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      Could Jupiter's cloudtops be more beautiful?

      Liv Driscoll stared out the tiny viewport in the Echo Star's narrow cockpit. The glass was cold against her fingers.

      Jupiter took up most of the view. Gigantic and swirling. Like the delicious spicy pumpkin soup her grandmother used to make.

      The Echo Star, was less comfortable than her own vessel, parked back in at the shipyards on Ganymede. The Rose. Named after her grandmother, was surprisingly luxurious for a captured, practical vessel.

      The Echo Star was much smaller, so everything had to do double and triple duty. There was space for just six crew. Which meant living quarters barely the size of a bathroom, a communal area that doubled as a med bay and doubled as a briefing room and doubled as freight stowage.

      Kind of like her time studying in Perth, enduring the student halls. Tiny rooms, common rooms that ceded to the loudest and untidiest of the residents.

      Fortunately the Echo Star had a separate mess. Though that doubled as the exercise room.

      At least the mess had a decent menu. The food dispenser could fabricate a variety of vegetables and meat-ish proteins. Most of which tasted pretty good. Liv's favorite was the chicken Kiev. Fabulous.

      They'd been aboard three days now, carefully carving their way in closer to Jupiter. She'd had chicken Kiev for every dinner and she would again tonight.

      Amian would say that she lacked an adventurous spirit. She would remind him that they were out at Jupiter, viewing an extraordinary innovative event.

      One of their own creation.

      Today Liv, and the others aboard the Echo Star, would watch the Open Your Eyes swing in and scoop from Jupiter's cloud tops. The giant vessel was on her maiden voyage.

      An impossible thing, but definitely worth watching.

      A ringside seat.

      The Echo Star's cockpit had space for just two pilots. Not even room for a jumpseat. Liv hung weightless between the pilots' seats. Careful not to bump any of the dozens of delicate controls arrayed around the walls.

      She wrinkled her nose as a vague smell drifted at her. Something oily.

      Cam? She turned, just as he pulled into the cockpit.

      "What are you doing in here?" Cam Graylin said. "Didn't I say the cockpit was out of bounds?"

      Cam was the Echo Star's pilot and co-owner. Liv and Amian had paid sixteen hundred Intis—the common currency in the sparsely populated Jovian system—for the six day trip. Over-priced, but it would be worth it.

      And Cam was kidding anyway. He liked to present this gruff persona, but honestly, the guy was a teddy bear.

      Two years since her grandmother had died. A year since the construction on the Open Your Eyes had begun.

      Sometimes her grandmother's voice would echo in Liv's head. You're doing fine. Keep at it.

      Things will work out.

      As if she was still around. Liv missed her so much. Hearing her voice was always like an emotional tearing. Reassuring and opening up that mourning, grieving wound again.

      But Liv knew she was doing right. Doing what her grandmother would have wanted. More importantly, doing what Liv herself wanted.

      Things had progressed so fast.

      "But I wanted to see," Liv said, glancing back at him.

      Cam drifted expertly in the zero gravity. He was far more comfortable with it than her. It made her kind of jealous.

      Cam wore ship's overalls, greasy and ragged with wear. They might have once been white, but now they were a general gray, with black smears. The vague smell of mineral oil hung around him, but it was so light that it was almost pleasant.

      "You can see everything you want, but in good time," Cam said. "When we're in position."

      Cam was timing their orbit so that they would be overhead when the Open Your Eyes swung deep into the clouds. She would be moving much slower than the Echo Star, but by virtue of some of Liv's grandmother's principles, would be resisting the planet's gravity. Moving slow enough to gouge out a huge cargo of hydrogen.

      Remarkable.

      It would change so much. This one scoop might capture as much hydrogen as the sea-based factories back on Earth processed in a month. Combined.

      And the Open Your Eyes run would take less than an hour.

      All things going well.

      Their simulations—both actual and virtual—had all shown this would be the optimum path. The actual craft they'd tried had performed brilliantly.

      Of course, they were a tenth the size of the Open Your Eyes.

      "And while I'm straightening you out," Cam said. "Do you have to keep it so blessed warm up here? Every time I come back up and you've been in here it's like you're trying to melt an ice cap."

      "Well that's because you keep it cold enough for ice caps to form." Liv smiled. She had dialed the cockpit's temperature up. From eight degrees centigrade to eighteen. Despite the cold of the vacuum just inches away, there was no need to freeze. The ship's insulation was good.

      "Funny," Cam said. "In a kind of low-brow way."

      "Always have to get the last word, don't you?"

      Cam just smiled. Liv gave him a nod—he'd made her comment ironic—and she went back to staring out the viewport.

      This was stunning. Jupiter. So close. So rich and orange and structured. It felt three dimensional. As if she could see into those cloud canyons the haze gave way to transparent atmosphere.

      Who would have thought that a couple of years back she'd been caring for her grandmother—hauling wood and having hearty conversations—and now here she was orbiting Jupiter?

      All because of that data locked away in her grandmother's memory vault. The equations and designs that might even make interstellar travel possible.

      Very smart woman.

      Liv missed her every day.

      "All right," Cam said. "You can skedaddle now. I need to check our heading to make sure we're on target."

      "We're on target. You know that. Also, who says a word like 'skedaddle'?"

      Cam laughed. "Me. To my grandkids."

      "You have grandkids? You don't look..."

      "Old enough? Well," Cam said with a wide grin, "I kind of got started early. And then my first daughter, well. I guess that apple..." Cam squinted.

      "Doesn't fall far from the tree?"

      "There you go. Now skedaddle. The heading might be true and calibrated, but I'm going to check it anyway."

      Liv gave him another nod. She pushed away from the viewport.

      "I could help," she said. During her time working on Ganymede developing things, she'd taken piloting classes to update her old qualifications. Now she was getting confident.

      "Oh right," Cam said. "The pilot thing. If you think I'm going to let an amateur like you fly my ship, then you've probably got radiation sickness."

      "I don't have radiation sickness. I'm of sound mind."

      "I suppose you have documentation to prove that?"

      "I do." She didn't. Did anyone have that? "And I like to watch you in action."

      "Skedaddle. Go play mah-jongg with your boyfriend in the common room."

      "Amian's not my boyfriend."

      "That's not what he said."

      "He what!" A tingle ran through her, before she realized Cam was baiting her. "All right. Nice get."

      Cam jerked his thumb at the hatchway that led out to the short companionway. He was about to say something when his head turned. He had hold of one of the numerous grip studs that lined parts of the ship for easy maneuvering.

      Cam pulled forward. Cursed.

      "What?" Liv said.

      "I thought I saw a ship."

      Liv turned back to the viewport. She didn't see anything but Jupiter and the stars.

      This far from anywhere seeing another ship like that was unlikely. In the vast sphere of the Jovian system, ships didn't pass close by each other.

      Not unless they both knew about it.

      "Really?" she said.

      "Just a glint from a side panel. Get out of here. Now I've got to sit down and track it."

      A dark speck moved in from the terminator above Jupiter.

      Moving slowly. Slightly elongated.

      "I see it," Liv said. "You're right."
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      Hector Valence skirted around Glenn Fogle. They were making a run for Jupiter. Hector still didn't know why.

      Their ship, with the grand old name of LF-3983 Jess, was a needle in the void. Fast in vacuum. But fast in an atmosphere too.

      At least that was the idea.

      Hector and Fogle were the only people aboard. Even then, it wasn't easy to skirt around anyone in the cramped confines of the ship's interior.

      Fogle owned the ship. He liked to tell the story of how he'd won it in a high-stakes game of poker. Pushing up against Eddie the Moon in the final round.

      The version Hector had heard was more like Eddie the Moon had made some bad business deals, and had a gambling problem. He'd lost the ship to bankruptcy. And Fogle had pounced, leveraging centimes in the inti to get his hands on the ship.

      Fogle did that kind of thing all the time. But he seemed to prefer the reputation as a gambler who pushed his luck over being known as an opportunistic vulture. Go figure.

      At least he was paying well.

      Hector didn't even know the exact purpose of their mission.

      The ship was well-appointed, even if the interior was kind of pokey. Hector had his own cabin, which was warm and smelled fresh. The furnishings were great. A smart hammock which held him naturally in zero gravity, a great wall display which gave him access to any data he needed.

      Mostly he needed it to talk to Maria. His eight year old back on Mars. She missed him, as did her mother, Cleo. And he missed them. Missed just sitting around the dinner table with them.

      Hector could cook up a mean chili. Just mild enough for Maria, and almost spicy enough for Cleo. They would devour it as if they were starving. He always cooked plenty.

      He knew they missed his cooking almost as much as they missed him. It was sweet.

      Mars had grown remarkably quickly. A few years back there had just been outposts. Now the place was verging on becoming a colony. Heading toward self-sufficiency.

      With these new drives that development would accelerate.

      Might even render a fancy ship like the Jess obsolete.

      "What are you doing?" Fogle said. He was at the nav station, between the short accessway and the cockpit. A full cylindrical display, a meter wide, ran right around the accessway. The display showed deep navigation information. A nice piece of hardware. Almost like hanging in the void and able to see out into infinity.

      Jupiter took up quite a chunk of the display. Gorgeous.

      And overlaid, as if hanging there too, were numerous lines in various colors. Vectors and defining lines. With tiny text legends.

      Open Your Eyes, Jupiter Equator, Trajectory. A whole lot more. Kind like a spaghetti sculpture hanging out there.

      "Just going to the cockpit," Hector said.

      "You don't need to sneak around me," Fogle said.

      Yes I do.

      "It was just that you were concentrating."

      "I could concentrate in a hyperloop station," Fogle said. "A battlefield! What is disruptive is how tense you are. Sneaking. Remember that old story I told you about?"

      A little story from over a century ago. A Sound Like Someone Trying Not To Make A Sound. Good story. A children's picture book, but apparently the writer was also a novelist and had, somehow, incorporated the story into one of his fat, adult novels. Clever guy.

      "I apologize," Hector said. "Force of habit."

      "Well get out of the habit. Another couple of days and this run will be complete. I might have more opportunities for you. Some other runs that might come our way. But you need to be performing your tasks at a higher level."

      "Yes sir."

      If Hector knew exactly what the run was about, he might be able to perform the tasks better.

      Anyway, with what Fogle was paying him, Hector would hit his financial target. After all, the pay had drawn him out here. Out away from the warmth and hominess of Mars.

      But rigging and piloting out here was paying as much in a month as a year would pay on Mars.

      And for this one run—four days—Fogle was paying as much as Hector earned in two months. Jupiter rates.

      Best not to antagonize the man.

      Best not to ask too many questions.

      Hector hoped Maria wouldn't be disappointed in him. There had to be something slightly off about the venture.

      If he was honest with himself, there was a whole lot off with it.

      He was an honest person, but that was tough out here. A punishing environment.

      Really, he just wanted to go home.

      And this was a really fast avenue to do that. He just focused on getting home.

      Mars.

      "I'll run a shipwide check," he said, pulling himself on into the cockpit.

      "Great. I appreciate that," Fogle said. "We need everything running to perfection for our dip into the atmosphere."

      How about that? The man could be appreciative.

      Maybe this would go better than Hector had expected.
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      Liv pulled herself around into the Echo Star's copilot's seat. It was comfy, molding to her. The harness straps wandered out, as if floating in the zero gravity. They found each other and knitted quickly. They tightened, zipping in to hold her fast.

      Cam glared at her. But right away he focused in on his display. He'd slipped into the pilot's seat. Vectors and imagery and ship's statuses came up on the display.

      "Are we tracking it?" Liv said. By moving back from the cockpit's viewport she'd lost sight of the ship they'd spotted. But the Echo Star would be tracking the other vessel easily.

      Cam didn't reply.

      Liv tapped at her armrest, calling up the copilot's display. It folded out in front of her, big and square.

      Unlike Cam's display, hers had just a simple menu list. The options to build the display the way she wanted.

      With a couple of waves she brought up the external camera feeds, and an updating status of time and distance. The length of time until the Open Your Eyes made its scoop run. Three hours. Liv added in some simple vectors.

      The display asked if she wanted the food and beverage menu. It wasn't a joke. The ship actually took care of those aboard.

      And frankly that berry smoothie looked good. Cam wouldn't approve, but Liv went ahead and ordered one. She'd already had a few since they'd left Ganymede. They were delicious. It made a good change from the chicken Kiev too.

      "Are you ordering food?" Cam said.

      "A beverage."

      He snorted. "Should have known."

      "I'm thirsty," she said. "Besides, I've been up here for over an hour. My electrolytes must be low."

      "I'm sure." He didn't sound sure at all. More like sarcastic. But that was Cam.

      "And yes," he said. "We are tracking the other vessel. It's much too close. Just five kilometers and change."

      "Out here that's way too close."

      "Right. Much farther away and we wouldn't have been able to see them at all."

      "Agreed."

      Cam opened his mouth to say something. Instead he just smiled. "Its heading is similar to our own. Traveling faster though. Diving for the cloudtops."

      "For the cloudtops? Really?" That didn't make sense. The Open Your Eyes was heading that way. And their own ship was going to skim along far overhead.

      "They shouldn't be in our vicinity at all," Cam said. "Flight plans are filed. Permissions granted. We have permission. And a trajectory. It should be clear space."

      "So why are they here?"

      "Good question."

      Liv leaned forward and looked directly at him. His eyes flicked at hers and back to his console.

      "Should we ask them?" Liv said. "We do have radio contact do we not?"

      "Sure. I'll query." Cam tapped the corner of his main display. The stem of a tiny microphone wound out. It moved close to his mouth.

      "Hailing unidentified vessel," he said into the mic. "Please respond."

      "Shouldn't they have a transponder?" Liv said.

      "Should. Don't."

      "Really?"

      Cam didn't reply. He did grab at something on his display. With a standard toss movement he threw the data to her display.

      The menus on Liv's display shuffled to accommodate the new data.

      A list of ship's details. Name, registration, tonnage, complement, power plant. Several others.

      All blank.

      "Like it's been scrubbed," Liv said. She knew enough about ships to know that a transponder would always be sending out all that data. Standard protocol.

      In the vastness of the void, the transponder might just be the thing to save a vessel in trouble. Something ten or fifteen meters long was essentially invisible a million kilometers off. Even a hundred thousand.

      And there were plenty of hundred thousand kilometer spaces to vanish into.

      "Scrubbed," Cam said. "Yeah."

      "Intentional." It was pretty much impossible to shut off a transponder. The things were deep in the ship's systems. Multiple redundancies. Battery backup. And backup to that.

      Continuous.

      If a transponder stopped broadcasting it was because a ship had been destroyed. More than that.

      Obliterated.

      Someone had to go to a whole lot of trouble to shut one off intentionally.

      "I..." Liv trailed off at movement from behind. She glanced back and smiled.

      "Hey," Amian said, slipping into the cramped cockpit space. "Anything interesting happening?" He yawned.

      "Crowded in here now," Cam said.

      "Right you are."

      Amian must have just woken. His shaggy hair was a mess. As if he'd been asleep in gravity, letting his mane get twisted. He still wore the light creamy-white sleep coveralls.

      "Go get dressed," Cam said. "Let us work."

      "Fine, fine. I need some breakfast anyway. Did I smell huevos rancheros?"

      Cam huffed. Liv had known from the start that Cam and Amian were fully incompatible personalities. Amian would barely notice, and Cam would somehow tolerate him.

      But Amian was good in a crunch. And he'd helped to protect Liv's grandmother's brainvault data.

      Shaky beginnings, but very even footing now.

      He's a good kid, Liv's grandmother would have said. Maybe.

      Amian looked between them. He grabbed the back of Liv's seat and peered at the display. He had a smile on his lips.

      "Company?" he said.

      "We're just figuring that out," Liv said. It was great having Amian around. It shifted the mood.

      "Unidentified," Cam said.

      "Well." Amian cleared his throat. "I suppose you're onto that. I'm going to grab some breakfast."

      He pushed off the seat, swinging around expertly in the zero gravity. As he pulled himself into the companionway, he called back, "Has anyone seen Pulver? She should be up and helping out with all this."

      "Sleeping," Liv said. Pulver—Polly Verastugi—was the third member of Liv's key team. Pulver's nickname came from the time she'd inadvertently pulverized an asteroid.

      The name suited her. She got things done.

      "So," Amian said, "I've got no company for breakfast?"

      Liv didn't reply. Cam rolled his eyes.

      "Typical," Amian said, still drifting away.

      Cam sighed. "I guess I'd better hail them again. Maybe their radio operator is off-duty."

      "You think?"

      "Nope. Not a chance."

      "That's what I figured. They want to be anonymous and silent."

      "I agree." Cam rubbed his chin with the palm of his hand.

      "The question," Liv said, "is why."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      A half hour later, with still no response from the other craft, Amian pulled himself back into the cockpit. He had a mustard colored beanie over his mess of hair. He'd switched the sleep overalls for the regular, rugged dark blue ship overalls. The circle insignia of the Echo Star at his right breast.

      "You know that there's something up with the food dispenser?" he said. "I can't talk it into a bowl of oatmeal. That's all I wanted. Oatmeal."

      "It's fine," Cam said. "It does oatmeal."

      "I know that!" Amian's voice went up a couple of tones. "I've had it every day up until now. It should be simple, right? Simple."

      Cam sighed. "If you want to complain about breakfast, go wake up your friend Pulver. She'd love to hear it. Me? Not so much."

      "Right." Amian frowned. "I think we should just let her sleep. She's been working hard on this."

      They all had. It was strange to be aboard the ship now and just waiting for the Open Your Eyes to make its scoop run.

      After the work of the last few months getting the ship prepared, it was remarkable to have some time to actually sleep without having an alarm jolt them awake.

      And Pulver had been working harder than any of them. Plotting the course, Checking and rechecking the structural systems on the vessel. Comparing the simulation data with the miniature test runs.

      Figuring out exactly which part of Jupiter to scoop.

      Pulver had taken to it as if she'd been born with a slide-rule in her hand.

      If anyone deserved a good sleep, it was her.

      And she would definitely be awake for the scoop run. Two and a half hours away now.

      "Is that our visitor?" Amian said, pointing at Cam's display.

      The image showed the face of Jupiter. Overlaid on that were plotlines. One led to a bright blue point.

      "That's it," Cam said. "Our silent friend."

      "Are we following it?"

      "That's the nature of our course. We're heading toward Jupiter in a gentle closing spiral orbit."

      "Making for the scoop run right? The Open Your Eyes?"

      "You don't miss anything."

      "Well, I had a good upbringing."

      "I doubt that."

      "Hey." Amian turned to Liv. "You hear that? Why does he always have to have some little barb to jab at me? Always."

      "Amian," Liv said. "He doesn't always have a jab. Mostly he's simply professional and courteous."

      "Thank you," Cam said.

      "You're siding with him?"

      "Amian," Liv said. "Can we move on?"

      "Right you are. So we're just spectators right? Watching the scoop. And watching this guy? Sounds like a deal. We should have sold tickets."

      "Funny man." Cam tapped at his display. Double checked the headings. The stem mic was still sticking up. He repeated his radio hail again.

      Still no response.

      "Maybe we should move in closer?" Amian said. "Wave out the window?"

      "Viewport," Cam said. "Apartments have windows. Spacecraft have viewports."

      "Got that. So we could wave at them? Maybe they need some help?"

      "Maybe," Cam said.

      "No transponder," Liv said. "To me that's ninety-nine percent intentional. Transponder's don't fail."

      "Until they do," Cam said.

      "There you are!" Amian said. "Maybe they need a rescue."

      "They're close enough," Cam said. "We can get to them easily. Ten minutes if I just give us a small kick."

      "We should go look," Amian said.

      Liv took a breath.

      "What?" Amian pulled closer to her. "Is there a problem?"

      "You bet there's a problem. No response to radio. No transponder. They want to be anonymous." Actually now the situation was starting to worry her.

      Something felt wrong.

      "We're going," Cam said. He waved aside the observation sections on his display and brought up the navigation controls.

      "And their heading," Liv said, putting her hand across onto Cam's forearm.

      "What about their heading?" Amian said.

      Cam drew a deep breath through his nostrils. He didn't pull his arm away.

      Liv took her hand back.

      The navigation display flashed the word Ready in the middle.

      "Cam?" Liv said.

      "It's possible they might need help."

      "Their heading. Think about it. They're paralleling us. Ahead. Heading for Open Your Eyes."

      "Sightseeing," Amian said. "Maybe that's it. They've come to watch the show."

      "Except we're not public. No one would know." The test was intentionally private. Visible if you knew where to look, but they hadn't broadcast their intent. No need.

      The data was available. They'd had to go through official channels. But someone would have had to go looking for the flight details on the Open Your Eyes.

      "Well, so they know us," Amian said. "Friends of ours."

      "Friends would talk to us," Liv said.

      "Oh. Well that makes sense too."

      "Hey," Pulver said, squeezing in behind Amian. "What's going on?" Her hair was tied back in a short ponytail. She had blue ship overalls on. She flashed Liv a smile.

      "We've got company now," Amian said. "Sightseers."

      He shifted around. It was cramped with the four of them in the cockpit.

      "Scram," Cam said. "You have observation spaces. I can hardly breathe in here."

      Liv resisted the temptation to mention that he'd changed from 'skedaddle' to 'scram'.

      Cam looked around. Waiting.

      No one moved.

      He huffed. With a wave at the display, he brought the engines online.

      "If you're not strapped in," he said, "hold onto something. Little kick coming up."

      "Whoops," Amian said. He grabbed hold of the back of Liv's seat.

      Pulver swept around and grabbed Cam's seat. Cam grumbled something unintelligible.

      The yoke folded out from the side. A simple T-shaped stalk, with grips at the side, and various controls across the T's top.

      The Echo Star began to hum. The engines coming online.

      "Underway," Cam said.

      The ship jerked forward.

      Amian muttered a quiet epithet.
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      Hector rechecked the displays. Again. The Jess's cockpit was roomy—surprising in such a small, defined vessel—and the displays were large and easy to read.

      He sat in the pilot's seat, a comfy, intelligent mesh unit that had to have cost a pretty penny. Hector wasn't used to such luxury.

      The co-pilot's seat, on his right, was identical, and there was even room enough for two jumpseats at the back of the cockpit. Those two were better than the dedicated seats on most vessels.

      Hector's display showed the ship wide check. Just running through the final few items. Everything was coming back green.

      The ship was in good shape.

      But something else showed up.

      A contact.

      Another vessel. Tailing them. Almost an identical trajectory. Traveling around Jupiter at less than orbital velocity, and so dropping toward the planet. Both vessels on nice arcs.

      As if the other ship was going to dive into the soup with them.

      Intriguing.

      Details came up from the other vessel's transponder. Echo Star. A six-berth ship, with just four people aboard. Built at Mars and registered at Ganymede.

      Hector toyed with contacting them. It would be best to see what Fogle's intentions were.

      In the Jess's cockpit, the vague smell of coffee grew. Must be Fogle, back in the mess, brewing. The smell made Hector thirsty. He was tempted to head back and get himself a cup.

      But the shipwide check still had a few data points to return.

      And if Hector left now, Fogle would ask why. And that might antagonize him.

      Best not to do that.

      So Hector sat.

      The smell grew, and Fogle appeared, carrying two bulbs. He handed one to Hector. It was warm.

      "A touch of cream and a dash of sweetener," Fogle said.

      Surprised, Hector said, "Thank you." He sipped from the bulb's tip. The coffee was surprisingly delicious. Fogle was pretty hard to read. Tough and acerbic mostly, but then considerate.

      "How's the check going?" Fogle pulled himself into the co-pilot's seat. He was wearing a peaked cap. Red, with a stylized SF above the brim. Was that the Raiders?

      Hector lost track of sports teams, despite his father's best efforts to educate him, with game day tickets, and merchandize. Baseball seemed silly, with half the players just sitting around half the time. And football.

      A whole lot of sports just seemed to be about sitting around.

      He did like hockey, though. The teams on skates, able to sprint and slide and turn. And block. That was neat.

      Perhaps because it was a bit like flying. Speeding and turning and gliding.

      And Hector loved to fly.

      "Daydreaming?" Fogle said. He adjusted his own displays. He peered at them.

      Hector's console gave a quiet ping. The last of the data points showed green.

      "We're good," Hector said. "Every system is nominal. Performing as expected."

      "Which is what 'nominal' means."

      Hector cringed at Fogle's tone. No matter what, something would bother him.

      "We also have company," Hector said. "The Echo Star."

      "Yes."

      Hector said nothing for a moment. He'd expected more response.

      "It's on the same course as us."

      "I was expecting that."

      "Expecting it? What's going on?"

      "Just do your job. What is the Echo Star's distance?"

      "It's only a few kilometers behind us."

      "A few?"

      Hector read from his display. "Five thousand three hundred eighty-five meters." Did he need to give the centimeters too?

      "Hmm. That's very close."

      "Should we contact them?"

      "On the contrary, we should stay silent. That's important. But do watch them. Can you get visual on the vessel?"

      The Jess's boasted hundreds of micro cameras, arrayed around the hull. All fed into that wonderful central cylindrical display, creating seamless images of the starscape and local surrounds.

      With a couple of waves at his own display, Hector brought up the feeds to show the view astern. It showed a vaguely light speck in among the stars.

      Hector magnified. With so many cameras, the system could have just about picked out individual hairs on the pilot's head.

      The image showed a smallish ship. Not as streamlined as the Jess, but then no one really needed streamlining in the void.

      "Echo Star," Fogle said.

      "Yes," Hector said. "I think—oh. She just began accelerating."

      The view barely changed, but the data feeds from her showed movement.

      And then she was growing.

      The cameras had to adjust to compensate.

      "Range five thousand two hundred meters," Hector said. "Five thousand even. Forty-eight hundred."

      "Bring it on," Fogle said.

      Hector blinked. What did Fogle mean by that?
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      Liv felt the acceleration ease. Cam had made a short burn to goose their speed. They were closing the distance on the other vessel quickly.

      Something in the cockpit was making a ticking sound. Either a timer, or some overheated piece of equipment cooling down.

      "Hear that?" Amian said.

      "The ticking?" Liv said.

      "Exactly."

      "That's the backup cockpit gyro," Cam said. "It's been on the fritz for a while. Comes and goes. I've repaired it three times. It still works just fine, but the sound is frustrating. I'll rip it out and replace it sometime."

      "Oh," Amian said. "Is that all. Here was me thinking someone had set a bomb."

      Cam didn't reply.

      On the displays the other vessel grew bigger. The gap closed rapidly.

      "She's pretty sleek," Pulver said. "Look at that. More like a submarine than a spaceship."

      "Looks like a cucumber to me," Amian said. "I think the hull's even painted green. Dark green. Yes."

      It did look a bit like cucumber, though more tapered at the bow. A single big nacelle at the stern. A few vanes on the sides amidships.

      "Try talking to them again," Liv said.

      "You're in charge," Cam said. Meaning that he was in charge, but Liv's company was paying for the trip.

      The distance was under a thousand meters now. The vessel didn't quite loom, but it continued to grow. It was always hard to tell size out here. There were few things to use to judge relative size.

      Liv's guess was that the vessel was no bigger than the Echo Star.

      The other vessel might have far tinier accommodations though. The rest might just be one big fuel tank. With the new propulsion systems coming into play, a ship that small could make it from here to Mars. Maybe even to Earth.

      Five hundred meters.

      "See that!" Amian practically yelped. He pointed through the forward viewport.

      "See what?" Pulver said.

      "Maneuvering thrusters. It just changed course."

      "You can't see maneuvering—"

      "There it is again! That little puff of vapor.

      "I saw it," Cam said.

      Two hundred and fifty meters. They were practically on top of it.

      "It is changing course." Cam waved at his display. Brought up the other vessel's trajectory. "Rather, it's altering its attitude."

      "That's the kind of thing you do when you're changing course," Pulver said. "Adjusting the vessel's attitude before you make a burn."

      One hundred meters.

      "Hailing unidentified vessel," Cam said into the mic. "Please respond."

      "They're not going to say anything," Pulver said. "They want to be unidentified."

      "And we've probably upset their plans by showing up," Liv said.

      "Could be," Cam said. He repeated the hail.

      The distance had closed to nothing now. The Echo Star made slight jerks as the system decelerated the vessel. Liv's harness tugged at her with each jerk.

      They pulled alongside. With some delicate waves at his console, Cam adjusted the Echo Star's attitude to match the other vessel's shift.

      "No normal external ports," Pulver said. "Just a slot at the cockpit."

      "She's stopped adjusting," Amian said. "She's still."

      "Cam?" Liv said. "If they made a burn now, where would it put them?"

      "Too many variables," Cam said. "The vessel's mass. Burn time. Thrust."

      "Best guess? You're a pilot."

      Cam sighed. He licked his lips and waved again at his console.

      "What are you thinking Liv?"

      "They were matching us. Heading for the Open Your Eyes. Now we're here. They've changed aspect. I think they're going to burn for her now. Hard. Reach her before she begins her scoop run."

      "Why would they do that?" Amian said.

      "Why are they here anyway?" Pulver said.

      "Exactly."

      "Yeah," Cam said. His console display showed six or seven curves. From the other vessel and stretching out toward Jupiter.

      "What do you think?" Liv said.

      "You understand that this is my best guess."

      "Yes. Clear."

      "So it strikes me that even with throwing in the variables, she's doing just what you said. Heading directly for Open Your Eyes."

      "Well, that can't be good," Amian said.

      "No," Liv said. "Not good at all."

      Bright light blazed through the cockpit. Liv blinked. She brought her arm up to shield her face.

      "And there she goes," Cam said.
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      The Echo Star's viewport darkened, attenuating the light from the departing vessel. Liv blinked again.

      "Sorry," Cam said. "The viewport should have reacted faster than that. I'll have to check it."

      "Are you tracking them now? Are they going where you thought?"

      "Right in the middle."

      "What are we going to do?" Amian said. "Sit around watching? I'll go make popcorn."

      "Buttery, please," Pulver said. And she punched his shoulder. "Idiot."

      "What?"

      "Can it," Liv said. "Enough joking around."

      "Right you are," Amian said.

      "Can we follow?" Liv said to Cam.

      "That's not in the schedule," Cam said. "We're on a trajectory here. A rendezvous. So you can get close observation data on Open Your Eyes."

      "We're paying," Pulver said. "We set the schedule."

      "Not if it endangers the ship."

      "Yes," Amian said. "And following them would endanger the ship exactly how?"

      Cam licked his lips. "All right."

      The yoke folded out and he made some quick adjustments.

      Cam tapped the burn. "Hold on."

      The burst of acceleration shoved Liv back in her seat.

      

      On Ganymede a woman sat in a plush armchair. She watched imagery and tracking data on a wall display.

      Josefina Bremmer. Entrepreneur and explorer. Wealthier than most anyone, but barely showing up on any records. Just how she liked it.

      The suite she'd acquired in the station was on the small side, though she would admit that in the context of the station's restrictions on resources and space, the rooms were positively luxurious.

      Decadent even.

      A separate bedroom, a private bathroom. The main room had plain gray-white walls, with a plain stone floor. All plastic-coated, as if the rock behind was porous and the builders had done all they could to keep the place sealed.

      Of course Ganymede's crust was entirely ice. Stone and rock was out of place. All imported.

      When they'd constructed the station, the minerals and metals had been brought from robotically mined materials sent from Jupiter's smaller, outer rocky moons. Easy enough.

      Ganymede had the advantage of bulk, which was useful for protecting everyone from radiation, and for holding things down. Even though the gravity was miniscule, it was still much better than out on those little rocky oblongs.

      And the trusty little robots kept sending in more and more material. For construction. For ship building. A very clever automated industry.

      One ripe for exploitation too. Sometime.

      Josefina Bremmer had other things on her mind right now.

      As well as her chair, there was a steel table-come-writing desk, an office chair, and a low maroon sofa.

      Minimal comfort really. With a vague reek of plastic dust in the air. Perhaps still settling more than a year after construction had finished.

      She'd had the chair shipped from Italy. A Giovanna Roma. Completely worth it for the comfort. And fully tax-deducted.
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