since we learned of its
exigence. At their current range, they cannot transmit a beam that does not completely cover the
Saturnian system. If they were sending the volume of data required, we would know it. | doubt they
would risk transmitting it anyway. To be effective, the energy screen must betheirsalone.”

Crawford gave his chief of security acold look. “Are you suggesting that we destroy the ship with my
daughter aboard?’



“I would never contemplate such athing, Factor. | merely point out that our adversaries have not yet
begun to work on devel oping the energy screen.”

“Then thereis nothing we can do to the ship,” Joseph Heinreid concluded.

“Arewe agreed on that?’ Crawford asked. Once again, his gaze was greeted by uncomfortable looks.
Hewaited amoment, then said, “Very well. We know what we cannot do. Let’ stalk about what wecan
do.”

“We Il haveto whip themin afight,” Taggart sad. “We use the time before the vessd getsheretoraisea
fleet. Then we defeat the Alliance fleet before they can perfect the energy shield. With our shipshovering
adongsdetheir cities, they will listen to reason right enough.”

“And what of Miss Crawford s safety while we are pounding on the Alliance navy?’ the Minister for
Trade asked.

“I have afew suggestions on that score aswell,” Taggart replied. The otherslistened ashelaid out his
plan.

Chapter 29: The Gathering Storm

Larson Sands sat alone beneathVixen ' s viewdome and gazed upward to where Saturn dominated half
the sky. The white zones and darker belts were obscured by the high atmospheric haze that shrouded the
planet. Two days earlier, the ship carrying Kimber and Halley had disappeared beneath that concedling
layer after athirteen-week chase from Earth.

Both pursued and pursuer had rushed outward aong identica hyperbolic orbits. For thirteen weeks, they
had held their positions, neither closing nor opening the gap between them. For thirteen weeks, Lars had
wracked his brain, seeking away to overtake and defeat Bolin before he reached Saturn. For thirteen
weeks, he had failed in hisquest. For the laws of orbital mechanics take no notice of the rightness of

one' s cause. Without extrafuel for maneuvering, neither ship could change its course through space.
Therefore, they had arrived at Saturn in the order in which they had left Earth. The Northern Alliance ship
had won the race and was now lost in the vastness of Saturn’s atmosphere.

“Mr. Sandsto the bridge,” came the announcement from Captain McCarver. Larstook one last look
and kicked off toward the open hatchway. A few seconds later he arrived at the bridge.

“What isit, Captain?’

“I thought you' d like to know that we just received ordersto reroute,” McCarver said.
“Werenot going to Titan?’

“Nope. They’ ve directed usto arendezvousin the North Temperate Belt.”

Larslet hiseyebrowslift at the news. “What about the observation dome and landing boat? We can’t
very well enter amosphere with that junk hanging off us.”

“My orders are to jettison everything and get her aerodynamic.”

Larswhistled. Someonewasin ahurry. “How far isthis rendezvous point from the Alliance?’



“About ten thousand kilometers.”

“Any cloud cities near there?’

“Not unless someone' s moved while we ve been away.”
“Thentherumorsaretrue!”

“Lookslikeit,” the captain agreed.

Throughout the homeward journey, they had monitored the Saturnian news. There had been consistent
reports of acombined fleet being raised to oppose the Northern Alliance. Although no one would
confirm the stories, the cities reputed to be taking part were al on Dalishaar’ slist for conquest.

“How long before we start dowing down?’ Sands asked.

McCarver glanced up at the chronometer display. “Two hours and twelve minutes. We |l jettison
everything and button up in precisdy two hours.”

Two hours later Larswasin his own accel eration couch watching the view from an aft facing camera.
Saturn had grown until it blocked out most of the sky. They were headed for the western limb of the
planet. The original plan had been to decelerate to the ringed planet’ s orbital velocity, then swing around
in adingshot maneuver toward the big moon. Now they would dter their approach to contact
atmosphere. At that point,Vixen would transform hersalf from spacecraft to aircraft. Instead of a
three-day flight to Titan, they would be at the rendezvous point amere Six hours after touching
atmosphere.

The scene on Sands' s screen switched to show the cargo bay with its collection of life support systems
and additiond living space.

“Inner airlocks closed and sedled,” McCarver ordered.

“Closed and sedled,” cametheimmediately reply of his chief engineer over theintercom. “ Al lights show
green. Ready to jettison.”

“Personnel check!”

“Bostwick,” the engineer reported. “ After power room.”
“Enggn McCarver, auxiliary control.”

“Spacer Forbes, forward engineering.”

“Paulo Renzi, in hiscabin.”

“Larson Sands, on the bridge!”

“Captain McCarver,” McCarver said, completing therall call. “On the bridge. All right, Mr. Bostwick.
Y ou may jettison theliving quarters!”

“ Jettisoning now, Captain,” camethereply.

There was the sudden sound of latches being disengaged and the hiss of pressurized air. Sowly, the
observation dome and extraliving quarters rose out of the cargo compartment and sailed off on their own
orbit.



The camera switched again. Thistime McCarver and Bostwick ran down another check list before the
landing craft was released from its carrying point beneethVixen ' sflat belly. Sincethey were ill at
hyperbolic velocity, both the living quarters and landing boat would eventually wend their way out into
interstellar space.

The two clumps of excess equipment had shrunk to near invisibility when the captain announced they
should prepare for prolonged accel eration. Then there was atwo-minute wait before adull roar suffused
the ship and a gentle hand clamped down on Sands' s chest.

The aft view of Saturn wavered asthe ship’s exhaust expanded behind them in awide cone. They were
close enough to the planet that they would soon passinsde the radius of therings. Larsfelt asudden
surge of adrenaline. The waiting was nearly over. 1t would soon be time for action.

#

Kimber Crawford was cold. She could not remember atime when she had not been. The air conditioning
had failed full on and she had gone to bed without any blankets. Worse, her parents did not seem to
notice, or maybethey just didn't care. Her mother liked the cold. She remembered how cold her

mother’ s kin had been the last time she had seen her. That had been at her funera with the frost white
flowers around her bier. It had been dreadfully cold in that room, too. Why did they have to do that? Did
anyone deserve to spend eternity in the cold ground of Titan? Why couldn’t the dead be warm? Why
couldn’t she wake up long enough to retrieve a blanket from the hall closet? Surely, her mother would

not mind. Sheliked the cold...

Kimber came dowly awake, aware of athousand frigid knives on her back, buttocks, and legs. She
opened her eyesto find afigure in white leaning over her. Beyond the usud bright lights of an operating
theater, there was nothing to see. Was that it? Had she been injured and her body frozen until the doctors
could treat her? If S0, where was Lars? Surely, he would not |et them operate on her until he was

present!

Then her memory came flooding back. She remembered the horrible deaths the Alliance Marines had
inflicted on the entire ground party. She remembered the ride to orbit with Halley Trevanon beside her.
She remembered the find interview with Mikal Blount before they had dumped her in atank and put her

to deep.

“Wheream |7’ she groaned, unaware of how unorigind that query was. Despite its familiarity, the doctor
misunderstood her intent.

“You are just coming out of subtemperature suspension. Do you remember who you are?’
She nodded weakly, and then asked again, “Who are you and wheream 17?7’

The doctor peeled back first one eydid and then the other, shining abright light in her eyes ashe did so.
“I am Doctor Sprague and you are in Navy Headquarters aboard Cloudcroft.”

Heignored her groan. The doctor finished examining her in an efficient manner, then injected her with
something to make her deep again.

The next time she woke, shewasin ahospital bed. She recognized it by the high, narrow design. The
white painted room had a privacy curtain that did in atrack on the celling. The curtain was retracted, and
beyond it was a door with asquare window. Someone was standing with his back to the window,
undoubtedly aguard.



Shelay in bed for long minutes, taking stock of her Stuation. She was clothed in ahospita gown with a
dit up the back, had no idea where her clothes were, and was locked in a guarded room (at least, she
assumed the door was locked). She wondered idly why she was dlive, and where Halley was.

At the thought of Halley, another memory came flooding back to her. Bolin had planned to use the two of
them as bait to capture Lars! Suddenly, she felt amost as bad as she had when shefirst came out of cold
deep. She began to weep uncontrollably.

Thirty secondslater the door opened and aman in the uniform of aNavy captain stepped inside. She
stopped the flow of tearswith an effort of will, reaching up to quickly wipe away the evidence.

“No need to panic, Miss Crawford. Nothing is going to happen to you.”
“Who are you?’

“The nameisBerghoff. | work for Grand Admira Samorset.”

“What are you going to do with me?’

Theman sighed, and said, “1 redlly don’t know how to answer that. Y ou really know too much for usto
let you go. On the other hand, your father israising afleet to rescue you. We may need to trade you at
some future time in order to make him desist. How doesit fed to be the *face that launched a thousand

ships?”
“You'relying!”

He shrugged. “Why would I lie? 1t would obvioudy be better to keep thisinformation from you. | am
being honest so you will not give up hope and do something stupid, like trying to escape. Youcan't , of
course. You are a the heart of our most securefacility. Still, if you should make the attempt, you might
be harmed. We can’t take that chance.”

“My father will never negotiate with you after what your people did on Earth!”
“Thenit will bewar for sure,” Berghoff replied with adiffident shrug.
“What about Hdley Trevanon? Is she here?’

Berghoff hesitated a moment, then smiled. “No reason | shouldn’t tell you, | suppose. Sheisin the next
room. Naturally, the two of you will not be allowed to spesk. Isthere something | can get you? Some
sarvice | might perform to make your stay more comfortable?’

“Youcanletmego.”
“I'm sorry, but that is something | cannot do. | will check on you from timeto time. Good bye.”

She watched him go, then lay back to consider what he had told her. She had no way to know whether
he had lied or not. Was her father redly organizing arescue, or was that some sort of psychological game
they were playing with her? Maybe sheshould try to escape! But how? She laid back and closed her
eyes, choosing to rest before considering the problem at greater length. The corners of her mouth turned
upward in abrief smilejust before she drifted off. There was one thing she could be certain of. They had
yet to capture Lars. If he had fallen into their hands, they would have no reason to keep anyone dive.

#

Vixenhad entered Saturn’ s atmosphere moving west to east. Now, deep within the North Temperate



Bdit, they made for the southern cloud wall. There they found asplit leading to asmall eddy storm.
Within the eye of that storm, afleet of shipswaited for them. Sands watched in amazement asthe
long-range scanner painted the fleet’ s composition. There were six large airships, the smallest of which
was half akilometer in length. Around them swarmed nearly ahundred smdler craft: cruisers, destroyers,
prowlers, air sharks, patrollers, and single seet fighters.

Asimpressive asthe diversity of shipswere the transponder codes that proclaimed each vessel’ s city of
origin. The screen flashed the identities of aircraft from New Rochelle, Moskva Free State, Shin Nippon,
Sturdevant, Halloway, and the Corwin Confederation. Nor were all the citieslocated in the North
Temperate Belt. There were severd contingents from citiesin the North Equatorial Belt. All had onething
in common. Each had made the Alliance slist for future conquest, or had dependenciesthat had.

“Hdlo,Vixen , thisisfleet fina gpproach control. Comeright to one-seven-eight true.”
“Coming right,” McCarver said.

They had first been challenged severd hundred kilometers out by roving patrol craft. Sands had no doubt
that the surrounding cloud walls were dive with vessdl's and saturated by all manner of sensors. In
addition, Titanian spacecraft orbiting overhead kept watch on the Northern Alliance and itsfleet. They
would signd the moment they detected a sortie. Whoever wasin command of thisfleet wastaking no
chance of another surpriselike that at the Battle of New Philadelphia

Approach control sent the Titanian spacecraft toward the largest of the airships, aflagship of the Corwin
fleet. Asthey approached to within ten kilometers, they dowed to two hundred kilometers per hour. That
was the dowestVixen could go in atmosphere without having to use underjets. By thetimethey hed
closed to one kilometer, approach control ordered them to halt completely. Captain McCarver did as
ordered and baanced his ship on the hot flame of her jets.

They hovered for five minuteswhileasmal prowler transferred six figuresin environment suitsto the
freighter’ s upper fuselage. Bostwick let them in through the overhead hatch. The boarding party made a
quick search of the ship to confirm itsidentity. Then following aquick consultation with the flagship, the
leader of the boarding party gave McCarver permission to proceed with docking.

Sandswatched asthe silver airship grew in the forward windscreen until there was nothing elseto see.
Vixen edged forward on her underjets toward the black maw of the hangar bay. They crossed over a
landing stage whaose open grillwork alowed their jet blast to pass unimpeded. McCarver lowered his
ship to the stage and shut down all engines. A working party atached a cabletoVixen s nose and
winched the freighter into the landing bay. Onceingde, it wasimmediately surrounded by armed guards.

“All right,” the leader of the boarding party ordered, “everyone out!”

They filed out one a atime. They found themsalvesin a cavernous space indde the giant airship. Even
though the landing bay was huge, it was stuffed to capacity with smaller vessals of every description.
Sands suddenly redized why there were so many heavier-than-hydrogen craft buzzing about outside.
There just was not enough docking capacity to land al vessds at once. Unless an aircraft was undergoing
maintenance, it had to orbit continuoudy under its own power.

Asthe six survivors of the expedition to Earth descended fromVixen ’ s port airlock, they were met by an
officer in the livery of the Maskvan Navy.

“Gentlemen, you will comewithme,” he said in the rough M oskvan accent.

“Where arewe going?’



“To meet the FHeet Council,” the officer replied. “ Please, we must hurry. Thereis much to do. We move
ontheAlliancein only four more days!”

Chapter 30: Strike Force Redemption

The officer escorted Sands and Paolo Renzi from the landing bay to a conference room with a
transparent wall. Beyond the wall was the flagship’s Combat Information Center. The rows of consoles
and tactical displaysreminded Sands of hislast night aboardDelphi . Those screens too had shown clear
sky out to the limits of detection. He remembered how quickly that had changed.

“Hello, Lars,” avoice said as he gazed out across the ranks of ship controllers. Sands turned to discover
Envon Crawford standing behind him. The factor was one of severd who had entered the compartment a
few moments after Sands and Renzi.

“Héllo, sr. Any word on Kimber?’
Crawford grimaced. “ She' s aboard Cloudcroft. We think they are holding her in Naval Headquarters.”
“Have they made any demands?’

“Dalishaar assures Ganth Bartlett that everything will be cleared up in afew days. | hear through other
channdlsthat sheisto stand trid. The only congstent demand we' re getting is that you surrender for
unspecified ‘ crimesagaing the Alliance.””

Sandsbit hislower lip. “Then maybe that iswhat | should do.”

“Don't talk crazy!”

“Itign't crazy if | can save Kimber and Haley. It is smple mathematics. Onelifefor two.”
“Mathematicsisnever smplewhen the equation iswritten in human lives.”

“What about everyone who will dieif this armada goes head to head with the Alliance fleet? Don't they
count for something?’

Crawford looked shocked. “ Surely you don't think this armada has gathered for the sole purpose of
rescuing my daughter!”

1] W}.'y d%’?’

“Those ships are out there because their cities' independence is threatened by the Alliance’ s possession
of energy screens. They would rather fight now than surrender later. If wewin, wewill require the
Alliance citiesto disperse. If welose, it won't matter because Cloudcroft will then be the undisputed
master of the North Temperate Belt.”

Crawford put hishand on Sands s shoulder before continuing in asofter voice. “You and | love Kimber,
Lars. Wewant her safe. That is natural. However, to the rest of the strike force, theissueisjust not
relevant. The attack will proceed regardless. Kimber would not want you to throw your life away, and
neitherdo1.”

Lars nodded somberly. “Message received. I'll put my hair shirt back into storage.”



Just then, a short man with a chocol ate complexion and eyes to match entered the compartment. His
inggniaproclaimed him afleet admird of the Corwin Confederation. The admira strode to the head of
the conference table and waited for everyoneto take their assigned seets.

“For our two guests, | am Fleet Admiral Ramadan Vishnu, commanding Strike Force Redemption.
These other officers are members of my battle staff.” Vishnu' s gaze rested on Paolo Renzi. | presume
you are Professor Renzi, Sir.”

“lam.”

“Each man here has studied your report concerning the expedition to Earth. Would you favor uswith a
summary of your discovery and its significance?’

“If youwish, Admird.” Renzi leaned forward and gave a smplified explanation of energy screensand the
physical principlesinvolved. He then went on to describe the screen’ s potential as both adefensive
barrier and ashied againgt theflaring sun.

A Moskvan captain at the far end of the table cleared histhroat. “ These screens, Professor. They are
impervioustoall forms of matter and energy?’

“Thetistrue”
“Surdly there must be some countermeasure we can take againgt them. What about nuclear wespons?’

Renzi shrugged. “ Any large scae nearby explosion would buffet an encapsulated city with its expanding
shock wave, of course. The effect on thoseinside would be smilar to aterrestria trembler.”

“Then wecould hurt them.”

Renzi nodded. “If you happen to possess nuclear explosives and can ddliver them to within akilometer of
the target city before detonation. Not otherwise, | fear.”

“Then perhaps we should get busy constructing such wegpons.”

“How? Saturn has no ready supply of fissonables, and eveniif it did, theindustrid processesinvolved are
cumbersome. The aggregate equipment involved in fiss on wegpon manufacture exceeds an average
cloud city in mass. Nor can Titan offer much help. True, we have not your mass congraints, but our
production of fissonablesis rictly abyproduct of our other activities. The total supply isinadequate for
any sriousdissuasion of Alliance imperidism.”

“We could rig fusion generators to explode.”

Renzi nodded. “ True enough. Still, such abomb would be low yield and difficult to ddiver. Worse, while
you arejarring the Alliance cities out of their complacency, they will be sending yours plummeting into the
hydrogen sea. Hardly an equitable exchange.”

“Y ou seem to know agreat dedl about these screens,” another officer noted. “Can't you reproduce the
datathe Alliance sole?’

“Eventudly.”
“How long is* eventudly?”

Renzi shrugged. “If provided with unlimited sources and ateam of good people, | could probably learn
what our ancestors knew within fifteen to twenty years. Unfortunatdly, the data from the laboratory will



dlow the Alliance to have aworking screen within the next five years.”

“That quickly?” Vishnu asked.

“If the data base they stole is a complete one, it may not takethat long.”

“Can Earth really be protected from the sun?’ acommander in the uniform of Shin Nippon asked.

Renzi swung around to regard his new interrogator. “From a purely theoretica standpoint, yes. Thereare
anumber of practica problems, of course. For one thing, we would need to modul ate the screen to
shied the daylight hemisphere while letting the night hemisphere radiate hegt out into space. Even without
that complication, building a planet-size energy screen will be the work of many decades.”

“But it can be done?”’

“It can indeed. Had our ancestors possessed our knowledge of space tensors, they might have saved
Earth from the sun.”

Vishnu let his eyes scan the assembled officers. “In that case, gentlemen, we prepare for morethan a
battle to see who will contral thisflyway. Thefate of al humanity rideswith your ships. Please keep that
in mind when you meet the enemy.”

After hearing from Renzi, the battle saff turned to discussions of strategy. The session went on for two
hours. At the end of that time, Sands s head was redling from the multitude of factorsthat had goneinto
planning this campaign againgt the Alliance. Thetone of the discussion waswhat impressed him. There
was the mixture of excitement and fear that grips men on the eve of battle, but also a quiet confidence.
Thiswas no spur-of-the-moment operation. Someone had been planning an assault on the Alliance much
longer than the few weeks it had taken the strike force to gather.

Thetak of thrust and counter thrust finaly ended. Asthe officers from half adozen naviesfiled out of
compartment, Envon Crawford laid arestraining hand on Sands s shoulder.

“A moment, Lars”
“Something wrong?’
“Admira Vishnu and | would liketo talk to you about a specid operation we have arranged.”
“What sort of operation?’
“Onewethink will interest you grestly.”
#

Kdt Ddishaar sat in his office and gazed at the tactical map displayed in hiswall-mounted holoscreen.
The display was arepesat of the big Situation display down in fleet heedquarters. It showed the known
locations of enemy and friendly forces and made projections asto what the enemy was likely to do next.
So far, they were ill concentrated in the stormlet that had served astheir gathering place. He wondered
how much longer they would remain there.

Dalishaar reached out and angrily changed to another display. Thiswasthe view from one of the
overhead satellites. It showed more than fifty small slver beadsfloating in adensdy packed clugter inthe
middle of the flyway. The cities of the Alliance had drawn together for mutua protection. Their staggered
atitudes allowed each city’ sheavy lasersto cover the others should that become necessary. The



firepower thus arrayed was greater than that of al the battleships that had ever graced Earth’ s seas. That
fact did not particularly impress Kelt Dalishaar, however. He knew that if the enemy fleet ever came
within range of the city lasers, the Alliance would aready have lost the battle.

“Professor Garciato see you, First Councilor,” his secretary announced over the intercom.

“Send himin,” Dalishaar replied. He wiped the screen and swiveled to face the door asthe archaeol ogist
appeared. He was struck by the change in the scientist’ s gppearance. The Renauld Garciawho had gone
to Earth had been confident, even alittle arrogant. Thisnew Garcid s eyes shifted nervoudy from point to
point, never seeming to dight anywhere. Garciawas obvioudy a haunted man.”

“Hello, Renauld. Drink?’
“Thank you, yes. Have you any brandy?’

Ddishaar depressed the key on hisdesk intercom. “Mai, bring in two glasses of Sorrell Premium. Make
them doubles!”

“Yes gr.”
“How wasthetrip?’ thefirst councilor asked after Garcia had two gulps of the golden liquid in him.

“Horrible, First Councilor, just horrible! Those butchers cut down innocent men without aqualm. | was
afraid they might even killme !”

“I know,” thefirst councilor said, histone sympathetic. Actudly, the massacre of the Titanian scientists
was about the only thing Mika Blount had done on Earth of which he gpproved. Not only had Blount
protected the secret of the energy screen, he had diminated virtualy everyone who might have learned it.
“What about the energy screen data?’

“What about it?”

“Isit fill on Earth?’

“Héll, no! Blount got every record tile in the whole damned laboratory.”
The newswaslike aknifethrust into Dalishaar’ sintestines. “Y ou’ re sure?’

“I practically rested my feet on the box they used to transport the tiles back to orbit. It wasal | could do
to pretend they weren't important to me.”

“Does Blount know the significance of what he has?’
“Thetak was of little else the whole trip back.”

Ddlishaar paused to consider his options. The loss of the energy screen datawas amgjor blow. With that
datawent his plans to make the Northern Alliance the dominant power on Saturn, and himsalf the most
powerful man inthe Alliance. Its possession by the Militarists put his Accretionists in an untenable

position.

Then there was the matter of Strike Force Redemption. If the Navy managed to best off the combined
fleets of Titan, the Corwin Confederation, and the Moskvan Free State, the Militarists would gain control
of the council by acclimation. Whether the coming battle was won or logt, the results would be the same

for Kelt Dalishaar and his people. Thus, the battle must not be joined. All that remained wasto find a
way to abort the fighting and rob Admira Samorset of hisvictory.



One thing was certain. Envon Crawford would not renounce his crusade so long as his daughter
languished in an Alliance prison. The Militarists had him stymied even in thisminor matter. Rather than
turn her over to the civil authorities, they held her deep inside their fortress headquarters. Still, the matter
of Kimber Crawford was the one element of this quandary where Ddishaar had the power to affect
events. It would have to be made to serve his purposes.

“What of the women prisoners Blount brought back with him?” the first councilor asked Garcia

“I don’'t know,” the professor responded. “He seemed anxious that they not talk to anyone. Herrera had
them gagged the whole time they were in the landing boat. Blount put them in cold deep as soon asthey
were aboard ship.”

“Odd,” Ddishaar muttered. “What did he expect them to say?’

“At firgt | thought he wastrying to protect the secret of the energy screen. When he made no effort to
stop the speculation later, | decided he must be protecting some other secret. What, | have no idea.”

Ddlishaar leaned across the desk and poured his own drink into Garcia s empty snifter. There was only
one secret Kimber Crawford and Halley Trevanon might know that would worry the Navy -- the identity
of theindividua or group who had contracted for Larson Sandsto raid Cloudcroft. Sowly, athin smile
appeared on Kt Dalishaar’ sface.

Suddenly his problems did not seem nearly so insurmountable. Perhaps he had more to bargain with than
he had redlized.

Chapter 31: Prisoner Exchange

Larson Sands crouched in the underside hydrogen lock of a strike force swift and tried to take hismind
off hisdiscomfort. He was encased in ablack environment suit with aflight wing pack on hisback. The
belly hydrogen lock for aswift isashort cylinder with hatches at both ends. Used primarily for
maintenance access, it istoo smal in every dimension for aman. There was not enough diameter to
dretch out on€' slegs, or sufficient height to stand erect. All Sands could do was crouch with his back
jammed againgt the Sde of thelock. It isaposition for which the human body isnot designed. Lars's
thigh muscles had long since knotted up and the ache that had begun in hislower back had long since
reached his shoulder blades. It did not help to know that afull squadron of enemy ships was somewhere
nearby and would not hesitate to blast the swift from the sky if they suspected treachery.

Treachery was precisdly what Sands was engaged in.

As he had surmised, Strike Force Redemption’ s battle plan had not been thrown together in afew short
weeks. Rather, it was the product of a decade of studies by both the Corwins and Moskvans. Both
governments had redlized that so long asthey rodein the N.T.B., eventually they would have to face the
Alliance simperidism. When Envon Crawford had called for a codition to stand against the Alliance, the
gtrike force battle planners had combined the best features of both plans.

One of the mgor aspects of the strategy was to sow confusion within the Alliance by launching a
campaign of sabotage ingde the cloud citiesthemsdlves. Agents had been infiltrating the Alliance for
severd weeks, helped by the Cloudcroft government’ s duggish response to the threat. By the time Kelt
Dalishaar had findly sedled his cities, more than thirty agents had been successfully put into position to
perform their missions. Not included in that number were another dozen deeper agents, people who had



beeninfiltrated years earlier.

On cue from the flagship, the infiltrators and deeper agentswould attack critical ingalations. Their
mission wasto sow confusion anong the Alliance leadersin thoselast critica hours before battle.

“What sort of confuson?’ Sands had asked after Admira Vishnu explained the sabotage plan.

“Anything that will rettle them. There will be explosons, power falures, communications disruptions, and
even afew nations. There will be one other effort that we think will interest you. Sometime during
the excitement, we will try to rescue Envon' s daughter and your copilot.”

“You're sending ateam in after Kimber and Hdley?’

Vishnu nodded. “If we can discover where they are and the risk to our team can be held to acceptable
levels”

Sands slaugh was amost a bark. “ Thank, God!”

“| take it from your reaction that you approve. How would you like to be in on the rescue?’

“Areyou serious?’

“l'am.”

“How can | get there? Even if they were accepting tourists, | would be stopped at the first check point.”

Vishnu explained how someone might be smuggled aboard Cloudcroft even at thislate date. He finished
with, “1 warn you that it may be dangerous.”

“I"ll doit! Whendo | leave?’

“Immediately. We will send the coded message now. If for any reason wefail to get an
acknowledgement intime, we will recall you. If that happens, we' Il find aplacefor you in the battleline.”

#

The swift droned on into the blackness of First Midnight. The Notch stood at zenith overhead. Far to
port the southern cloud wall was abardly discernable slver line. Much closer, but till far below, the
lightning of the flyway floor illuminated the scenein sporadic flashes of actinic fire.

The swift’ s pilot was thefirg to notice the arriva of the fast moving ships. The fact that they were
expected did nothing to minimize the surge of fear he felt. He directed his comely passenger’ s attention to
the long-range screen, and while she was preoccupied, reached down to touch a control near his|eft
knee. A smdl bluelight illuminated on the instrument panel, then went out. Whilethe light burned, the ship
shuddered subtly, as though its aerodynamic deekness had been momentarily marred. The passenger
noticed none of this, being too engrossed in watching the approach of the squadron of warships.

The pilot glanced at the passenger who sat in the jumpseet between him and the copilot. Her festures
wereilluminated by the glow from the instrument pandl. She had blue eyes set wide apart in an intelligent
face, agtraight nose, and full lipsthat were currently pursed in ahint of asmile. Funny, he thought, she
did not look like an Alliance spy!

Following the assault on Haley Trevanon, Arvin Taggart had begun acampaign to identify the Alliance
agent in Titania. He had succeeded two weeks earlier, and had arrested Almy Breck. Taggart' sfirst
impulse had been to toss her out of the nearest airlock without a suit, but he had suggested trading her for



Kimber and Halley instead. The Alliance had made a counter offer: Almy Breck for Ganther Bartlett.
Since he did not know of the plan to infiltrate Sands into Cloudcroft, Taggart was surprised when Envon
Crawford accepted the dedl.

“Not very trusting, are they?’ the pilot remarked to his prisoner as he dowed the swift to ahover in front
of the oncoming Alliance ships.

“Would you trugt them if the situation were reversed?’” Almy Breck asked in her husky voice.
“Hdl, | don't trust them right now!”

Half-a-dozen Alliance warcraft surged around the swift, orbiting it like apack of wolves. One ship
continued past and took up a picket position severd kilometersto the east. It wasthislast vessd that the
swift' s pilot watched closely on his sensor readouts.

Meanwhile, the copilot unstrapped from his seat and moved to therear. “ All right, Miss Breck. Timeto
go home. Comeon, I'll help you with your bregthing gear and the midships hydrogen lock.”

#

Sands soared high above the flyway. Suspended below his black flight wing, he watched the approach of
the enemy prowler with atight knot in his ssomach. The ship arrowed directly for him, asthough the crew
could seethe pulses of invisble light being broadcast by the ultraviolet beacon a hisbelt. The ship's
exhaust glowed purplein the false color display of hisnight goggles. When the ship closed towithina
kilometer of him, it dowed its headlong rush and cameto ahover. In his goggles, the underjets appeared
to be emitting a soft, violet fog.

Sands hedled over and dove directly for the enemy craft. Two eternd minutes passed while he
approached the craft. In hismind’ s eye, he could see the defensive lasers tracking him, ready to burn him
at thetwitch of an unseen crewman’ sfinger. The stabbing beam of light never came. He siwooped high
above the stationary vessdl, and then spiraled down to ground againgt its fuselage near the dorsal
hydrogen lock. It wasthe work of afew seconds to shed the flight wing.

“Hurry,” avoice caled to him. A crewman in an environment suit stood with historso protruding from the
lock. “They'reliableto notice that we ve dowed to ahover.”

The crewman disappeared into the lock and Sands followed. He was no sooner ingde than the outer
door snapped closed above him and the inner door opened at hisfeet. The crewman descended aladder
into the prowler’ sinterior.

Sandsjoined him and doffed his helmet. The sandy haired crewman looked him over before muttering,
“Y ou don’t look worth risking my neck over!”

Sandsignored the outburst and stuck out his hand ingtead. “I’ m Sands.”

“Yarbro, Captain of Moskvan Intelligence, masguerading as a Hight Lieutenant for the Alliance. | am the
copilot of thistub. My pilot is Murphy, Senior Commander in the Confederation, and afull commander
for the Alliance”

“I was surprised to learn that we have peoplein the Alliance Navy.”

“No more surprised than we were to receive orders about you, Mr. Sands. Y ou don’t know what sort of
trickswe had to pull to make sure we were the ship on picket duty.”



“I"'m glad you pulled them. | would hate to fly home from here on my own power.”
“Y ou and me both!”
“How difficult will it be to smuggle me aboard Cloudcroft?’

“That’ sthe easy part,” the copilot said. “We re supposed to have a three man crew. Our gunner -- a
loyd citizen of the Alliance -- got alittle drunk before thismisson. No onewill think much of it when
three of us disembark at Cloudcroft, especialy since we are normally based on Persephone. If anyone
stops you, tell them that you' re just one more flight monkey trying to get some deep before the shooting
garts.”

“Uniform?’

“We ve got onefor you. It might be alittle big for you. No onetold us your size. Still, you ought to pass
muder.”

#

Asthe copilot had said, no one took a second look as Sands crossed the cavernlike expanse of the
Cloudcroft landing bay. He was just one more Alliance airman among hundreds. It felt odd to be aboard
Cloudcroft again, especidly, in this particular bay. For it had been here that SparrowHawk had |oaded
her loot.

As hefollowed the two deeper agentsto the exit from the bay, he took in the frenzied activity around him
without appearing to do so. The bay was dive with prowlers. There were dozens of them. The ships
were jammed so close together that Sands and his two companions had to thread their way between
wing tips. After they had crossed half the distance to the exit portal, he was able to catch aglimpse into
the next bay, the one where shipswere normally parked. It, too, wasfilled with warships. Most had
access pand s removed and maintenance crews svarming over them.

Murphy and Y arbro reached the exit portal and got in line to go through the guarded checkpoint. Sands
got in line behind them. When it came histurn, he inserted the identification card the two agents had given
him. No alarm sounded and the three of them took atube car to a district deep insde the support truss.
They were soon walking down a corridor flanked on both sides by the oversize doors that marked a
manufacturing area

They stopped in front of anondescript door on which Murphy knocked three times. It did a centimeter
into its recess as someone gazed cautioudy out through the resulting crack. The pilot spoke acode
phrase and the door did wide. A pudgy man with red hair gazed at them with hands on hips.

“Ingde,” he ordered.

Sands stepped forward. Behind him, the two prowler pilots turned to go.
“Aren’'t you comingin?’

Y arbro shook his head. “We have other work to do.”

“Wadll, thanksfor the pickup.”

“Y ou’ re welcome. Good luck!”

“You, too.”



Sands crossed the threshold and heard the door snap closed behind him. The compartment was similar
to the one where he had met Micah Bolin that night aboard Port Gregson. It consisted of alarge square
room with amezzanine office overlooking the main floor. The compartment was filled with machinery of
the sort used to synthesize the lightweight and decorative wall panels used to enclose living space
throughout the cloud city.

Sands gestured after the two officers. “1 wonder what they will do when the shooting starts.”

“They’ll go out with their squadron, and at a.critical moment, will turn their guns on people they’ velived
and worked with for years. They will do as much damage as they can before they are shot down
themselves”

Sandsfelt acold chill go through him. He had faced degth in the sky before, but always as a privateer.
No matter how good the money, privateers did not sign up for suicide missons.

“The name s Caen. Rugillio Caen. I’ ve been ordered to place myself and my team under your command,
Captain Sands.”

“Y ou don't sound very happy about it.”
Green eyes sared unwaveringly at him from beneeth folds of skin. “I’m not.”
“Careto tel mewhy?’

“It'snothing personal. | just do not like last minute changes. We were supposed to hit the main data bus
serving Alliance Military Headquarters. Now we have been diverted to this rescue mission, andthen have
to hit the bus after they have been derted. Complications like that are what get peoplekilled.”

“I understand your objections, Caen. Wewill try to pull this mission off with aminimum of risk. How
many others are therein your team?’

“Three”

“Where are they?”’

“In safe houses spread around the city.”
“Can you contact them?’

“Through ablind message drop in the city computer. We have a meeting arranged for thisevening. You'll
get to meet them then.”

“What about Kimber Crawford and Halley Trevanon? Where are they being hed?’

The agent guided Sands to a bench where amultilevel map of Cloudcroft had been spread out.
Apparently, he had been going over the route before Sands s arrival.

“We ve had some luck on that score. Theywere being held in cdlls deep within Military Headquarters.
We could never have gotten them out of there. Last night, they were moved to Government Tower.

“How do you know that?’

The look Caen gave Larswas one of suffering tolerance. “1 wouldn't be much of aspy if | didn’t, would
1?7



Sandsignored the comment “ Any reason for the move?’
“Word isthat the first councilor has taken them into custody.”
“Déishaar himsdf?’

“That' swhet the rumor is”

Sands thought about that for amoment. He did not like the implications. “Where are they being held in
Government Tower?’

“Here,” Caen said, pointing to aresidentia section in the upper third of the tower.

Sands smiled. That was the same section where he had first met Kimber. They might even be keeping her
inthe same VIP gpartment.

“Issomething wrong?’
“Nothing. It'sjust that thisisturning into Old Home Week!”

Sands noticed the cryptic look Caen gave him, but did not el aborate.

Chapter 32: Peace Talks

Kimber Crawford' s eyes opened to narrow dits. Shewaslying on her right side with her head pillowed
on her arm. In front of her was an open window framed by the leaves of trees sprouting from foam filled
planters a the edge of abacony. Intermittent chirping noisestold her the treeswere infested with
songhirds. A beam of sunlight shone through the window. It washed over her and made an abstract
design on the bed. From somewhere close by came the smell of cooking eggs and yeast strips.

She lay haf awake for amoment, thinking she was back in her dormitory room at college. Shewasn't, of
course. Her college quarters had not been one-quarter this spacious, nor had they possessed awindow
overlooking Oxford-in-the-Clouds. As she came dowly awake, her disorientation dipped quietly avay
and the memory of the previous day came flooding back. She remembered where she was and how she
had come to be there. What was missing waswhy she suddenly found herself ensconced in this luxury

apartment.

A figure came through the door at the edge of her peripherd vision. Kimber turned to see Halley
Trevanon carrying atray piled high with steaming plates of food and ategpot.

“Oh, good, you're awake! Breakfast isready.”

Kimber rolled over, sat up, and propped hersaf againgt apair of pillows. She draped a sheet over
hersdlf, tucking it in under her arms, as Halley sat the tray across her 1ap. The food odors reminded her of
how hungry shewas.

“Aren’t you going to eat?”’ Halley was clad in arobe and her hair wastied atop her head. Shewasfar
more relaxed than the previous evening when the two of them had been transferred from the military
hospita to this apartment.

“I've already had breskfast. I've been up for hours.”



“What timeisit?’ Kimber asked, looking a the danting sunlight coming in the window.

“Just after Second Dawn.”

“No wonder | fed sorested! | thought it was morning. Any sign of our hosts?’

“None,” Halley replied. “They must want us rested and fed before they bring in the red hot pincers.”
“Just s0 they hold off until after breakfast,” Kimber said around the edges of a piece of toast.

Halley sat on the edge of the bed and watched her eat. Neither woman spoke, but after daysin isolation,
neither wanted to be done ether.

It had been three days since Kimber had awakened adonein the Alliance military hospita. After thevist
from Captain Berghoff, she had seen no one but the Marines who brought her meals and the nurse who
changed her sheets. That had ended the previous evening when she had been roused by acommotion
outside her door. Several angry voices had argued about something, and then subsided as someone had
opened her door.

The people who filled the hospital corridor were neither medical personnd nor Marines. Their uniforms
were those of the ruling council’ s civilian security force. They were, she redlized with ashock, Kelt
Ddishaar’smen.

The officer in charge had ordered her out into the corridor, where she had been quickly surrounded by a
squad of security officers. It had occurred to her that the formation bore a frightening resemblanceto a
moviefiring squad.

She stood till while aguard fastened awebbed belt and wrist restraints to her. Kimber had taken the
opportunity to look around. Severa Marines were watching the procedure from just down the corridor.
None of them looked happy.

Two files of men had formed around her and marched afew paces down the corridor to the next room.
There they had halted and the guards had gone to collect Halley Trevanon. The two women had given
each other quick smiles of reassurance astheir eyes met. After Halley had been shackled, the squad
formed up and marched them to a tube station. There had ensued another argument between the civil
guards and the military. The argument had ended with the chief security officer waving a piece of writing
plastic beneath the nose of aMagjor of Marines. They had then climbed into severd tube cars and

disappeared into the transport system.

Kimber had not been surprised when the cars surfaced inside the Government Tower tube station. She
and Halley had then been taken to an apartment in the upper reaches of the tower. There they had been
unshackled and |eft done.

They had dlowed themsalves the luxury of atearful reunion. Kimber had never redlized how much a
friendly face could mean to a person, even one as tear streaked as her own. She and Halley had then
spent most of the night talking over what the future might hold. Sometime after Second Midnight, they
had parted and gone to deep in separate bedrooms.

“Finished?’ Halley asked after Kimber had sipped a second cup of tea.

“Finished,” she confirmed. “I guess|’ll get up, take ashower, and seeif | can't make myself more
presentable.

“Takeyour time.”



Kimber felt dmost happy after washing her hair, combing it out, and putting on abare minimum of
makeup. She found arobelike Halley’ sand put it on. Let them do their damnedest, she thought, as she
opened the door from her bedroom. She found Halley just replacing the comm unit handset initscradle.

“What' sup?’
“That was Kelt Ddishaar’ s secretary. She asked if we would be able to meet with himin an hour.”
“I wonder how he knew we were awake.”
Halley glanced up at the ceiling. Her manner was of someone looking for listening and spy devices.
Kimber felt stupid for having asked such asilly question. “Well then, | suppose we' d best get dressed.”
Hdley nodded. “ Something tellsmethat it’ stime for those hot pincers.”

#

Ddlishaar strode into the gpartment like along lost relative. Kimber had chosen to meet him in ablack
jumpsuit while Halley wasin ared dress. Both ouitfits had come from the apartment’ s well-stocked
closats.

“Good afternoon, Miss Trevanon. Hello, Kimber. It s good to see both of you again.” Dalishaar bowed
deeply and kissed each of their handsin turn.

“Firg Councilor,” Kimber replied, nodding.

When Halley said nothing, Ddlishaar glanced up with aquizzicd look on hisface. He ill held her hand as
he amiled. “Wehave met, have we not, Miss Trevanon?'Y ou were the one who stayed behind in my
office and pirated my private computer files, | believe.”

“| don’t know what you are talking about.”

“Come now. Y ou are being disngenuous. Y ou left me anote telling me what you had done. Sort of alast
taunt. It worked, by the way. | wasfurious at you for wrecking my plan to gain dominance over the ruling
coundl.”

“| dill don't know what you' re talking about.”
Ddlishaar sighed and released her hand. “I can seethat you will need convincing. May | be seated?’

“Please,” Kimber said, gesturing at the sofathat dominated the suite s living room. Dalishaar sorawled
across the sofaand waited for the two women to seat themselvesin chairs before him. He seemed
entirdy at ease.

“Firgt of al, you should thank mefor getting you away from the Navy. With what you both know of their
activities, you might not have lived very long in their custody.”

“And wewill do better asyour prisoners?’

“Congderably better, Miss Crawford, if we come to an agreement.”

“Areyou saying the Navy didn’t approve our transfers?” Halley asked.

Dalishaar laughed. “Approve, Miss Trevanon? They hated it! Admirad Samorset was furious when he



found out. Luckily, I chose atime when he and Blount were away organizing the defense. Y ou should be
safe here, at least, for now.”

“Why do you care about what happensto us?’

“That should be obvious. The Navy has possession of the energy screen data. The two of you were on
Earth, so you know what it means to have amonopoly on such knowledge. It was my origina plan to
obtain that information secretly, and then present it as afait accompli to the ruling council. 1t would have
been a consderable festher in my cap, aswell asbeing agood thing for humanity.”

“I don't think it would have been good for humanity a al,” Haley said.

“Y ou'rewrong, Miss Trevanon, but | can certainly understand your reasonsfor thinking that way. After
al, would an inhabitant of medieva Europe have seen the nation-states of later centuries asadesirable
thing? | doubt it. The fact remains that the human race has aways been the best off when it was the most
united. It isashame the sun had to flare and short circuit the whole unification process. By now we
would al have been one big happy family instead of ten thousand warring fiefdoms.”

“Y ou want to see the human race united, but only with yourself on the top of the heap,” Kimber
muttered.

“Someone has to be on top,” Dalishaar replied reasonably. “Why not us? However, | digress. Let me
explanwhy | camehere. Todo that, | will haveto tell you something of Alliance palitics.

“All of usare agreed on the desirahility of unifying Saturn. What we do not agree on isthe method. There
are as many factionsin the council asthere are councilors, but mostly, we gravitate toward two mgjor
contending points of view. My faction believes unification is best sought through dow, careful

persuasion.”

“Through subverson, you mean!”

Dalishaar held up hispamsto the sky. “1sn't that aform of persuasion? We work with groupsin other
citieswho believe aswe do. We assist them in achieving power over more reactionary eements, and
then accept them lovingly into our association.

“Our modd for unification isthe way in which the solar system originaly formed. Thet is, webdlieveina
dow accretion of the primordia gas and dust of humanity into a united, stellar whole! That iswhy we cdll
oursalves‘ Accretionists’

“Thereisanother group in the ruling council that disagrees with us. They areimpatient with the rate of
progress and wish to speed things up. These are the Militarists. Asthe nameimplies, they are very strong
inthe Navy. They see overt conquest asthe best way to asingle, unified Saturn. It wasthe Militarists, for
ingtance, Miss Trevanon, who engineered the forceful incorporation of New Philadelphiainto the
Alliance. Y ou were present during that battle, | believe.”

Kimber noticed the sudden reddening of Halley’ s features and quickly asked, “What has dl of thisto do
with us?’

“Quitealot. You see, it was also aMilitarist schemeto raid Cloudcroft. Not only did it cast my
adminigtration into avery bad light, it set up the conquest of the Glasgow Cluster. Both have served to
srengthen the Militarists. Then, of course, there was the result of the raid entirely unforeseen by anyone.”

“What wasthat?’



“The Militarists possession of the energy screen data. | fear that if nothing is done, they will sweep me
from power as soon as they have disposed of the fleet your father is gathering.”

“Wheredo wefitindl of this?’
“I want you to help me stop thisinsane war!”
#

Therewas along slence in the gpartment. Dalishaar gazed at each woman in turn, regarding them ashe
would two opponents on the council. Their hogtility was something to be channeled, turned, and
eventudly used for his own purposes. It galled him to have to deal with the people who had so
thoroughly ruined his plans. Still, politics did indeed make strange bedfdllows.

“Areyou so surethe Alliance will lose the coming battle?” Kimber asked.
“Not a al. | think the Navy has an excedllent opportunity for victory.”
“Then why stop thewar?’

“Because, Miss Crawford,they will winit; natl . If they overcome thisthresat to us, there will be no
stopping them. Besides, there are no certaintiesin war. How many shipsand liveswill belost evenif we
are successtul?’

“Areyou suggesting that you will surrender to my father?’

Ddishaar amiled. “Hardly. | am suggesting that the Militarists are the common enemy here. If | can bresk
them in council, there will be no need to fight. Everything will return to normal. We of the Alliance will
continue proselytizing, Titan can return to its commerce, the other cities of the NTB can go about their
business. No one need die and no cities or ships need be destroyed.”

“What about us?’
“Y ou will be set free with my persona guarantee that you will not be bothered again.”
“And you will go on gobbling up cities,” Haley concluded.

Ddlishaar shrugged. “We cannot change our nature. We believein our principles as much asyou do,
Miss Trevanon. However, with the energy screen in generd use, it will no longer be possibleto tekea
city by storm. Gentler methods will be required.”

“And you want usto help you?’

Ddishaar nodded.

“What about Dane?’

“Who?’ thefirgt councilor asked, genuinely puzzled for thefirgt time.

“Halley’ sfiancé” Kimber said. “Hewaskilled in the Battle of New Philadelphia.” She went onto explain
the circumstances.

“I am truly sorry, Miss Trevanon. However, it was not | who killed him. It wasthe Militarists. | am giving
you an opportunity to take revenge againgt them.”



“What does helping you entail 7’ Kimber asked.

“Miss Trevanon must testify to what she knows of theraid. She will have to do so under truth serum and
before the full council. It would dso help if she can obtain Captain Sands stestimony in the same

Halley bit her lip and looked stubborn. Kimber was pensive. “Y ou implied that you will make the energy
screen dataavailableto all.”

“I'will,” Dalishaar responded. “That is, if we can get the secret away from the Navy. Otherwise, no one
will haveit.”

Kimber looked at Halley. “What do you think?”

“|I think we would be foolsto trust him.”

“It could top the war.”

“Isthat agood thing? Better to destroy them now and get it over with. Later they will be too powerful.”

“Y ou saw some of the parks we passed through on our way here. There were children playing in them.
Do they deserveto die just because their elders don’t have the sense to keep their hands off other

peopl€ s property?’

Halley hesitated. Shehad seen the children. There had been other people, too. Lovers strolling beneath
trees anchored in planters and through flower choked paths. Old people who had sat on benches and
admired the way The Arch glowed overhead.

The fight going on insde Halley was evident on her face. Kimber had never seen such atortured look
before. After long seconds that seemed an eternity, Halley’ s features softened and the furrows between
her eyebrows smoothed out. “ Right. It isworth atry. What do you want from me?’

“| want you to tell me everything you know about theraid. We will do it under truth drugslater. | mostly
want to know what it is| have to work with now.”

Halley began speaking. Shetold Daishaar how Mikal Blount had approached Larsin abar aboard Port
Gregson. Shethen told of what she knew of the two men’s meeting, and how they had |eft Port Gregson
to rendezvous with the airships near the Dardenelles Cyclone. She discussed the preparations they had
made before hiding the ship in the cloud wall, and how they had launched themsdlvesinto the dark
toward adistant Cloudcroft. She ended with adetailed account of theraid.

“Thank you, Miss Trevanon. That will helpimmensely. The Militarists overstepped the bounds
congderably with this matter. With your testimony, | should be able to have severd of them dropped
over the sde. | must now see about getting in touch with your father to arrange atruce...”

Dalishaar’ s features went suddenly blank. He cocked his head as though listening to something that
neither Kimber nor Halley could hear. It was obvious that he had an implanted comm unit, one that had
just ectivated. He sat immobile for perhaps ten seconds before visibly shaking himsdlf. Hisfeatures had
gone suddenly white.

“What isit?’

“The Navy reportsthat your father’ sfleet is on the move. The airships have | eft the gathering point and
areentering the flyway.”



“If you will give meacommunicationsline, perhgps| can talk to my father.”
“Y es, that might work! We need to turn back that fleet while call asesson of the ruling council.”
“Cdl your sessonfirgt!”

A whine crept into Dalishaar’ svoice. “Don’'t you see that isimpossible? Too many council members
serve with the fleet or are otherwise involved in the defense. They will never leave their postswhile
danger impends. Unless we can stop those ships, there will be no one to hear my charges againgt the
Militarigtd”

Chapter 33: Infiltration Team

Grand Admira Jerzy Samorset scowled at the hapless Marine mgor who stood before him. It wasa
look to wilt even the most hardened combat veteran. The officer in question had not yet reached the knee
shaking stage, but was beginning to perspire as he stood at attention.

“All right, Mgor. Tl meagain how it happened.”

“Sir! A squad of civil security police arrived at 18:00 last evening and presented the Officer of the Watch
with awrit ordering the transfer of prisoners 1795 and 1796 to the civil authorities. The O.W.
immediately caled mein the duty office to gpprise me of the Stuation. | then attempted to raise either you
or Admiral Blount on the command circuit. Unable to do so, | proceeded to the prison level. By thetime
| arrived, the civil police had removed the prisoners from their cells and had shackled them for transport.
| challenged the officer in charge, who showed me hiswrit. It wasin order and was signed by the first
councilor himself. Since the paperwork was correct, and since | was unable to contact higher command,

| had no choice but to yield the prisoners, sir.”

“Y ou could have refused the order, Mgor.”

“But, gr,it was signed by the first councilor ! Surely you aren’t suggesting that | refuse adirect order
from lawful authority.”

“Y ou could have found areason to avoid complying. They had just come from Earth and werein the
prison hospitd, for God'ssake! Y ou could have told the civils they were in quarantine or something.”

“I ... 1 guess| didn’t think of that, Admira.”

“Y ou should have. Those were very vauable prisoners, Mgor. They had information vita to the
prosecution of the coming baitle. Their lossto the civil authorities might well hamper our effortsto repulse
this damned codlition of gnats arrayed againgt us. Lucky for you that | need every able bodied man on
theline or else | would transfer you to the city reactor guard force. Y ou are dismissed, Mgor.”

“Yes, 9r!” Themgjor saluted and then quick marched out of Samorset’ s office.

The admira watched him go. A moment later, a second door opened and Mika Blount strodein. His
expression matched that of Samorset. Blount had been with his squadron on perimeter patrol when
Samorset’ s summons had reached him. The news that Kimber Crawford and Halley Trevanon were now
in Kelt Ddishaar’ s hands had not set well with him.

“Theman’'safool,” Blount said as he dropped into the guest chair in front of the grand admiral’ s desk.



“Hewas doing hisduty,” Samorset replied, “damn him for it! What do you suppose Ddishaar isup to?’

“You know aswell as| why he wants those prisoners. HE s going to use them to bring charges against
LB”

“Areyou certain of that, Blount?’
“Careto take the chance?’

Samorset leaned back in his chair and rubbed the bridge of his nose with afinger. He had broken it years
earlier while serving as amidshipman aboard the oldCloud Chaser and had never had it fixed. Findly, he
sad, “No, we can't afford the risk. Things have moved too far to be caught now. You'll haveto diminate
those two witnesses.”

“Yes, gr. | had dready reached that conclusion.”
“Too bad you didn’t reach it while till on Earth. It would have saved us considerable trouble.”

“Yes, gr. | made amistake bringing them back with me. All | can say isthat it seemed agood idea at the
time. Remember, Larson Sandsis till the greatest thregt to us by far.”

“We can awaysthe hope he will bekilled in the coming battle.”

“Or ese captured,” Blount replied. “1’ d better arrange to see that heis dedlt with quickly and quietly if he
shows up among the prisoners.”

“You do that,” Samorset responded absentmindedly. “What news of the enemy fleet? | haven't had an
updatein over an hour.”

“No change, Admiral. They have entered the flyway and are proceeding west in battle order. Numerous
smaller ships have disappeared into the cloud walls, undoubtedly to set up an ambush at the place and
time of their choosing. We are working on counter strategies.”

“And those Titanian freighters?’
“No change. They aredill orbiting peacefully.”

“All right,” Samorset said. “ Things are stable for the moment. That won't last long. We need to clear up
this problem of the witnesses before the battle starts. How will you go about it?’

Blount told him. The admira listened quietly. When Blount finished, Samorset said, “ A good plan, but it
might beembdlished alittle.”

“How <0, Sr?’

“WEe ve been intercepting infiltrators for weeks now -- atota of seven at the last count. How many more
got through?’

“No way to know,” Blount replied. “We Il learn the worth of our security when the enemy fleet drawsto
within atack range.”

Samorset nodded. The enemy infiltrators purpose would have been clear even if they had not captured
and interrogated severd. Their job wasto disrupt the Alliance defense at the last minute. Samorset and
Blount's job was to see that any disruption was minimized.



“What if these enemy agents were to attempt to rescue the prisoners? If something went wrong, the two
women could well be killed in the attempt.”

Blount smiled. “I undersand, sir.”

“I don't believe you do, Admiral.” Samorset explained what else he had in mind. Blount’s smile got larger
with each word.

#

Larson Sands sat on abench in the park that fronted Government Tower. He gazed up at the building
that had been histarget so many months previous. At the summit, invisblein the night sky, wasthe
habitat barrier onto which his people had parachuted the night of theraid. Funny, but Government Tower
looked taller from below than from above. It must be an opticd illusion, he decided.

Therewerelightson al over the building. The Alliance government was working late tonight, asthey had
every night recently. Rather than hinder the rescue mission, the presence of so many government
functionarieswould actudly help them. With norma schedules fractured, people would be used to seeing
unfamiliar faces. To further aid in the confusion, they would Strike at the beginning of the evening med
break; atime when asteady stream of people would be leaving the building for the dozens of small
restaurants that surrounded Government Tower.

“Areyou ready, Sands?’ avoice asked from behind him. He turned to see Rugillio Caen striding up a
flower bordered walkway. Like Sands, the infiltration team |leader was dressed as a maintenance man.
He carried an oversize toolbox on a shoulder strap.

“Ready,” Larsreplied. He stood up, gathered his own tools, and joined Caen as the other walked past
the bench without bresking stride. Caen was displaying an identity badge that proclaimed him a computer
mai ntenance man. Sands reached into his own breast pocket and extracted asimilar badge. “What about
the others?’

“They will be coming in from the sublevels. We | meet on second level near the computer center.”
“Right.”

They walked openly up thelong stairsthat were part of Government Tower’s deck level facade. They
entered the main lobby of the building and walked directly to the security checkpoint.

“Computer repair,” Caen said as he handed the guard his identity badge and work order. The boredom
in histone matched hisbored look. Sands did his best to emulate him.

“What' s broken down now?’ the guard on duty asked.

“If I knew that, they wouldn't have had to call me back after norma shift. Something about some big
wire not being ableto access hisdaily log. Hell, as though anything they write up thereisworth retrieving

anyway!”
“Y ou d better watch that mouth of yours, old man. It can get you into trouble.”

“Enough trouble that they won't call me at dl hours of the night? There is a game between Persephone
and Vaccathis evening. | had hoped to seeit. Fat chance of that now.”

“Y eah, the emergency has messed up everyone' s schedule,” the guard said without sympathy. He
checked the work order against his computer screen, and then let Caen through. He barely checked



Sands' s badge.
When they were well beyond the checkpoint, Sands asked, “How did you get that work order?’

“Off the city computer,” Caen replied. “Not difficult when you know what you' re about. They will
probably send a bona fide maintenance man tomorrow. | wonder what sort of reception he'll get.”

They met the other three members of their team at the rendezvous point. It was only the second time
Sands had seen the other infiltrators. The first time had been the previous evening when they had
gathered to plan the rescue.

Lars set down histoolbox and removed the false bottom to reved three small rocket pistols and spare
clips of ammunition. Caen did the same. When they were all armed, Caen gave his ordersin staccato
whispers. Hefinished by saying, “All right, thisiswhereit gets dangerous. Watch yourselves.”

Thelower six floors and sublevels of Government Tower were open to the public. Everything above that
was restricted, with security monitors and dlarms covering every avenue of approach.

Caen possessed acity plan far more detailed than anyone could get from the Cloudcroft computer. In
studying Government Tower, they had discovered aweak point. Datalines for security monitorswere
triply redundant and widely separated to prevent al from being cut at the sametime. Floor spacein
Government Tower was a a premium, especidly in the building’ s upper stories. The reason for thiswas
the areataken up by the conduit through which heated hydrogen was pumped to the upper gasbag.
Someone had been doppy and had run al three security cables from the upper floors through asingle
wiring closet in the public access area of the building.

Caen' s strategy was asimple one. He, Sands, and ateam member named Dumas would take the lift to
the twelfth floor. The two remaining memberswould set off an incendiary devicein the critica wiring
closet afew seconds later. Hopefully, the security monitors on the twelfth floor would go dark just asthe
lift doors opened.

It took less than a minute for them to plant their bomb and for the two who would remain below to get
into aposition to cover thelift entrance. Satisfied that his route of retreat was defended, Caen caled for
thelift. Hiswork order gave him access to the ninth level. However, onceinsde the car, heinserted a
different passinto the data reader. The lift accelerated upward.

A security officer sat behind adesk across from thelift door. He looked alert asthe three ersatz
repairmen stepped out of thelift and let the doors close behind them.

“Thisnine?’ Caen asked in the same tone he had used on the officer in the lobby.

“No, you' ve gotten off on thewrong...” The officer blinked as he redized that it was impossible to reach
thislevel without the proper access code. He lunged for an alarm switch and nearly madeit. A quiet
hissing noise exploded behind Sands sright ear. The guard’ s expression remained one of surprise ashe
bounced off the far wall and dumped to the floor. There was a spreading red stain just over his heart.

“Good shooting,” Caen whispered as he legpt to the desk. He noticed with satisfaction that the monitors
built into the surface of the desk were all blank. “Get him out of sight. Mind that you don't leave atrail of
blood.”

While Dumas manhandled the body, Caen quickly searched the documents on the desk. He found what
hewas looking for in theright hand drawer. “They’ rein Suite 1207. That will be around the corner to
your right.”



They padded quietly to where the corridor turned. Dumas peeked around the corner, and then
announced that there were two guards flanking adoor hafway down the corridor. He stepped around
the corner, raised hisrocket pistol, and fired twice in quick succession.

Sands and Caen rushed to the door with the two falen guardsin front of it. It was unlocked. Sands
palmed the control that would retract the door into its recess. Almost before it was open, he lunged
forward. He wasfollowed by both Caen and Dumas. All threelanded on their somachs with their guns
extended before them.

Ten meters distant, Kimber and Halley were seated on a couch. They had been watching an
entertainment program. At the sudden noise, both had wrenched their heads around. They stared at their
rescuers with wide-eyed astonishment and mouths hanging open.

Sandsrolled to hisfeet and rushed across the apartment. As quick as he was, Kimber managed to meet
him halfway. He swept her into his arms as she threw her arms around his neck.

“What’ sthe matter, didn’t you think | would come?’ he asked after she had rained anxious kisses dll
over hisface. Glancing at atill surprised Halley over Kimber’ s shoulder, he said, “Hello, copilot, ready
to get out of here?’

“My God, Lars! Y ou scared us half to death.”

“Look,” Caen snapped, “I’'min favor of reunions, but not just now. Let’ sget moving. They’ll figure out
what we' re up to any moment.”

“Comeon,” Sands said, disentangling himsdlf from Kimber. “We ve got to get back down to the public
aress before they get the security system working again.”

“But wecan't go!” Kimber sputtered.
“What do you mean?’ he demanded.

“Dadlishaar has offered to end the war and share the energy screen with us. He wants you and Halley to
testify againg Mika Blount.”

“Y ou've made aded with Ddishaar? Impossible!”
“WW?!

“Because he can't be trusted. Come on, we will get you to safety and then talk to the first councilor from
apostion of strength. If he catches us now, we' re as good as...”

Sands did not have achance to finish his statement. At that moment, agiant hand wrenched the floor
from beneath hisfeet. Aningtant later, the wal came apart in front of him, hurling him acrosstheroomin
ashower of partition plastic. Then asound like amillion claps of Saturnian thunder engulfed him and tried
to crushhiminitsgrip.

Chapter 34: Missed Opportunities

Envon Crawford paced the catwalk above the flagship’s bridge. At one end of his circuit was a viewport
that looked out into the Saturnian night. Each time Crawford reached that point, he paused to gaze at



another giant airship in the middle distance. In sunlight, the ship had looked like along extinct whae, with
its accompanying flock of lesser vessals a school of porpoises cavorting around it. At night, it was merely
aghodly figureilluminated by softly glowing archlight.

Strike Force Redemption’ s planners did not expect serious opposition for at least another twenty hours.
Crawford had intended to take advantage of that estimate to catch up on his deep. All thought of rest
had been ended with the receipt of aflash message from Arvin Taggart. Almy Breck, the Alliance spy,
had contacted Taggart on Titan, telling him that Kelt Daishaar wanted to parlay. She had intimated that
Crawford would be alowed to speak to Kimber if he accepted the communication.

“He slatel” Crawford muttered as he paced past where Admiral Vishnu was leaning on the catwa k
railling and gazing at the big tactica display on the far bulkhead.

“Asl told you two hours ago,” the admiral said, “this message may merely have been atactical ruse.”
“To what purpose?’

“Maybe they want usto lose deep over it. More than one battle has been lost because the commander
wastoo tired to think clearly.”

Crawford shook his head. “Then they would have kept us talking the whole night through. Not caling
doesn’'t make any sense.”

The two men lapsed into silence while Crawford stared morosely at the chronometer. He wondered what
his daughter was doing now and instantly regretted it. The thought unleashed a series of mental images
that, if allowed to continue, would reduce him to ausdless rage within seconds.

He resumed his pacing. When another ten minutes passed with no signd, Vishnu informed Crawford that
he was returning to his cabin to await news.

“I'll gay here”

“You'resure? They will relay thecdl if it comesthrough.”
The factor shook his head.

“Suit yoursdf.”

Crawford watched Vishnu out of sight, and then turned to the tactical display. Nothing had changed.
Strike Force Redemption continued its steady westward advance as though it was the only fleet on
Saturn.

#

Larson Sands lay where he had landed. The dust that swirled around him was so thick he could barely
see. Helay on hisback and coughed up bits of plastic while the mighty thunderclap reverberated in his
ears. Helay stunned for adozen seconds before climbing to hisfeet. His heartbeat pounded in his
temples as he searched frantically for Kimber. He nearly missed her. All that showed was asingle foot
sticking out from benesth a pile of rubble. He scrambled to clear the debris and gave thanks that cloud
citieswere built aslightly as practical.

“Areyou dl right?’
Kimber coughed and sat up. She was white with dust. “I think so. What the hell happened?’



“Anexploson.”

He helped Kimber to her feet before resuming his search. He found Caen and Halley crumpled together.
They climbed to their feet without Lars s assstance. The team leader was bleeding from a scalp wound,
while Halley was ashen. Sands suspected his own complexion was alot paler than normal. He cast about
for Dumas, but found no sign. He asked Caen if he had seen the marksman.

“Blown out the window,” the team leader reported. “If | hadn’t collided with Miss Trevanon, | would
have gonewith him.”

“Any ideawhat happened?’

Caen looked upward. The ceiling above their heads was smashed as though by agiant’ sfig. It sagged
dangeroudy and atrickle of water was beginning to find its way through the cracks.

“I’d say someonejust blew the top off Government Tower!”

“Oneof our teams?’

Caen shook his head. “1t’ stoo early, and besides, | don’t think we planned anything like this.”
“Could it have been intramura ?”

“Y ou mean one Alliance faction againgt another? It sone hell of apoor timeto have afaling out.”
“Ddlishaar!” Kimber exclamed.

“What about him?’

“He must have been in his office when the blagt hit!”

“ Assassination attempt?’

“Why not? He was talking peace. Maybe the Navy found out and tried to kill him.”

“I would say they succeeded,” Sands replied as he looked upward. “The destruction on the upper floors
must be damned near tota.”

“Look!” Halley said. She had edged close to the gaping hole through which Dumas had plunged. The
interior light reflected dully from a sheet of plastic where only empty air should have been. It was as
though someone had draped the tower in aplastic tent. It took Halley a moment to realize what shewas
looking at. “ They’ ve torn open the habitat barrier!”

Even as she shouted, Sandsfelt histhroat begin to congtrict.

The giant gasbagsthat provide cloud citieswith lift are devoid of oxygen. With Cloudcroft’ s habitat
barrier in tatters, there was no longer anything keeping the city’ s breathing mixture from mixing with the
heated hydrogen in the gasbag. Life giving oxygen was diffusing upward into the vast volume of
hydrogen. All over Cloudcroft, aarms were warning the populace to either don breathing masks or seek
the shelter of sealed compartments.

“WEe ve got to find breathing gear, and fast!”
“Where?’ Kimber asked.



“| saw an emergency locker in the halway acrossfrom the lift,” Caen responded. “ Come on, before we
al passout from anoxia”

They |eft the gpartment a adead run. Lars had his gun out, scanning the hallways for opposition. No one
appeared. They were dl| starting to pant as they reached the emergency locker with its ubiquitous red
sgn. Sands dammed his shoulder into the frangible cover and felt it shatter into athousand pieces. He
quickly passed out the breathers he found inside. They lost no timefitting the plastic cups over their noses
and dipping the oxygen generators onto their belts. It was with consderable rdlief that Sandsfedt the
burning in his snusesthat told him oxygen was flowing.

“That wasclose!” Kimber said, her voice muffled by the mask.
“Comeon, let’sget out of here,” Caen ordered.

“Lift?

He shook his head violently. “ Stairs.”

Sands opened the doorway to the emergency stairs, tripping an dlarm as he did so. They paid it no
attention. After the tower had been rocked by explosion, there must be alarms going off everywhere.
They took the stepsfour at atime, owing only to operate the security gates on each landing. They saw
no one until they reached the third floor landing. Sands nearly stumbled as he rounded aturn and came
upoN two Corpses.

“What'sgoing on?’ he asked Caen.

The team leader looked at the dead and shook his head. “ These two weren't overcome by hydrogen.
They have been shot. They must have been killed asthey opened that door.”

The door in question was the one Sands had planned to use to exit the stairwell.
“Trigger happy guards?’

“Or someone who wants to make sure no one comes out of here dive.”

“Want totry it?’

Caen shook hishead. “Let’ stry another level.”

“Right”

Caen took the lead. At each level, he hdted long enough to listen. Each time he reported the sound of
gunfire. Someone was fighting a pitched battle around Government Tower. They continued to the bottom
of the stairwell two levels below the main deck. Caen listened for sounds once more and heard nothing.
He signaled for Sandsto position himsdlf opposite the doorway.

“Judt like up above,” he whispered. “Y ou dive through first and I'll follow.”
“Rigl,]t-ﬂ

Caen threw the door wide and Sands dived through. There were two menin civilian dress beyond. The
riflesthey carried were military issue. They were amoment late in bringing their wegponsto bear. Sands
shot one and Caen the other. Both fell without a sound.

Sands climbed to hisfeet and ran in acrouch to the next intersection of corridors. All was quiet. If there



was any fighting on this subleve, it had moved e sewhere. He signded the other threeto join him.

They made their way two hundred metersin this cautious, leapfrog manner. They findly reached adoor
that led into a diorama/shopping area. The people insde seemed unsure of what was going on.

“What do you think?" Sands asked as he surveyed the crowd from conceal ment.

“Wedon't have any choice,” Caen replied. “Any moment now someoneis going to find those guards we
shot”

“Right.” Sands dipped his rocket pistol into a pocket. Caen did the same. Each took one of the women
by the arm and walked openly into the shopping mall. People looked at the disheveled figures curioudly,
but made no move to stop them. When they reached a tube station, they forced their way past severd
waiting passengers and took the next available car. A moment later, they were deep inside the Cloudcroft
support truss and moving toward the city’ s periphery. Only when they had been on their way for afull
minute did Sands dlow himsdf theluxury of adeep sigh.

“Where are we going?’ he asked Caen.

“To another safe house.”

“I wonder what dl the shooting was about,” Kimber mused.

“I don’t know, but we' d best find out. 1t could be damned important to our mission.”
#

Mika Blount marched briskly through the nearly empty landing bay toward the small winged craft that
would take him out to where the fleet was assembled. Just forty-eight hours earlier, the bay had been
bustling with ships and men making ready for battle. Now his persond gig was dmost the only aircraft to
be seen. It was alondly sight, and one that brought home the fact that men were again preparing to do
battle among the clouds.

“Everything in readiness, pilot?’ he asked as he made hisway to the gig' s cockpit.

“Ready, 9r.”

“Then let's see how fast you can have me aboard the flagship. I'm on Admiral Samorset’ s business and
have no timeto dawdle.”

“QOuter marker in ten minutes, Sr.”
“Makeit eight!”

Theflagship of the Alliance fleet wasCloud Dancer , agreat dirigible nearly akilometer long that bristled
with both offensive and defensive armament. A roving fortress with lasers as powerful asany city's; the
flagship aso housed acombined force of prowlers and light destroyers.Cloud Dancer ’ s primary misson
was not to fight, but rather to direct other shipsin battle. Thus, the flagship’ s red wegponswereits
computers, sensors, and communications gear. Only fleet headquarters was better equipped.

The dongated shape of the flagship came out of the haze in agratifyingly short time as Mika Blount
raced eastward with the report he must ddliver in person. He waited anxioudy for his pilot to complete
the approach. Findly, they were down inCloud Dancer ’slanding bay. Blount found aMarine guard and
ordered him to guide him to Admiral Samorset



“Out with it, Blount,” the admiral demanded as soon asthey were aone,

Blount stood at attention in front of his superior’sdesk and said, “1 am pleased to report success, Sir.”
“Ddlishaar isdead?’

“Yes, sr. Webdieve sn.”

“You don’'t know?”

Blount suppressed a shudder. He had expected just such an outburst and had practiced his answer. “We
haven’t found hisbody yet, Admird. That ishardly surprisng. The missle was directed straight into his
gpartment. It took off the top two stories of Government Tower.”

“Y ou' re saying he was vaporized?’

“Therearealot of bodies burned beyond recognition. He may be one of those. | have our pathologists
working on theidentification now. They’ll aert usas soon asthey find him.”

“And the Titanian woman and her pirate friend?’

“Therewere alot of people shot asthey tried to flee the tower. More were overcome by hydrogen gas.
The prisoners were not in their gpartment, but may well be among either group. We re checking through
the dead and wounded.” Blount did not mention that they’ d found al three guards on the twelfth floor of
Government Tower shot dead, and that none of his ersatz raiders admitted doing the shooting.

The admiral looked unhappy. “ That tower was supposed to be deserted so you wouldn’'t have to kill too
many of our own people. News accounts claim it was amassacre!”

“There were more than expected,” Blount confirmed. “But, damn it, we timed the attack for the evening
med to minimize casudties. If thishad been ared atack, the infiltrators would have daughtered
everyone. We could hardly act differently.”

“| agree. That does not mean | haveto likeit. How long did you keep everyone bottled up insgde?’

“It wasfifteen minutes before we dispatched our ‘rescueforce.” | couldn’t wait any longer without raising
uspicions.”
“And the current palitical Stuation?’

Blount made ashow of checking hiswrist chronometer. “As of one hour ago, we gained effective control
of the government.”

“Like hell you did! All your people have doneis occupy Government Tower. To control the city requires
ahdl of alot more. If your occupation of Glasgow taught you nothing e s, it should have taught you
thet!”

“What would you have me do, Admird?’

“Everything, God damn it! Have you gotten control of the communications centers, the power stations,
the police? Do your troops command every corridor intersection, every shopping mal? Have you an
anti-mob strike force ready to sally? Have you arrested any Accretionist leaders yet?’

“No, gr.”



“Then, by damn,you haven't gotten control of the government, Admiral Blount! ”

“With the fleet gone we don’t have enough men, sir. Need | remind you that you have taken most of my
Marines?’

“I’'mwell aware of your manpower situation. That does not change facts. We have atiger by thetail
here, Blount -- you do know what atiger was, don’'t you? Well get on it and ride! Thisisonetimewe
cannot afford half measures. If you give the Accretionigtstime, they will have the full council againgt us.
Strip the headquarters security forceif you have to, but get those troops out!”

“Perhaps | can take a detachment back with me.”

“No. You will haveto hold Cloudcroft until | can beat back this collection of ragtags. Once we have
them on therun, I’ll dispatch every man | can spare.”

“I'll do my best, Admird.”

Samorset glared at his subordinate through eyes that had seen too little deep of late. “Y our best will have
to be perfect if you expect to live out the week.”

Blount snapped to attention, saluted, turned on his hedl, and hurried out. Admira Samorset watched him
go. Not for thefirst time, he wondered whether it had been smart to place hisfate so thoroughly in
Blount' s hands.

#

Ket Ddishaar’ s appearance had changed considerably in the last few hours. When he had goneto visit
Kimber Crawford, he' d been confident, charming, and even abit dashing. The meeting had gone better
than he had expected and he' d returned to his office to arrange the call to Kimber’ sfather. He d beenin
high spirits as he waited the appointed time to contact the enemy fledt.

Hisfirgt indication that something was wrong had come when the security system failed throughout the
upper floors of Government Tower. More concerned than alarmed, he had begun probing the cause. He
had not worried until, in amanua sweep of the few security monitors ill functioning, he had discovered
the two security guards stationed outside the twelfth floor VIP suite lying in pools of their own blood.

Ddlishaar’ sfirst thought had been one of salf-preservation. Anyone who knew where Kimber Crawford
and Halley Trevanon were housed probably knewhis location, aswell. The obvious thing to do then was
to move ... and fast!

Ddishaar lost no time striding to the bolthole he' d last used the night of the raid. In amatter of seconds,
he was hurtling down the escape chute. He reached the bottom just as a huge blast shook Government
Tower. Aningant later, atongue of flame spat from the chute opening and washed over him.

That flame had lasted but an ingtant, but long enough to do damage. When he opened his eyes, he found
his eyebrows turned to cinder and his carefully styled hair aflame. The heat on his scalp had been
unbearable as he best the fire out with his hands. Only afterward did he notice the stinging sensation all
over hisface. A look in the mirror had confirmed the beginning of blistering. He winced, but thanked God
that hewasdive.

Contrary to doctrine, the escape center was unmanned. The duty officer had probably gone out to
investigate the failure of the security system. Ddishaar did not have any time to ponder the empty chair.
Almost immediately, the atmosphere alarm began its doleful hooting. Ddishaar hurried to the
compartment’ s emergency cabinet and donned a breather mask, irritating hisinjured skin further.



The chute from his bedroom was not the only emergency exit in Government Tower. The building had a
maze of routes known only to the most senior government officials. He made his down aspird staircase
to a hidden tube station in one of the lower sublevels. As he climbed down through the city’ s deck, he
heard the sound of fighting beyond thewalls.

It had taken only afew minutesto call an empty tube car and reach the safe house on the outskirts of the
city. There he smeared a strong smelling ointment on hiswounds before Stting down in front of awork
screen. His scrape with death had frightened him more than anything since the time he had nearly dipped
over the city railing when he wastwelve.

That the explosion had been an nation attempt was obvious. Whoever they were, they would try
aganif they knew whereto find him.

Chapter 35: The Battle Begins

The six arships of Strike Force Redemption moved westward in aloose crescent formation. Squadrons
of smaller craft kept pace with them across a one hundred kilometer front. The region through which they
moved was in turbulent trangtion between belt and zone, where thirty-kilometer high cumulonimbus
cloudsfloated likeicebergsin the clear air. The clouds made the massive airships ook like toys threading
their way through a child’ s rumpled bedding.

Envon Crawford sat in the glasswalled conference room where Paolo Renzi had told the battle staff
about energy screens. Asacourtesy, Admira Vishnu had ordered acommand console set up for him.
This gave Crawford accessto the full panoply of fleet communications and sensors. Vishnu had adso
made sure he knew whereto find his lifeboat station.

“WEe re picking up some interference at extreme range,” an anonymous voice remarked over the main
command circuit. Smultaneous with the report, aripple of subdued excitement went through the control
center below. Conditions on Saturn made long range sensing difficult at best and the Alliance Navy could
be expected to further reduce sensor efficiency through e ectronic countermeasures. Even o, the onset of
eectronic interference told them that the enemy was on hisway.

“Switch to tight beams. Plot the centers of dl jammersand interdict!” another voice ordered.

A dight shudder went through the airship. Crawford did not need an outside viewport to know that they
had just penetrated another of the towering cloud formations.

“Enemy vessd sighted,” thefirst voice reported after afew minutes of sllence. Simultaneous with the
report, ared dot appeared amid the interference patterns at the far edge of the situation screen. The
flagship’ s sensor speciaists had burned through the interference long enough to get alock on at least one
enemy creft.

The dot was far to the northwest, moving down the center of the flyway. By keeping to the central belt,
the Alliance Navy guarded againgt ambush from the cloud walls. Any attacker who wished to close to
missile range must first cross three thousand kilometers of open sky. Strike Force Redemption, on the
other hand, was hugging the southern cloud wall to make it more difficult for the Alliance to obtain atrue
picture of their strength. Admird Vishnu had no plansto go out to meet the enemy. The Alliance flegt
would have to cometo them if they wished to save their home cities.

The singlered dot became asmall cluster, then alarger one, and then severd clusters. Each group



represented acapital ship and itsflock of support craft. The enemy ships changed course and headed
directly for the strike force. Simultaneous with the course change, severd red dots broke free of the main

body and began to close the gap.

“They’ ve burned through our interference,” an operator reported over the command circuit.
“Let’shope they haven't seen our squadrons hidden in the zone,” Admira Vishnu responded.
“I only hope we can spot theirs,” athird voice chimed in.

“Send out the pickets!”

A tiny sprinkling of green dots separated from their own main body and raced forward. The Alliance
craft were dl single seat fighters sent to probe Strike Force Redemption’ s defenses. Admira Vishnu had
responded in kind, sending a screening force of his own scouts forward.

Thefirgt clash came ten minutes later. The two opposing scout squadrons launched missiles at extreme
range. A double row of deadly symbols closed, interpenetrated, and raced for their respective targets.
Asthe misslesdrew closeto the two lines of ships, they began to disappear as each squadron’s
defensive lasers began plucking its opponents’ weagpons from the sky.

Soon the ships were within laser range. Beams reached out and dashed. Missleswerefired at point
blank range. Shipsfel from the sky. Assuddenly asit had begun, the skirmish was over. The Alliance
scouts rolled into high gee turns and headed back the way they had come. They had lost three of their
number, compared to two Strike Force Redemption scouts destroyed.

“Frst round to us,” someone said over the command circuit.
“Ceasethat chatter!” cametheinstant command from Admird Vishnu.

While the scouts battled, the two main fleets continued to close on one another. Asthe gulf of
hydrogen/helium between them shrank, both sides worked furioudly at penetrating their opponents’ wall
of electronic noise. The object of this deadly contest was to see who would befirst to classify the
opposing ships by type and function. Strike Force Redemption was especialy dependent on identifying
the enemy flagship. Their entire strategy depended onit.

After an interminable wait, the chief sensor operator reported that Cloud Dancer had been postively
identified.

“Commence Operation Scramble!”
#

Rugillio Caen and Larson Sands were encased in environmenta suits as they hung suspended from the
Cloudcroft support truss. Around them was aforest of ultralight, 100-meter-long beams. The repesting
pattern of the truss was interrupted by two large boxlike structures, one of which was directly overhead.
What little light penetrated the forest of beams did so from below.

Attached to the underside of the decking were several conduits of the type used to protect dectrical and
optica cablesfrom damage. Insde one of the conduits was the main data link between Alliance Nava
Headquarters and the communications station through which high-speed data was transmitted to the fleet.
A small gray lump of explosive, ashort run of yellow wire, and ablue box containing an electronic
detonator distinguished that particular conduit.



“All right, the bomb’s s&t,” Rugillio Caen said as he dangled below the explosive and played his helmet
light across his handiwork.

“Then let’ sget away from here,” Sands responded.

Both men lowered themselves on climbing lines like spiders spinning aweb. The climb down was
considerably easier than the climb up had been. They hated two hundred meters below the explosive.
Caen gtarted swinging & the end of the long line. Eventually his arc was sufficiently long that he could
grab one of the truss crossbeams at the end of it. He hoisted himsalf atop the girder and signaled for
Sandsto join him. Two minutes later, Lars was seated beside him on the cross member. Thetwo of them
released thair climbing lines, letting them dangle free.

“What now?’
Caen fished an instrument from his pouch and opened it to reved asmall data screen. “Wewait.”
“Word better come through fast. I’ m beginning to overhest.”

Sands had forgotten how hot it was inside a city gashag. Beads of sweat were forming on his brow, and
then breaking loose to run down into his eyes. He had tried shaking his head to rid himsdlf of them, but
the helmet condtricted his freedom of motion.

The instrument Caen watched was a satellite communi cations receiver. What Caen waited for was
confirmation that Operation Scramble had begun. The signa was not long in coming. Five minutes after
gaining their precarious perch, the receiver beeped and a short code sentence flowed across the screen.

“That'sit,” Caen said as he closed the receiver and returned it to his pouch. He extracted a smal
detonator and nonchalantly pressed the control stud. Overhead, asharp crack and aflash of light told
them that their objective had been achieved. A quick check with binoculars confirmed the severing of the
datalink.

“Comeon, let’'sget out of here before wefry.”

The team leader led the way to the hatch they had used for access to the city support truss. Sands waited
for Caen to cycle through, then followed. They were met insde by Kimber and Haley, who immediately
began to help them off with their hdmets.

“How wasit?’ Kimber asked.
“Hot,” Sandsreplied.
“Did you get the cable?’

He nodded. “They’ll haveto rely on lower bandwidth comm circuits for the next few hours. That should
dow them up some.”

Sands had no illusions about the significance of what they had just done. The loss of the data cable would
prevent the Alliance from linking their tactical computersin Cloudcroft directly to those aboard their fleet

flagship. Itsloss would be an inconvenience rather than adisaster. Even so, battles are usualy won by an
accumulation of smdl victories.

“Let’'sget away from here,” Caen said. “They’ |l throw a cordon around this entire area as soon asthey
redizeit was sabotage.”



“They may dready have done so,” Halley reported.

“Nonsense! They can't havelocdized the break this quickly.”
“While you two were outside, a Marine patrol swept the corridor.”
“Did they seeyou?’

“No. We heard them coming and doused our lights.”

“How many doesthat make?’ Sands asked.

“Sixinthelast hour.”

Hewhistled. It had been nearly aday since the battle around Government Tower. Thefour of them had
reached the rendezvous point where they were to have met the two remaining members of theinfiltration
team without incident. Neither had showed up. After an hour’ swait, Caen ordered them dl to the factory
compartment where he'd first met Lars. Therethey had laid low until the “begin preparations’ code came
through on the satdllite channdl.

Short handed as he was, Caen had agreed to alow Kimber and Halley help destroy the datalink. They
four of them had masgueraded as two couples returning home after along trip. Inside the luggage they
dragged behind them had been environment suits, climbing lines, explosives, wegpons, and anmunition.
En route, they had encountered a number of Fleet Marine patrols. After the fifth such encounter, Caen
had remarked on the number of men the Alliance seemed able to spare for security duty with amgjor
battle looming.

Something about the comment had struck aresponsive chord in Sands. Now Halley’ sreport that the
patrols had reached the very bowels of the city triggered awild thought -- one so preposterousthat he
had to think it over beforevoicing it.

“How many men do you think they have on security duty?’ he asked Caen.

“I don't know,” the team leader replied as he paused from stripping off his environment suit. “A couple of
thousand, | would guess.”

“Asyou yourself noted, that’ sahdll of alot of troopswith the fleet gonel”

“What are you getting at?’

Sands explained hisidea. Caen listened without comment while Kimber’ s eyesfilled with horror.
“You can't be serious,” shesaid.

He shrugged. “We were sent here to disrupt things. Can you think of anything that will disrupt them
more? What do you think, Caen?’

Theteam leader gave out with ahollow laugh. “I’ll say onething for you, Sands. Y ou' ve got bals! What
you're suggesting is crazier than that stunt you pulled in raiding this place the first time.”

“But will it work?”’

Caen shrugged. “Whether it works or not, we' Il certainly throw them into apanic. | suppose that makes
it worth atry. Now then, where can we find appropriate costumes on such short notice...?’



#

Grand Admira Jerzy Samorset sat before his console and gazed at atactical display remarkably smilar
to the one Envon Crawford was watching six hundred kilometers to the east. The screen showed two
masses of shipsdivided into severa groups. One mass hugged the southern edge of the flyway, hidingin
the scattered cloud formations. The other was moving diagonaly toward them, steadily closing the gap.
In the no-man’ s-land between were the scattered survivors of the scout action just completed.

“Send in the Third Squadron,” Samorset ordered. “ Have them attack the cluster between the two large
cloud formations.

Unlike his enemies, Samorset had not yet identified the opposing flagship. It could be any of the six large
craft on his screen. He suspected, however, that the enemy command ship was at the center of the
largest cluster. That was the deployment he would have favored had he been commanding Strike Force
Redemption.

Samorset shifted his gaze fractionally to look at the deployment of hisown forces. The Alliance fleet was
intwo groups. Thelarger of these was aimed directly at the enemy concentration and advancing across a
sixty-kilometer front. These were the lead squadrons. It was their job to break the codition of ships
arayed againgt them.

Behind the lead squadrons, still largely isolated in the center of the flyway, wereCloud Dancer and her
covey of supporting craft. Samorset was holding his reserve forces around the flagship to handle a
breakout anywhere dong theline.

“Admird, Cloudcroft reports that the Titanian freighters have begun to bresk orbit.”
“Acknowledge and tell them they will have to dedl with the threet themselves.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Thirty thousand kilometers west of the Alliance, the formation of spacecraft that had so worried the battle
staff were beginning to let down. Samorset had detailed two full squadrons to take up blocking positions
west of the cluster to handle the threat. Whatever weapons the freighters carried, they could not be too
formidable. Besides, the Titanians were victims of their own velocity. They would have to shed 23
kilometers per second of orbital velocity before they could join the fray. That would take severa hours,
by which time the battle would be over.

“We have abreakout from the south wall!” Samorset’ s operations chief reported to him.

The admira glanced once more at his screen. A single squadron of enemy craft had emerged from where
they had been hiding in the southern cloud wall. He wondered briefly whether he should order hisown
hidden squadrons to engage, then quickly decided againgt it. That would be playing his hole card too
soon. Instead, he ordered one of the reserve squadrons to reinforce the flank. Moments later, one of
Cloud Dancer 's coterie split off and headed south at high speed.

“We have another breakout,” one of his combat technicians reported. “ Thistime from the north wall.”
"Say agan!”
“Thenorth wal, Admird.”

“What the hell are they doing over there?’



“Unknown. Maybe they expected usto stay on that side of the flyway to make our approach.”

“That doesn’'t make sense...” Samorset muttered before breaking off the comment. 1t bothered him
whenever an enemy’ stactics seemed to befoolish. Still, if thosein command of the task force wished to
wesken themselves by placing their forces on both sides of a 6000-kilometer wide flyway, they could
hardly object to histaking advantage of their mistake. He ordered another of his reserve squadronsto
move north to meet the new threst.

“Admird, we velost our high speed data link with headquarters.”
A chill went through Samorset. “ Other communications?”
“We dill have voice contact and other non-computer communications.”

Helet out adeep sigh of rdief. For amoment, he had wondered if the enemy had destroyed the capitd.
If it were merely their link to the headquarterstactica computer, then it was probably the work of enemy
infiltration teams. He had no doubt the break would be found and repaired quickly. In the meantime, the
flagship computers ought to be capable of handling the battle without ass stance.

“Tell headquartersthat we are going to autonomous computing.”
“Ayeaye, Sr.”

Samorset turned his attention to the business at hand. The Third Squadron had just entered firing range
and the screen filled with missileicons. Asin the battle between the scouts, most were destiroyed nearly
as quickly asthey werelaunched. Mogt, but not dl. Two Alliance ships and three enemy ones
disappeared in warhead detonations. Then the Third Squadron wasinside the enemy ranks and the battle
became abrawl. Nearly identica warcraft twisted and turned through the sky, spitting degth at one
another. The Third was taking casudlties, but also doing damage in return. Samorset gave the order for
hismain battle line to close and engage.

Thenit wasout of hishands. Only the skill and luck of individua pilots counted any longer. For ten
minutes, men and ships died in the magstrom. At firg, the enemy seemed to be holding their own againgt
the horde of Alliance aircraft. Then dowly, they began to give way. Enemy ships began to bresk off
combat and retire toward their airships. The gradua disengagement soon became a generd rout.

“That'sit. We ve got them on the run,” Samorset said to no onein particular. He glanced at the
chronometer and discovered it had been half an hour since the scouts had made first contact. “ Commit
half the remaining reserves and the hidden squadrons. | want them engaged before the enemy hastimeto
rdly.”

While the orders went out, Samorset’ s eyes flicked to the long-range screen where the blocking force
he' d sent north was engaged. They needed no help from him. They were pursuing the survivors back
toward the cloud wall.

Seeing his ships successful everywhere, he ordered the flagship to close with the main battle. A moment
later,Cloud Dancer shook with the power of her engines asthe giant airship accelerated forward.

“Unidentified contacts, high up and closing!”
“Where?’

“Wedt!” camethefrightened reply.



Samorset glanced at his screen. At first, he saw nothing. He switched to extreme long range, and there
they were. At thefar edge of his screen were twelve blips with impossibly high dtitude readings. They
werefifty kilometers up and diving nearly straight down.

“Wherethe hdl did they come from?’ someone demanded over the command circuit.

“Cut the chatter!” Samorset ordered. He knew the precise origin of this new threst. These werethe
Titanian space freighters they had been warned about. Somehow, they had managed to shed nearly all of
their velocity in less than haf-an-hour. He pondered the problem and decided that they must have
decelerated outside the atmosphere, probably running their tanks dry in an attempt to kill al of their
orbital speed. It was an expensive, but quick way to enter Saturn’s atmaosphere.

“Get someone back hereto cover us,” he ordered his operations officer.
“I"m recalling the Seventh through Tenth Squadrons now. They’ Il be herein ten minutes”
“Tdl them to hurry. Wewon't have long, not the way those freightersare diving.”

The dozen blips began to multiply. Samorset felt the bottom drop out of his somach. The freighter
captains had opened their cargo baysin high-speed flight, probably tearing them off in the process. They
were spilling their cargo to atmosphere. Samorset did not need avisua sighting to know that each
freighter had disgorged four single seet fighters. Nor did he doubt that they were loaded down with

long-range missiles.

Aseach fighter cleared its carrier ship, it lined up onCloud Dancer . Suddenly there was no doubt asto
their target. They were coming after him!

Chapter 36: Headquarters

Once again, Larson Sands dangled from the Cloudcroft support truss like a spider spinning itsweb. He
and Caen were severd kilometers from where they had severed the data cable. The equipment in this
part of the truss was more massive, with an air of permanence that rivaled even the energy screen
laboratory on Earth. Portions of Cloudcroft’ s massive drive engines were visible through the thicket of
girders, and ablack cube bulked large beneath them. The scale was such that Sands was reminded of a
phrase he had once read. It was as though the two of them were rummaging in “God’ stoy box.”

Except for its size, the cube was outwardly no different from the hundreds of other “below deck” habitats
that made up the bulk of the city. One had to look carefully to see the long, swaying access tubes that
isolated it and the outward facing weapons that guarded it. Unseen were the personnd locks and darm
systems that made any attempt at forced entry suicida. The giant black cube was asdf-contained city in
itsown right. It was Alliance Naval Headquarters.

That the Militarists were attempting to take control had been obvious since the attack on Government
Tower. Nor was acoup d’ etat surprisng. Whatwas surprising was the number of Marine patrolsin the
city. They were everywhere! Such an effort would have strained the Navy’ s resources in peacetime.
With the fleet arrayed for battle, Sands had wondered how many remained inside the massve base a the
Alliance Navy’ s heart.

That had been the source of the sudden inspiration that had so horrified Kimber. In norma times, theidea
of two enemy agentsinfiltrating thesanctum sanctorum would have been unthinkable. However, these



were not normal times. That had been the thought that intrigued Lars. If they could dip insde, what havoc
might they wreak before they were caught? It had been the sheer audacity of theideathat had won over
Rugillio Caen.

Like Sands, Caen was suspended from the support trussfar above Navy H.Q. A thin, nearly invisble
lineran from his gauntlet to asmdl cloth bag, the exterior of which had been liberally smeared with
adhesive. Insde the bag was atimed explosive charge. Caen carefully maneuvered the bag until it
brushed up against the wall of the headquarters enclosure. The bag adhered instantly. Caen tugged gently
onthelineto break it at the point of attachment. He then touched a control on his belt to wind theline
back into its storage red!.

“That doesit,” he said. “ See any movement?’
“None”

“Good, then we probably haven't triggered any darms.” They had set six of the small bombs against the
roof and walls of Naval Headquarters. “ Come on, let’s get into position before those timers count down
to zero.”

The plan wasfor al six bombsto explode smultaneoudly at widely spaced points around the
headquarters perimeter. They hoped the explosions would produce enough confusion to alow them to
dip through one of the facility’ s maintenance hatches unnoticed. Caen’s specia city map showed a hatch
that led directly into the heart of one of the two computer complexesin headquarters. Once inside, they
would plant more explosives. Thiswould be no bee sting attack like their destruction of the datalink.
They would damage the Alliance’ s ability to make war for monthsto come.

The two saboteurs worked their way along a support truss girder until they were ahundred meters above
headquarters. They looped climbing lines around the girder, and then suspended themselves once morein
space. Sands checked his helmet chronometer display. They had another minute before their bombs
wereto go off. His mouth had that familiar dryness as he waited for the action to begin.

Caen, too, was watching the clock. When the timer reached T minus 20 seconds, he gave the order to
begin the descent. Both men dropped with reckless abandon. They were nearly in freefdl, with only
occasiond touchesto their line brakesto dow themsalves. They reached the headquarters enclosure with
five seconds to spare. They were now shielded by the bulk of the massive Structure. Somewhereinside,
Sands knew, alarms were aready going off, telling the occupants that there were intruders beyond their
wdls

They jerked to ahdt in front of the round hatch that was their objective. A moment later, the entire
gructure shivered from the impact of multiple explosons. Caen lowered himsdlf to thelanding stagein
front of the hatch and went to work to disable the lock. He had the hatch open in less than five seconds.

Sands lowered himsdlf to the stage, unclipped, and surged forward, rocket pistol at the ready. Caen
followed, pausing only to close the hatch. They found themselves at the end of a short passageway. They
moved quickly to the equipment-loading hatch at the opposite end.

Beyond the hatch was a compartment bathed in red light into which thousands of optica cables
converged on asingle squat cylinder. Sands recognized the cylinder as a particularly capable computer
manufactured aboard the Kyoto-Nagoya Cloud City. Here then was one of the Alliance Navy’ smain
tactical computers.



Lieutenant Martin Solari of the Corwin Confederation screamed with joy as he dove on the whae shape
below. The scream was both arelease and away to clear his ears as the rising atmospheric pressure
threstened to puncture his eardrums. Solari felt the joy of battle surging through him. The exhilaration of
the moment drove al remembrance of the weeks of boredom aboard the Titanian freighter Omnia from
hisbrain.

Like mogt of hisfellow pilotsin the Twelfth Corwin Attack Squadron, Solari had beenvoca in his
opposition to having his ship placed aboard a Titanian ore carrier and then hauled into orbit. The idea of
delivering strike aircraft with spacecraft had seemed harebrained. Even now, Solari was surprised that he
had survived the separation maneuver. He' d dways considered himsalf ahardened warrior, yet he'd
come damned close to wetting himsalf when the cargo bay doors exploded outward and his ship had
been thrown free into a supersonic magl strom.

Then he had been too busy to be frightened. He spent several seconds getting his single seet fighter under
control in the thin hydrogen/helium atmosphere. His controlsfelt unusualy mushy as he put distance
between himsdlf and his mother ship. Then he deployed speed brakes to keep from pulling his wings off.
Once his speed stahilized, he settled into a high angle dive toward the cluster of tiny airships so far below.
If it had not been for his dectronic targeting display, he might have lost them in the haze and clutter of the

flyway.

Solari had been fully briefed on the mission. He knew he was attacking the Northern Alliance flagship
from itsmost vulnerable quarter. Cloud Dancer had been designed to engage enemies at long range and
within forty vertical degrees of the ship’shorizon line. Thus, there were relatively few anti-aircraft lasers
studding the upper works of the greet dirigible.

“High Dive Leader, to High Dive Squadron. Five seconds to defense range. Engage attack programs
now!” came the command in Solari’ s earphones.

With the normal trepidation that comes from placing one slifein the hands of an inanimate machine,
Lieutenant Solari reached out to engage his combat computer. Hisfighter began to jink erratically up and
down, right and Ieft, banging his helmet into the canopy with each movement. At the sametime, anozzle
began pumping asilvery fluid out through nozzlesin the fighter’ s pointed nose.

Suddenly he was flying through cloud, one of hisown making. A glance a his screen showed dozens of
long silver trails descending around him. The silver cloud consisted of billions of reflecting particlesto
scatter any laser beam that might impinge on the mass. With luck, it would defocus the beam sufficiently
for hisship’ sreflecting armor to handle the resulting energy concentration, &t least for afew seconds.

The cloud brightened for abrief instant as his ship jerked violently to the right. Some laser gunner had
tried to destroy him a maximum range, and had been defeated ... for now. Solari reached down and
triggered the program that would begin releasing hisfirst echelon of missiles. Thesewould dive onthe
enemy craft, jinking erratically as his ship was doing. Although primarily intended for defense
suppression, each missile carried an explosive warhead that made it apriority target for the laser gunners.
Solari had launched well beyond the norma range of such missiles, but hisdiving atack made normal
weapons ranges nearly irrdlevant.

Solari glanced a hisforward display.Cloud Dancer and her attendant airships were growing
precipitoudy. He could see the swarms of defending prowlers and destroyers climbing franticdly to
intercept the attack. He smiled, knowing their task to be hopeless. None of the flagship’s accompanying
sguadrons would be in position before he and his mates pounced.

A sudden flash to starboard told him the defenders were far from hel pless. One of his squadron had just



perished in ablinding beam of light. Either his deflection cloud had not worked, or elsethe laser beam
had been able to hold too long.

Then Solari wasin range, faling behind histwo dozen misslesthat were being systematically wiped out
by defensve fire. He smiled as he triggered the remainder of his missiles. Two dozen more deadly arrows
tipped with high explosive raced for the target.

He grinned wildly as he watched them overwhelm the defense. Three survived long enough to penetrate
the gas bag of the giant ship and explode within, puncturing the vital envelope that kept Cloud Dancer
aoft. After that he pulled back on his control and sank into his acceleration couch as the fighter screamed
out of itsdive. He headed off in arandom direction, caring less about his course than the fact that it
carried him out of the zone of maximum danger.

He had just achieved level flight and had begun to bresthe again when alance of light flashed across his
tall planes. Hisfighter bucked once, and then began to tumble uncontrollably. He had no timeto react. A
millisecond later, his craft was a shapeless mass of torn metd about to begin itslong dive to the hydrogen
sea

#

Sands hurriedly stripped off his environment suit while Caen stood guard with hisrocket pistol. The
computer chamber, normaly quiet as a mausoleum, was dive with various darms. He recognized the
signalsfor breached integrity, battle stations, and intruder aert. There were severa other beeps, buzzes,
and horns he could not identify. He hoped none of them wastdlling Alliance security to respond to a
break in at the computer center.

Sands stood guard while Caen aso stripped off his environment suit. They had set four explosive charges
insde the computer. They would now try for its mate on the opposite side of the complex.

“Ready?’ Caen asked as he smoothed out the rumpled uniform he had worn beneath the environment
uit.

“Ready,” Sands affirmed. They were masquerading as acommander and his aide. Both wore sidearms,
asrequired by regulations, and had badges that would pass visua ingpection, but that were uselessif read
by computer.

“Let’sgo, Lieutenant.”

“Ayeaye, Sr,” Sands said as he stepped forward to open the door. They paused long enough to squirt a
vid of acid into the lock. With luck, anyone who wanted insde would attribute the damaged lock to an
inconvenient mechanica breskdown. Otherwise, they might find the abandoned environment suits stashed
in the passageway leading to the outside hatch.

As Sands followed Caen, he had to give the agent credit. His manner was one of someone who had the
perfect right to be where he was. Sands only hoped his own terror would not give them away.

They marched nearly two hundred meters before they encountered anyone. That was a harried enlisted
man with atool kit hurrying to some emergency job. He threw Caen adoppy saute, which the agent
returned nonchaantly. The encounter lasted less than a second.

“My God, the placeis deserted!” Sands whispered as they continued down the wide, brightly illuminated
corridor. They could seeinto various work aress through wide windows as they passed. Most of the
consoles were manned, but nowhere did they seethe usua corridor and door guards.



“You said it would be,” Caen responded confidently.

Sands gul ped and was about to say that he had not redlly believed it. He wasinterrupted by agenera
announcement from the overhead.

“Attention. Thereisan atack underway onCloud Dancer . Our communications break has been
repaired. Be ready to transfer control to Cloudcroft,” a professionaly calm voice announced.

Caen gave Sands a meaningful ook, then marched straight to the lift that wastheir god. A few seconds
later, they were being whisked skyward in the company of two enlisted women. Neither paid them any
attention. They got off at the level where Caen’s map said the second computer center was located. It
took another two tension filled minutesto reach their destination.

At the computer center, they encountered their first guard.

“May | hdpyou, Sr?’ the Marine asked politely, hiswords muffled by his breather mask. His
obsequiousness was somewhat marred by the fact that he had his hand on the butt of his holstered
weapon. Behind him was acomputer 1D reader into which they would be asked to insert their identity
cards.

“Certainly, Sergeant...”

Once again the overhead speakers came dive, interrupting whatever it was Caen had been about to say.
“Cloud Dancer has been hit. All personnd, prepare to switch control to Cloudcroft. Activate!”

The guard glanced toward the overhead speaker for just an instant. That was dl the opening Caen
needed. He reached out and drove three stiffened fingersinto the guard' slarynx beneath his mask, then
stepped close and chopped at his neck. The man dropped to the floor.

“Come on, drag him around the corner!”

The two of them hurried to conceal the guard, then rushed through the deserted computer center to a
door identical to the one they had disabled with acid. Once again, it was amatter of seconds before
Caen had the door open.

Beyond lay another squat computer with thousands of optical cables feeding into it. Caen planted their
last three explosive charges while Sands stood guard with drawn pistol. Caen had just sgnaled that he
was done when an aarm sounded.

“Attention, All Hands. Security breach. Intruders are loose somewherein Section AlphaNine. Get
them!”

“Comeon,” Caen sad, “Timeto go. We ve got thirty seconds on those timers and this place will be
swarming long before that!”

Sands barely heard him. He was trandfixed, staring upward at the place from which the orders had
issued. The voice had been angry, perhaps a bit fatigued, and one that Sands recogni zed.

It had been the voice of Micah Balin!

Chapter 37: Victory and Vengeance



Envon Crawford watched the progress of the surprise atack on the enemy flagship and grinned.
Everyone had thought him crazy when he had suggested that his ore carriers could be useful for more
than hauling metal down into Saturn’s gravity well. Most of the battle staff had been opposed to theidea.
He had persisted, arguing that war on Saturn had been the province of aircraft for so long that everyone
had forgotten the hard |esson of the first space war.

The attack had been arranged to look like adiversionary strike againgt the Alliance home cities. Indeed,
that was the story that had been spread throughout Strike Force Redemption. Word had obvioudy
reached the Alliance. The moment the freighters' engines came dive, two full squadrons of Alliance
warcraft had taken up blocking positionsto the west of the cluster.

Crawford would like to have seen the face of the Alliance commander when the freighters’ engines had
not shut down on schedule. Instead, they had drained their reaction tanks in powered decel eration until
they werewell below orbital velocity. They had then literally fdlen into Saturn’ s atmosphere. Rather than
skipping off into space to diss pate heet, the freighters had blazed straight in, diving at the maximum
velocity they could tolerate. Instead of heading for the Alliance cities, they had looped far to the north
and south, passing the Alliance cluster well outside sensor range. They had then jogged back toward the
North Temperate Belt and made straight for the Alliance flagship. After that, it had been a contest
between diving fighters and outgunned defenders. The fighters had saturated the defense with their
missiles, striking home half-a-dozen times.

Assoon asit became clear that the flagship was mortaly stricken, the fighters had divided their attention
among the surviving airships. Two more were badly damaged before the defending squadrons drove of f
the attackers. Crawford remembered one scene in particular. It had been taken from the aft cameraof a
fleeing Corwin fighter. It showed the bow of the Alliance flagship rapidly deflating asthe ship began a
dow didetoward the depths.

Crawford had then turned his attention to the battle that raged close to his own ship. Even with theloss of
their flagship, the Alliance squadrons continued to presstheir attack. They fought bravely, and with
abandon, like men enraged by the sudden silence in their earphones. Y et, modern war reliestoo much on
computers and long range sensing for mere valor to prevail. No individua can be avare of much more
than the action on his own narrow front. To be successful, afleet commander hasto know everything that
is happening. The Alliance had lost that capability while their opponents retained it.

“Why hasn't Cloudcroft taken over?” Admira Vishnu asked his chief controller.

“Don’'t know, Sr,” camethetersereply. “They should have come on line the moment the flagship was
hit.”

“ Something wrong with their computers?’

“Let’shope s0.” The reply was spoken asa prayer.

Thetide of battle suddenly changed. The attacking Alliance ships began to fater. Those squadrons that
had been pulled back to aidCloud Dancer now seemed irresolute. Some shipsturned to rejoin the
battle, while others raced after their bel eaguered mobile bases. The latter weretoo late. The flagship had
begun to break apart as entire sections were jettisoned to float as free balloons.

Increasingly, Alliance ships began to disengage. First one, then two, then six, would turn for the safety of
open sky. Then, in the space of a dozen heartbests, the Alliance went into generd retreat while strike
force squadrons chased after them.

Crawford swallowed hard as he watched the dissolution of the once mighty Alliance fleet. Hisgamble



had paid off. The battle between ships and fleets was nearly ended. The conquest of the Alliance cities
was about to begin.

#

Rugillio Caen grabbed Sands roughly and dragged him aong. They werein the corridor outside the
computer center before Lars could shake the dark thoughts that had threatened to consume him. He
returned to redlity just as aparty of Marines appeared around a corner.

Caen snapped off two shots and the two of them ran into an empty cross-corridor. They had not gone
more than adozen strides when adistantcrump! Told them their bombs had exploded. Caen led Lars
through amaze of corridors and dimly lit service passages. They cameto aladder that extended severa
decksin both directions. They used it to drop down three decks.

“All right, we'll doit just like before,” Caen said with bresth raspy beneath his oxygen mask. “We' reon
assgnment and have every right to be here. Just walk. Smooth and not too fast. If anyone challenges us,
I’ll do thetaking.”

“Wherearewe going?’

“Bottom level. We Il go out another maintenance hatch then lose oursalvesin the city until our friends can
get here”

“Y ou go without me. I’ ve got something else | haveto do.”

“What, for God's sake?’

“Theat |ast voice, the one who ordered the search. That was Micah Bolin!”
“Thereisn’'t much you can do about him now.”

“That’ swhereyou' rewrong. I'm going to kill him.”

Caen scowled. “L ook, we ve been lucky so far. However, agood agent knowswhen it istimeto climb
into aholeand pull it in after. Thisisthat time. If we revictorious, he' s as good as dead.”

Therewasalot of truth in what Caen said. After dl, what difference did it make when he exacted his
revenge? Better to be dive to see Bolin dropped over the side than to die in an unsuccessful attempt to
kill him.

It wasall very logical. The problem wasthat he did not agree with thelogic. If he did not kill Bolin

himself, the ghosts of Dane, Ross Cranddll, and dl those dead scientists on Earth would haunt him
forever.

“I'm sorry, Rugillio. Thisis something | haveto do. Y ou escape without me’

The team leader’ s scowl degpened as he mouthed asingle, profane syllable. “Let’ sgo, hero. If you're
looking for thisguy, he' s probably in the Combat Information Center.”

#

Where before they had trod the corridorsin near isolation, they now found pandemonium. Various
ratings were running from one duty station to another in an attempt to regain control. Most were unaware
that the primary and backup tactical computers had been destroyed as they traced cables and checked
junction boxes.



Once again, Caen and Sands were commander and aide. They strode purposefully toward the center
from which senior officers directed distant battles. Twice it was necessary to push through knots of
anxiousjunior officers and enlisted men. They passed near one of the entry portals. A steedy stream of
Marinesin battle dress was pouring back into heedquarters from the city.

“They’re calling back their security forces,” Caen remarked upon seeing them. “We ve got perhaps
another minute before they start restoring order. Let’'s make that minute count.”

They turned a corner and came face to face with two guards. Rifles came up to cover them as Caen
strode brazenly forward with Sandsin lock step beside him.

“Y our business, Commander,” thetaller of the two guards barked out. There was none of the usual
deference an enlisted man shows an officer.

“Saving your dumb ass!” Caen snapped back. “Both the tactical computers have been blown by
goddamned saboteurs. We have been ordered to assist in city defense. Every second you keep that
goddamned rifle in my face is another second | won't have to figure out how to save the Situation.”

Sands could see the guard’ s resolve waver for just amoment. Caen camly lifted hisarm to point at first
one, then the other. Magically, there was arocket guninit. Hefired twice at point blank range.

“Here” hesaid, tossing thefirgt guard’ sidentification to Sands. “Use that to get through the personnel
lock. I'll beright behind you.”

Sandsinserted the identity tag into the lock and was cycled through. Insde he found himself in aplush
compartment filled with row upon row of combat consoles. At each, an officer worked frantically to
sdvage afailing Situation. Above Sands s head was awadll sizetactica display on which various symbols
crawled dowly across the screen. He was too close to make any sense out of thejumble. Not wanting to
show an undue interest, he let his eyes scan the compartment itsalf.

Cloudcroft’s Combat Information Center wastypicd of the breed, athough larger than most. The lighting
was subdued, while heavy soundproofing and plush carpeting kept the noise level down. Thelight from
tactical screensreflected from sweaty faces.

At the back of the cavern was an enclosed balcony where the senior officers watched the progress of the
battle. Each of these sat at his own console, giving ordersto various specidists on the main floor. Above
this bal cony was a single window. He could make out the silhouette of afigure behind the darkened
transparency. Larswondered if it were hisimagination, or wasthat figure bald?

“Let’'sgo,” Caen whispered as he strolled up behind Sands, acting as though nothing had happened.

“What about...?” Sands did not complete the sentence, but indicated the place where they had |eft the
two guards outside.

“Don’'t worry. | have jammed the personnd lock. No oneisgetting in or out for awhile. Now, let's
move before we draw attention to ourselves.”

“Ya s'r..u

The compartment doped up toward the back, much like an auditorium or thester. 1t seemed to Sands
that every eye was on him as he climbed thelong aide. Y et, everyone they passed was too preoccupied
with events on their monitors to notice the two intruders. They reached the rear of the compartment and
inserted their bogus identity cardsinto awall-mounted reader.



“Yes?’ avoice demanded from the spesker.
“Extra guards ordered to secure Center,” Caen said. “We ve got intruders|oose in headquarters.”
“Right,” the voice responded.

The lift doors opened and the two of them got inside. Caen used one of his multipurpose toolsto break
into the control panel. He overrode the command that would have stopped the lift at the first balcony.

“All right, get ready,” he said as he touched two wires together to open the door.

Sands had his gun out, but found no opposition. Beyond was a plush anteroom leading to a closed and
armor plated door. A quick examination of the walls showed that they too were armored.

“What now?’” Sands asked.
“Try the door.”

Sands made a sour face, but did as he wastold. To his surprise, the door did slently into its recess.
Sands gripped his pistal tightly and stepped through.

The single occupant of the compartment did not glance up immediately. He was too busy taking in the
Stuation on thetactica display. Sands was able to advance three paces before the familiar face turned
toward him. Therewasirritation in Bolin'seyesand asnarl on hislips. The snarl died asrecognized the
features behind the bresthing mask.

“Sandg”
“Hdlo, Balin”

“How did you get in here?’

“Y ou were cardless. Y ou should have locked your door.”
“What do you want?’

“I'mgoing tokill you.”

Bolin lunged from his high back chair, throwing himself forward. Sands pulled thetrigger twice. The
impact of the small rockets threw Bolin back into the chair, and then tipped it over onto its back. Bolin
lay there with hisfeet up in theair and asurprised look on hisface while twin pools of red spread dowly
acrossthe front of histunic. The bald admiral looked up at Lars and opened his mouth. Whatever he had
been about to say died with him.

Sands stood over his nemesisfor long seconds, wondering why he did not fedl the joy he had imagined
would accompany this moment. All he felt was numb.

“Comeon, let’sgo.”
“Too late,” Caen replied, pointing at the main floor of the Combat Information Center.

Sands gazed through the thick plastic window. All over the giant room, men and women were standing at
their stations, pointing upwards toward him. Already there was arush for thelifts at both ends of the main
floor.



Caen strode to the control board, studied it for a second, and then threw aswitch. Therewas an audible
click from the doors and a sudden popping sound in their ears.

“What did you just do?’

“I'veseded usin. It looks like our fleet has been victorious. Now if they can just get here before these
people dig us out, everything will be fine. Care to bet on who will win therace?’

“No bet.”

“I didn’'t think so. Comeon, let’s seeif we can't get a scream for help out to the strike force before they
think of cutting off our power.”

Chapter 38: Decision and Destiny

Larson Sands and Kimber Crawford strolled through the park and watched as workmen on scaffolds
repaired the damage done to Government Tower during the Militarists' coup. If onelooked closdly, it
was possible to see where the habitat barrier had been temporarily patched. In another few weeks, a
new section would be ingtaled and its edges molecularly joined to the undamaged origindl.

Asthey walked arm in arm, they noted the other strollers among the potted trees and foam filled
flowerbeds. Many were strike force officias atending the peace taks that had dipped outside for a
breeth of “fresh air.” There were anumber of couplesin the park where the men werein strike force
uniforms and the women were obvioudy locals. Lars had to smile at that. It had only been two weeks
since the surrender and aready the wounds were beginning to heal. He suspected that it had dways been
thus

After the rout of the Alliance Navy in the eastern flyway, Admira Vishnu had issued a surrender
ultimatum on dl channels. With Admirals Samorset and Blount dead and with no hope of defending their
home cities, the senior surviving Alliance commander had bowed to the inevitable. He had ordered
citiesand surviving warcraft to immediately cease their resstance.

The surrender had come none too soon for Sands and Rugillio Caen. Even as officid word flashed
through Cloudcroft, Alliance Marines had prepared to blast open the armored box containing the two
infiltrators and the body of Mika Blount. Some had resisted the order, wanting to take their frusirations
out on the two enemies at hand. Wiser heads had prevailed after afew tense minutes. And o it was that
Larson Sands found himself accepting the forma surrender of the government of the Northern Alliance.

Thefirs few daysfollowing the surrender had been devoted to disarming the Alliance military. The
process had been complicated by the fact that not dl the ships that had gone out to meet Strike Force
Redemption were accounted for. Fully ten percent were missing, even when known casualties were
consdered. The discrepancy caused abrief dlarm aboard the codition home cities. As the days dragged
on, it became obvious that most of the missing craft had either sought refuge in neutra cities, or ese had
turned privatesr.

The occupation force had discovered Kelt Daishaar on the third day. He had shown up at an aid station
suffering from untreated flash burns on face and hands. Even Kimber had not recognized him. When
Sands saw him later, the ex-first councilor had been afrightened man.

“Areyou hereto pass sentence?’ Dalishaar demanded in avoice that quivered despite his attemptsto



remaincam.

“Sentence?’

“They say you people are going to liquidate dl of the old ruling council.”

“No one has been liquidated. So long as you abide by the surrender agreement, no one will be.”
“Thenwhy are you here?’

“I cameto ask about the energy screen data. We re having trouble locating it.”

“How should | know whereit is?’ Dalishaar asked peevishly. “ Samorset and Blount took possession of
the record tiles on Earth. | never saw them.”

“Any ideawhere they kept them?’

“Samorset probably put them in his persona safe.”

“Where would wefind that?”

“In hisoffice down in Nava Headquarters. His battle staff can lead you toit.”
“Thanks. Remain cooperative and you'll come out of thisal right.”

With the help of the grand admira’ sintelligence officer, they were ableto track down the record tilesthe
following day. Sands had duplicates made and distributed to each of the codlition partners. A set was

a so given to Paolo Renzi, who spent the next two diurnd cycles cataloging the data. When the scientist
finished, he announced that, while far from complete, the records were sufficiently detailed that he would
be able to duplicate the ancients’ results within afew years.

Kdt Ddishaar was rdeased from custody and given the duty of representing the Alliancein peace
negotiations. Like many others, Sands wondered what there was to negotiate with the strike force in full
control of each of the Alliance cities. He soon discovered how wrong he had been. At times during the
peace conference, it seemed as though the Alliance had won the battle of the eastern flyway after dll.

If there was one thing the coalition partners agreed on, it was the need to break up the Alliance. It was
quickly agreed that no more than three Alliance cities would henceforth be alowed to join the same
cluster. Furthermore, all ex-Alliance citieswould be subject to military inspection for aperiod of twenty
years. Those who wished to become free flyers could do so. Other cities possessing specid skillswould
be invited to join various codition partners.

It was over thislast policy that the Corwins and Moskvans had their first disagreement. Both wanted one
of thecitiesspecidizing in light manufactureto join their clusters. The dispute wasfindly settled when it
was decided that no annexations would take place unless all partners agreed.

Despiteits obvious defects, the peace talks had progressed well enough that ships began to return to
their home citiesten days after the surrender. Some of the outlying Alliance cities had begun preparations
for leaving the clugter. Even the daily arguments were becoming routine.

Sands found this a hopeful sign. Despite fifty thousand years of trying, no one had ever been ableto cure
human beings of orneriness. Perhapsthat wasjust aswell. After adl, hadn’t the race abandoned one

planet to establish itself on aworld manifestly unsuited to its needs? If people were lessfeisty, could they
have accomplished such afeat? Would they have even tried? If politics and war were the natura result of



humanity’ s desire to dominate the universe, then maybe they were not too high apriceto pay.
“Hello!” Kimber said as she squeezed his hand to get his attention.

“Huh?’

“Y ou look likeyou' reamillion kilometers avay.”

“Oh, sorry. Just thinking about the way things turned out.”

“And how did they turn out?’

Hesmiled at her. “Pretty well, actualy. No oneistrying to kill us, and | have you. What more could |
ak?’

She laughed. “Y ou certainly know what | want to hear. Don’t change after we re married.”

He stopped, took her into hisarms, and kissed her lightly. They embraced for along time while smiling
passersby waked around them. They remained that way until ashout from across the grassy quadrangle
made them release each other. Both turned to find Paolo Renzi hurrying in their direction.

“Hello, Professor,” Kimber said.
“I"ve been looking for you two.”
“You'vefound us. What' sup?’

“They’'re scheduling avotein afew minutes. Y our father sent me after you. We' re going to need
everyone to defest this motion the Corwins are pushing.”

“Which motion isthat?’ Sands asked. After severa marathon sessons, the ditinctions were becoming
blurred.

“The Corwins are asking that the Alliance cities be banned from competing with codition membersin
primeindustries.”

“Sounds good to me. Keegp them humble, then maybe they’ll forget this nonsense about asingle
government with themselveson top.”

“Y ou don’'t know what you're saying,” Renzi replied. “ All atrade ban would do is create resentment that
will fester until it explodesinto some new crisis. Read your history. No, if we are to have alasting peace,
we must be magnanimousin victory. Asfor unifying Saturn, that’ s something we should al be gtriving
forl”

Sandsfrowned. *'Y ou mean you think they were right in trying to take over the whole belt?’

“No, of course not. Their goa was sound, but their methods were profoundly flawed. No oneis ever
going to unify a place as big as Saturn by conquest. If it isever done, it will be by persuasion; with
independent cloud citiesjoining the central government because of the benefitsthey will derive fromit.”

Sands was speechless. It was as though the Pope in New Rome had just remarked that Satan was not
such abad fellow after all.

“Areyou serious?’



“Totdly,” Renzi replied. “If you think abouit it, you' Il seethat I’ m right. Take energy screensas one
example. In afew yearswe will be able to build them large enough to shield our cities from attack and
will bewell on our way to knowing how to construct planet-size screens. However, knowing how to do
it will not get it done. For that we will need resources vastly greater than currently possessed by any
snglecity or cluster of cities. If we are to return Earth to a habitable condition, we will need cooperation
on an unprecedented scale. For that we must be united. So, | ask you, why not begin the process here
and now?’

“How do you propose to do that?” Kimber asked.

“I’'mtalking to your father about sponsoring an indtitute for the study of energy screens. With Titan
leading such an effort, the various cloud citieswill more likely support the research with funds and
people. They will so beless quick to worry that their rivals are gaining too many of the benefits. The
ingtitute will be just abeginning, of course. We will useit to set up cooperative efforts of al kinds,
including acommission to see that every city has accessto the data we publish. Once they get used to
cooperating, maybe we can establish an internationa arbitration service and do away with this
trial-by-combat ethic we' ve developed.”.

“It sounds like you' ve been doing alot of thinking these past two weeks,” Kimber said.
“I have”

“What does Factor Crawford say about this grand plan?’ Sands asked.

“He said the idea had merit.”

“My father saidthat ?’

“Yes. Hewas quite enthusiadtic, in fact.”

“Who e se have you taked to?’

“The Laird of Glasgow has expressed an interest.”

Sands nodded. Hugh Fitzroy had arrived at the peace conference two days earlier with the three
surviving members of SparrowHawk s crew. Fitzroy would likely agree to any plan that guaranteed he
would be provided with energy screen technology.

Renzi glanced at his chronometer and clucked. “ Shame on you two young people. Y ou have gotten me
up on my sogpbox and made dl of uslate. I'll go ahead and tell the factor you will be dong presently.”

Sands watched the scientist hurry off and wondered if there had ever been amore unlikely candidate for
changing the world. He took Kimber by the arm and the two of them walked dowly after Renzi in
dlence. Findly, he asked, “What do you think?’

Kimber shrugged. “ The man makes alot of sense.”
“But damn it, we just risked our necks to keep things the way they arel”

“Just because the Northern Alliance was wrong, doesn’t mean that we' re right, you know,” Kimber
replied.

“Can’'t you just see Saturn ruled by some overgrown bureaucracy? They would levy taxes; tell you who
you could sell to and at what price, make everything illegal that was not compulsory! Do you want to live



likethat?’
“If it means getting Earth back?’” she mused. “I think maybe | do.”

Asthey walked under asky of roya blue, beneath a sun a hundred times weaker than that of Earth, he
had to admit to being confused. What was Saturn except alifeboat in which they had kept the species
Homo sapiens afloat until it could reclaim its native world? What were cloud cities but a bridge between
the moment when the sun flared and that when humanity could do something about it? Was his persond
didikefor big government merely areflection of the fact that there would be no need for privateerson a
united Saturn?

Sands glanced at Kimber and knew that thislast consideration no longer applied. Sometimein the last
two weeks, he had cometo adecision. Never again would herisk hislifein battle just because someone
paid himto doit. A man with awife had to be more mature than that. Having lost his profession, he
needed anew god in life. Perhaps remaking the world was not such a bad thing to dedicate on€e' slifeto.
It might even befun!

“What are you smiling about?’ Kimber asked
“Was| amiling?’

“Wdl, it wasmore of aslly grin.”

“I think | just made adecison.”

“Oh? Careto shareit with me?’

“I'll tell you later. In the meantime, let’ s get ingde. We have amotion to defeet. We re going to need dll
the help we can get if we' re ever to reclam Earth.”

Shelocked armswith him and smiled happily “I couldn’t agree more!”

With that, they strode arm in arm toward Government Tower and their future together. Of one thing
Sands was certain. It would not be dull!

TheEnd
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Magellan is exploring the New Eden system when they encounter two alien spacecraft. When the
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