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One

HIGH FINANCE

On October 16, 1970, the Comsat Board of Directors declared a dividend of 12.5 cents per
share. This was approximately one million dollars, and represented a milestone: they first money
made by the general public from a space enterprise. It took a little over six years for Comsat to
go from initial start-up to a dividend-paying operation.

The Brazil Techimetal-Electromotores building was the second tallest in all of Sao Paulo, a
glistening golden spire that sprouted from a cluster of drab five-story structures, an egotistical
giant among dwarves.

Xavier parked his Mercedes in the underground parking structure, and took Yamada up to the
thirty-first floor in a public elevator. There they changed to a security elevator.

Jorge Xavier stood perfectly erect, and nearly a foot taller than his companion. His face was
dark, his hair thick and fluffy and prematurely white; he was altogether a tailor’s dream. Now his
generous mouth was drawn into a slender line, his brows wrinkled in concentration. He asked
in English; he had learned that Yamada’s Portuguese was poor—"You are sure of the amount?”

“Absolutely. Oyama Construction wants the cable at all costs. The Trans-Korea bridge will
make their reputation.”

Xavier slammed the edge of his palm into the elevator wall, swearing in Portuguese. “I know,
I know. It is why we must have it. With the Stonecypher Cable in our hands, we can force
Oyama construction into a merger. Such a merger would combine the raw materials and
manpower available to BTE with the technical resources and world respectability of Oyama
Construction. With terms favorable to beth sides, such a merger could be~—"he groped for
words. “I do not care what it takes. We will have that cable.”

“Your company president. Your Senhor Castellon. He will not match Oyama’s bid?”

“Castellon is a sick old man. He spends half of the year in Caxambu, drinking the waters to
heal a faulty liver. His problem is not in the liver—it is in the heart. He has no heart for a
gamble.”

An electric-eye scan of the BTE executive’s identification card admitted them to the fifty-
fourth floor. Yamada stepped out and smiled reflexively at the pleasant softness of the carpet. He
said, “And you do?”

“I would not have brought you here otherwise. I, and a few others in my company, we have
the heart. We are young, and strong. We will gamble.”

Yamada wondered, too late, if it had been wise to betray Oyama Construction to this man.
He was suddenly very aware of what he himself was gambling. Income, reputation, honor,
freedom...if he lost.

The BTE executive suite was as luxurious as practicality would allow. Muted music flowed
from the inner walls, and many of the outer walls were gold-tinted plastic. The tinting reduced
the glare without obstructing the view of the city. It was a view worthy of appreciation, a vista of
silver and red buildings sparkling in the sun almost as far as the eye could see.

The receptionist was alert and smiling a greeting as the elevator door slid open. “Boa tarde,
Senhor Xavier.”

“Boa tarde, Luisa. Apresento-lhe o Senhor...”” he turned to Yamada apologetically.

“Excuse me. Luisa, this is Mr. Yamada. We will be in conference. Call Mr. da Silva, Mr.
Costa, and Mr. Giorgi. Have them come to my office. Obrigado. Mr. Yamada? This way,
please.”

Xavier led the slender Oriental down the hallway and steered him around a right corner. This
corridor ended in a huge oak-panelled door with the name J. Xavier centered on a rectangle of
brass. The door swung open without a sound, and they entered.




There was a large conference desk in the front part of the office with a setup for videophone
conferences. Yarnada doubted that Xavier would want the contents of this particular conference
broadcast over any line, no matter how secure.

“Please. Be seated. Drink?”” Yamada shook his head no, accepting the invitation to sit. Xavier
busied himself at a small wetbar, coming back with a short glass of ice and clear liquid garnished
with a twisted slice of lime.

He sat across from Yamada, sipped his drink and gazed at him speculatively. Yamada felt
naked, stripped to the skin and then flensed to the bone. Xavier probed and examined and
weighed, finally laying the meat arid organs back in place, slipping the skin back onto the body.

No Japanese would have stared so. The room’s silence was oppressive, and Yamada fought
to escape that gaze, to break contact with those bottomless black eyes. He found a painting to
look at, a garish thing of oranges and blacks. Concentric rings of color surrounded plastic
bubbles that rose inches out from the canvas, sprays of yellow arcing through the black
background like comets through space.

A name clicked in his mind. “This is your Mr. Castellar’s work, is it not?”

Xavier smiled, some of the coolness leaving his face. “Yes. You know our painters? He was
one of the finest. Emilio Castellar dreamed of space when much of our country was trying
merely to enter the industrial age. A man of vision.”

The office door opened, and two men entered, followed a moment later by a third. One of
them was Xavier’s height, a fraction over six feet, but heavy in the stomach and thighs. He
nodded without speaking. Xavier filled the silence. “This is Mr. da Silva. Edson da Silva.”

The second was a small, neat man with a beard that had been trimmed to a razor point. His
hazel eyes seemed to be in constant quick movement. His skin was lighter than Xavier’s or da
Silva’s. He sized Yamada up in two intense seconds, then stretched out his hand. “Djalma
Costa,” he said. “Djalma with a D.”

“Takayuki Yamada.” Yamada turned to the third man, noting the limp, and the silver wolf’s
head cane that corrected it. “And of course you are Mr. Giorgi. Lucio Giorgi.”

Giorgi was as tall as da Silva, but much thinner. His eyes were hollow, and the skin on his
face was stretched taut over the bones, as if a long illness had stripped away the fat. Giorgi
nodded with satisfaction and spoke with excellent, though accented, English. I see that news of
my accident precedes me.”

“We were interested in your work on the Parana Dam project. Of course, when the scaf-
folding collapsed, we knew that the famous Giorgi had been the only survivor.”

“I am perhaps too old to continue on-site inspections.”

“If this project is as successful as we hope, we will definitely desire your expertise.” They
shook hands, and all five men were seated.

There was a moment of uncomfortable tension. Then Xavier cleared his throat and slapped
his palms on the table. “Well, Mr. Yamada. If you would be so kind as to share your information
with us.”

“Certainly.” All hesitation had left him now. He swung his briefcase up to the table and
dialed its five-digit combination. There was a sharp click, and Yamada eased it open and re-
moved a thin folder of papers. He locked the case and set it on the floor.

Yamada thumbed through the folder, talking to himself in barely audible Japanese. “Ah, yes.
I trust that I do not have to fill you three gentlemen,” nodding in the direction of the newcomers,
“in on much, of the background material?”

“Skim through to today’s business,” Xavier suggested.

“Agreed. The item of interest is a cable recently extruded by Falling Angel Enterprises. Put
as simply as possible, the cable is a strand of single-crystal iron filaments locked in an epoxy
matrix.” He looked up at them with a distracted look on his face. “It is eight-tenths of a
millimeter thick and fourteen hundred kilometers long. All preliminary tests indicate that it is
much stronger than Kevlar, at least ten or twenty times stronger.”



His eyes slid over a page and a half of notes. “Suffice it to say that the. . . ah. . . delicate
situation existing between America’s National Aeronautics and Space Administration and
Falling Angel Enterprises has severely limited buyers for the cable.”

Da Silva nodded enthusiastically. “This is true. Pressure from the U. S. of A. has caused four
nations to drop out of the bidding, Great Britain just this morning.”

“Saving face,” Costa laughed. “They knew they would be outbid. Quitting now earns them a
few points in the eyes of the Americans.” There was a twist on the word “American,” as if he
was sharing a private joke. “No. We and the Japanese are the only ones remaining in the
bidding.”

“I think that I can guarantee, that Oyama Construction will win the bid. The Bridge project is
entirely too important.”

Xavier caught his breath. “How high is Oyama going?”

“One hundred and eighty million dollars.”

There was a hiss of exhaled breath, and * Costa cursed vividly. “He’s insane. . .”

“No,” Xavier said, his voice a solid weight in the room. “It is one of a kind. A thousand miles
of the strongest cable even produced by man. An option on the next five thousand to be
produced. Oyama is taking the kind of gamble that Castellon would have taken twenty years ago,
before he lost his ovos. Unlike any material ever produced on earth, now in orbit around the
Moon, waiting for someone with the will to defy the stockholders and the U. S. of A.”

“There is no hope that your Mr. Castellon will commit more funds to the project?”

“None. One hundred million is as high as he is prepared to go.”

“Then Oyama will win the bid.”

The five men looked at each other, saying nothing. Costa watched Xavier carefully, watched
him turn to Giorgi and measure his words before speaking. “Lucio. In your opinion, how
important is that cable to the construction of the Japan-South Korea bridge?”

Giorgi’s hollow, pale face took on some colon as he sat forward, fingers twining animatedly.
“Mr. Da Silva will correct me if I am wrong, but Oyama Construction is overextended
financially. If the project is successful, Oyama will be in an exceedingly advantageous position.
If it fails, or if the Bridge goes disastrously over budget, they will be in considerable difficulty.
Certainly the present administration of the company would undergo considerable upheaval.
Therefore, they need the cable. Even at the cost of one hundred and eighty million dollars, it is
cheap. They will save money, time, and establish a permanent advertisement for their most ad-
vanced engineering techniques. Oh, yes, they need it. Oh, yes.”

Xavier’s eyes were cold and calm. “Well, then. If it is certain that Oyama needs the Cable,
then we can proceed with Phase Two. Again, Mr. Yamada?”

The Japanese swallowed, stepping over the edge of a mental cliff, trusting that there was
water at the base. “I can supply you with course data for the Space Shuttle Anansi. With this
information, you will know where the vehicle is during every second of its descent to Kwanto
spaceport. If all the other elements are in readiness, interception will be possible.”

“Excellent.” Xavier took a thoughtful sip of his drink, eyes focused on the wall behind
Yamada. “Giorgi. You are sure of yours pilots?”

“Their loyalty is to me. To us. They understand their reward for efficiency and discretion will
be handsome. We will need 48 hours start-up time.”

“Costa? Your friends in the UMAF?”

“Ready and eager. It has been a dry time for them, and a headline of such magnitude will do
much to revitalize the organization.”

“I try never to denegrate our...allies... but one would think that these people would forget the
Zionites and find themselves another war. It has been sixty years.”

Costa laughed loudly, the laughter dimming to chuckles, then a private smile as no one else
joined in. Xavier drummed his fingers on the table. He said, “It is a holy war. Soldiers in a holy
war win or die. They do not seek new wars. Mr. da Silva?”



“As of today, for a short operation, | believe that we can divert nearly eight million dollars
from the central computer without any danger until the July audit.” Da Silva twisted slightly in
his chair and wiped a thin sheen of perspiration from his forehead. Yamada noted that it wasn’t
warm in the conference room.

“Today is November the Seventeenth. That gives us almost seven months. By that time, it
will all be over, one way on the other. Well, gentlemen...there is the gamble: Disgrace and
prosecution, or control of Brasil Tecimetal-Electromotores.”

Again, there was no sound in the room, except for the subdued hum of the air conditioner.
Then Giorgi cleared his throat and spoke. “I myself have always been a gambling man.”

There was a murmur of agreement, and Yamada joined in quietly.

“Good,” said Xavier. “Then, gentlemen: let us drink to our venture.” He rose halfway from
the table, then turned back, his expression of content tinged with doubt. “Lucio,” he asked, “Are
you quite certain about the missile? We can trust the UMAF to operate it properly?”

“We will have our own man on hand to supervise.”

“Good, good. It is best not to take chances.” He dusted his hands against each other. “Well.
That drink, eh?”



Two

GRAND THEFT

A dull murmur wound its way through the audience, a murmur which could erupt into a roar at any moment.
Thomas De Camp shifted uncomfortably and whispered, “1 don’t like this.” His small dark eyes flickered
around the room. “I really don’t need to be here. All they need from me is my vote.”

Janet De Camp squeezed his hand, brought her lips close to his ear. “Look at these people. Most of them
don’t want to be here, either. They just want it to be over, one way or the other. We need you here, Tommy.”

He looked down at their locked hands, her pale fingers forming a crisscross pattern against his dark brown
skin, and sighed, knowing she was right. Someone had to be here, someone who cared. He just wished that it
didn’t have to be him. Janet pressed his hand again, then released it. Her ice-blue eyes were alive with
eagerness, and the contrast to his own feelings was as marked as their physical contrast: her Nordic blood
against his African and Oriental features, her five foot eight against his five and a half. The differences went
deeper, deeper than he wanted to think about now.

A circular magnification screen glowed at one end of the Space Shuttle external tank that served as a
meeting hail. Nobody had used chairs for free fall since Skylab. The hundred and fifty foot tank was a maze of
netting. One hundred and eighty barefoot audience members clung to the lines by fingers and toes, like flies in a
spiderweb, with this one difference: their feet all pointed in one direction, a tacitly agreed-upon “down.”

The magnification screen was still blank: Fleming, the head of Falling Angel Enterprises, had yet to mount
the podium.

There was a trickle of excitement from the back of the meeting hall, and De Camp turned his head in time to
see Fleming and one of his aides gliding up the center safety line. He might have been going hand-over-hand up
a rope, but no Marine fitness instructor ever floated “up” a line so effortlessly. Reaching the screen, Fleming
unhooked his safety— and nudged himself into position, refastening himself to the podium. His aide fastened
herself to a nearby strand and handed him his briefcase.

Fleming cleaned his glasses, his gently humorous face seeming too long until he slipped them on again.
“Good afternoon. | know that seems a cruel joke to those of you on the 2200 shift, but bear with an old man,
eh?”

A tension-easing chuckle warmed the room as Fleming inserted a cartridge into the podium and flashed
through his notes. A brawny Solar Satellite tech in front of the De Camps unhooked his fingers from the web
and stretched his arms. “This isn’t going to be good,” he said to no one in particular. “Fleming is smiling.”

“Give him a chance,” Thomas said, before he realized he was speaking aloud. The tech turned and looked at
him with a bemused smile.

Fleming took his usual position at the mike, hands braced at the side of the podium, pulling down to make
his own gravity. “Can all of you hear me? Good, good.” He arched his back, and long muscles flexed. He spent
more time in the centrifugal gravity of the administrative offices than anyone in Falling Angel. He looked every
inch the patriarch, and the fatigue lines in his face only strengthened the image. “Well, I have just finished a
short conversation with our friends in NASA.” He let the ripple of laughter run its course. “Not totally to my
surprise, they still refuse to deal with us. | believe that the most popular term being applied to us is ‘lunatic
pirates.’”

A thin woman—nher name escaped Thomas, although he knew she worked in Air Quality— raised her hand.
“And why shouldn’t they call us pirates?” she asked testily. “Everything that we have up here was paid for by
the taxpayers of the United States. As far as they’re concerned, we’re robbing them.”

“Miss Ellinshaw,” Fleming said, adjusting his glasses, “the last thing in this world I intend is to turn my
back on the American people. You must understand that the incorporation of Falling Angel was a matter of
much debate and controversy before any announcement was made.”

“You’re still stealing.” Her words were set in concrete, beyond argument, and De Camp was suddenly glad
he had never had to requisition a recycler filter from her.



Fleming’s face reddened when she said that, and his teeth were set tightly, little muscles at the hinge of the
jaw twitching. He had risked health and reputation to build Falling Angel from a single spacecraft in close orbit
around the Moon, to a collection of clumped space junk, to one of the finest laboratory complexes in the world.
He had supervised the expansion personally, scuffling and battling every inch of the way with the Earthlocked
NASA honchos. Balding now, eyes weakened from long hours pouring over computer displays, Fleming had
personally suited up and led rescue operations, supervised the construction of the big mass driver in Mare

Crisium, and for the past twelve years had poured his life and organizational genius into Falling Angel. At
another time, this same roomful of people might have soberly discussed spacing Ellenshaw for those words.

Today, there was merely a whisper of assent.

“Stealing?” Fleming asked softly. “I think not. In the twelve years that Falling Angel has been in existence,
we have repaid the original investment in our facility one and one half times. Adjusting for inflation and interest
on the original ‘loan,” it is arguable that we still owe the United States a few million dollars. Believe me—every
effort will be made to set this right. The truth of the situation is that unless we are freed from the present
crippling bureaucracy, we will soon be unable to operate at all.

“Friends, we are a quarter of a million miles from the folks who do most of the voting. To us—to each
other, here—Falling Angel is our whole world. To America, we are a few hundred people engaged in an exotic
operation which has taken twelve years to break even. When the next budget cutback comes down the pipe,
most voters will vote for something they can see and touch and understand. And one day, without any noise,
Falling Angel will die, like so much of our space program.” He paused, and it was easy now to feel the
weariness in him. Thomas chewed at the inside of his cheek, finding it difficult to watch. “And like so many
other noble efforts, so many other dreams, one day we’ll all pack up and go home.”

Fleming gripped the side of the lecturn and leaned forward, auger-alive in his voice. “I’m an old man, and
I’ve given my life to Falling Angel and the technology that build her. I’m too damned old to start over, and too
damned mean to take this thing gracefully. We’re going to show the American people that we can survive as a
business, that we can make money—for them. If we can’t appeal to their hearts, we’ll try their wallets, but
we’re not going to lose. We need things that only Earth has, and Earth needs things that only we can make.
We’re Americans here, but we’re something else, too. We’re the future. If America doesn’t believe in her future
anymore, then maybe it’s up to us to show her we’re not dead yet.”

At least half of the audience applauded loudly as Fleming pushed himself back from the podium and
scanned them. Janet De Camp whispered to her husband: “Round one for the Good Guys.”

The floor was opened for discussion, and controversy raged. Could Falling Angel truly survive as an
independent? Could NASA or the American military retaliate?

The second question Fleming answered immediately. “If you ask that, you don’t understand the situation.
We aren’t sitting on top of a diamond mine up here. At present we are considered a marginal enterprise. While
we do have products we can sell, Congress will expect us to collapse without their support. When we don’t,
they may have some ideas about taking over, but remember: the real wealth of Falling Angel is its experienced
personnel. At worst they might make an example of me and a few of my most conspicuous officers. The rest of
you will be even more valuable to them than you are now.

“The American voter can see Falling Angel if he owns a telescope and knows enough to aim it right when
we’re rounding the edge of the Moon. That voter is fairly rare, and he’s on our side anyway, and what does he
see? A junkyard of expended Shuttle main tanks. Hardly something worth fighting over. What else? A fleet of
six antiquated Space Shuttles, two of which NASA has already confiscated because they were on the ground,
and three cesium-fueled ion drive tugs capable of moving them between Earth and Lunar orbit.”

There were a few more minutes of talk, then Ellinshaw raised her hand and stood again. “Mr. Fleming,” she
said, “I move that we put this to a vote now.”

He nodded. “All right. Seconded?”

The silence lasted too long for Thomas’ comfort, and he raised a stocky arm. “Seconded.”

“Then a vote it is. All in favor of independence for Falling Angel?”

For an instant there was no movement in the room, then hands began to rise like sprouted seedlings, until
just under half of the personnel had raised their arms. There was a quick count.

“Opposed?”



Fleming’s assistant counted again, and handed her tally up to the administrator. He looked it over with a
neutral expression. Janet’s face flattened with dismay. “We lost.” She sounded numb.

“Wait. It’s not over yet.”

Fleming handed the tally back, then addressed them. “All post-essential personnel and lunar personnel have
submitted proxies. The initialed-vote sheets have been tabulated, and are available for inspection in my office.
The official tally is: Independence, 147, Opposed, 142. The motion passes.”

There were a few cheers, but also a rumbling undercurrent of discontent Fleming raised his hand for
attention. “Those of you who voted to remain under control of NASA may leave Falling Angel if you wish. We
have made arrangements to ferry you back. This will relieve you of any fear of prosecution. Those of you who
stay, well, I hope you know how badly we need each and every one of you, now more than ever. Let it be a
matter between you and your conscience. Just remember—it’s your future we’re fighting for.”

Fleming left the lecturn to scattered applause, much of the audience already divided into percolating knots
of controversy.

Thomas turned to his wife, unhooking fingers and toes from the net. “Well, that’s that.”

“We did it, Tommy.” She grinned broadly. “Look at this. Are you sure you don’t want to stick around? You
won’t find action like this out in the Belt.” Her smile was a mask, her voice part wheedle and part sorrowful
acceptance.

“I need quiet. Makes it easier to do the job. Anyway, I’ll be wherever the ion drives are. I’ve done my part
here.”

Their eyes met and locked, and Janet tore hers away first. She tugged at him as he launched himself towards
the safety line. “See you for dinner?”

There was quiet humor in the dark mongol face, humor that rose to a smile. “Sure. I’ll be in the shop if you
need me.”

She nodded, watched him swim up the line with the smile fading from her lips. For a moment her vision
misted, then she shook her head clear. “No time for that,” she said fiercely, quietly. Then: “Damn it, there’s no
time for anything, anymore.” Janet flexed the cramp from her fingers and joined the exodus, dozens of
barefooted figures waiting for a place in line, heading for the locks.



Three

THE AUCTION

Most of those leaving the meeting hall donned pressure suits or took one of the connection tubes, but the
administrator of Falling Angel had a scooter waiting. The pressurized three-man vehicles were in short supply,
and generally reserved for the repair crews.

Fleming eased into the control seat and waited for his assistant to climb in next to him. Mrs. Kelly was a
chunky woman on the far end of forty, married to one of the solar engineers. Bright, competent, and fiercely
loyal to Falling Angel Enterprises. But she never moved quickly enough for Fleming’s taste. After more than
thirty months at the facility, she still wasn’t used to zero gravity. No problems with it, in fact just the opposite.

Unless there was a specific demand for speed she seemed to linger over each separate movement, savoring
it.

She had buckled herself in and sealed the door. Fleming broke anchor manually and they floated away,
accelerating.

The universe was silence and razor-edged shadow as they cruised along the sprawling structure of Falling
Angel. A score of Shuttle external tanks were splayed out in orbit around the Moon, serving as a basis for the
industrial complexes that served the needs of America, the Soviet Union, and the European Combine.

Suddenly Fleming’s crow’s-feet squeezed flat, and he pointed at a dimly lit rounded object, like a water
smoothed rock equipped with tailfins. “Notation, Kelly. Find out why Strickland still has men working on the
cable re-entry package. | was told it was ready to go.”

She nodded, scribbling, glad that he had broken the silence. “What do you think about the meeting?” They
were passing through a cluster of Shuttles. She ticked the names of the winged boxcars as they passed: Susanoo,
Lucifer (that name had proven an ill omen: on its thirteenth descent to Earth, the landing gear exploded on
impact. Only fast action by the fire crews, and a shock-absorbing restraint wall made of Dexter Stonecyphe?s
“enhanced” fiberglass, had saved lives and cargo.), Haephestus, and the newest addition, Anansi.

Fleming said nothing for a few seconds, only the flickering dim lights of the computer display bringing his
face to life. He watched the spinning bulk of the exercise room pass to their right. “We’ll make it. We’ll be
down to half strength, but the people who stay, they’re the real workers. The deadweight just voted itself out.”
His hands played delicately over the controls, and his voice never wavered. It took someone very familiar with
his ways to sense the bitterness in him, but Mrs. Kelly was that close, and more. “We can count on them. You’ll
see.” His eyes never left the shadow-crested shapes rising beneath and around the scooter.

He smiled now, and she was happy to see it was his private smile, not the one he pulled out and glued on for
meetings. She could imagine him smiling thus at an hour’s worth of sand castle, fifty years ago. “You know...
sometimes when I’m sitting at my desk it gets easy to be abstract about this. . . junk sculpture. It’s just so much
metal and plastic tubing, consuming so many pounds of oxygen and water, and so many millions of dollars a
month. A thing. But here—" She could see his eyes building infrastructures as they scanned the complex.
Building, changing, improving and never satisfied.

The scooter went into an approach path for the administration buildings: a flat disk connecting three Shuttle
tanks. The tanks rotated about the axis of the disk, providing “gravity” for the offices. The center disk housed
the filing and supply warehouse.

He docked without a bump, and Kelly sealed their door on, waiting for Safety to approve and admit them to
the tiny airlock. She barely noticed the sensation of weight returning as she lifted Fleming’s briefcase from the
rear seat and carried it off with her.

The alarm in Kelly’s wristwatch buzzed until she flicked it off. “Looks like we’re just in time,” she said,
helping Fleming from the scooter. “The calls are coming through.”

“Good, good. Put them on hold. We’ll be there in a minute.” The inner lock opened and let them through.
The hallways and corridors were largely plain, but not severely so. Kelly could remember infinities of bare
plastic trim laid on foam steel. Now, the niceties of gracious living were creeping aboard. The crew, invited to
assist with the decorating, had responded with a generous sampling of their talents: oil paintings, sculpture, an



achingly beautiful tinsel and blown glass mobile. There were many moonscapes, including one spectacular view
of the Apennine mountains which had won second prize in the Venice Arts Festival, Earthside. Kelly still
remembered passing the hat to pay for the shipping space aboard a Shuttle.

Closer to the center of the hub the floor was carpetted in Velcro, but that was unnecessary out at the edge,
with two-thirds Earth gravity to hold a traveler down.

The office section was largely deserted, which made the narrow hallways seem more spacious. It was a
feeling to cherish and to dread. If this desperate plan didn’t work...

Fleming was reaching for the doorknob when it slid away under his hand. Dr. Stonecypher popped his head
out, bending so that his greying hair barely grazed the top of the six-foot doorframe. His thick eyebrows knitted
in perplexity. “There you are, Benjamin.” He checked his watch with poorly concealed irritation. “I was
beginning to worry.” He moved his towering frame aside to let them pass, moving with the strange, disjointed
grace of a praying mantis. Dr. Stonecypher was one of the original Falling Angels, and held the record for time
spent in nullgrav, beating out the nearest contender, a Russian communications specialist in orbit around earth,
by several thousand hours.

He virtually lived in the Metallurgy and Special Projects lab he had built over the past fifteen years,
spinning out the miracles that made Falling Angel what it was: the most advanced zero-gravity research and
production facility in the world. During that time, he had undergone one of the rarer effects of long-term work
in space. Unhampered by gravity’s fierce and constant tug, fed a constant high mineral diet to counteract the
negative calcium transport often-experienced by long term astronauts, his skeletal structure had experienced a
second anabolic stage. The bones were growing again. He was nearly seven inches taller than the Stonecypher
who had matured on Earth, and the medics were frankly baffled as to when the sixty-three-year-old metallurgist
could expect it to stop. Eight years older than Fleming, Stonecypher was one of the few people who addressed
him by name, and the only man Kelly had ever seen upbraid him. Fleming took it well. There was only one
Dexter Stonecypher, and his expertise in a very special field was irreplaceable.

“Come, come,” Dexter said, shooing Fleming along with a thin-fingered hand. Stonecypher walked along
behind him with the painstaking delicacy he always adopted on his infrequent sojourns into the centrifugal
zone. “I still have to supervise mating of Gabriel and the cable pod. Special Projects is going crazy over dead
rats and dead fleas for gosh sake. Mark my word—you’ll push me too far one day. Dead rats indeed. And oh,”
he added almost as an afterthought, “We’re holding Japan and Brazil on the line.”

Fleming took the briefcase from Kelly and took his position at the conference table. “Let’s not fall apart
now, Dexter. A bit of teasing never hurt a sale. If it’s worth buying, it’s worth waiting for.”

“An unexpected result of overexposure to moonlight,” Stonecypher growled to Kelly as he took his place
next to Fleming. He looked down at the top of the administrator’s head. “He’s turning into a merchant. Some
bizarre variant of lycanthropy, no doubt.

“Hush,” Kelly said, absorbing the giant’s petulant expression without a flinch. “I’m bringing the line on.
Ready?”

“Ready.”

“I’ve been ready for seven minutes.”

Kelly hovered over the intercom console. “Three, two, one, live.”

Ghostly images of two men flickered into existence, in two of the three empty chairs at the table. The
slender, dark one was Jorge Xavier. The other was a solidly-built Japanese whom Kelly recognized as Retsudo
Oyama, the son of the founder of Oyama Construction.

“Gentlemen,” Kelly said, using clear, careful diction. “Are you receiving us clearly?”

There was a perceptible delay before Retsudo answered her crisply. “Yes, thank you. Reception is fine. And
you, Mr. Xavier?”

His English sounded more British than American.

“Yes, thank you,” Xavier said at once. “We had a problem with resolution, but it has been adjusted.” He
seemed somewhat stiff and unspontaneous. A handsome man, Kelly thought, but not an attractive one. “Please
proceed.”

“Gentlemen, Dr. Stonecypher, the head of the team which created the cable, is on my left. Mrs. Kelly is
recording. Do we have any opening comments?”



Xavier cleared his throat. “I would like to point out that the sale of the cable should be influenced by other
factors than sheer weight of gold.”

“Indeed it has, Mr. Xavier,” Stonecypher said with infinite gravity. “The fact that only two of you are left at
this stage of the bidding indicates that quite clearly.”

“Excuse me. | didn’t mean the political pressures. It is possible that BTE can make an offer based upon a
mutually profitable future relationship. We have Shuttle launch and refueling capabilities, which you may find
useful in your present situation—"

“We have already made arrangements with the Japanese government, Mr. Xavier.” A trace of annoyance
thinned Fleming’s lips. “You may rest assured that these arrangements will in no way affect today’s bidding.
The outcome will be based solely on the highest offer.”

Oyama seemed curious. “Mr. Xavier, you speak as if you have already conceded defeat.”

“Not at all. We are prepared to top your bid. | merely wished to point out that there are many ways that
payment can be made, and that liquid assets are only one form.”

“But what Falling Angel needs now are liquid assets,” Fleming said quietly. “The item in question is already
packaged for reentry, and can be available for shipping within ten hours. Shipping can be completed within five
days, and will commence after the first third of the payment has been transferred to our bank in Zurich. We trust
that this will be satisfactory. Dr. Stonecypher will accompany the cable personally to guarantee its safety.

Fleming looked from face to face. “Are there any further questions? No? Then let the bidding conclude.”

A small white rectangle appeared in front of each holographic image, and hovered there. “You understand
the rules, gentlemen. Each of you will be allowed one bid, and one bid only. The highest bid buys the cable.”
Tension had eased some of the depth from his voice, making it higher and thinner than usual. “May | have your
bids, please?”

Xavier’s rectangle filled at once: $120,000,000

Fleming nodded approvingly. “Mr. Oyama, are you ready?” The Oriental could not see Xavier’s bidding
box, but still he gazed studiedly at Xavier. Xavier’s remarks earlier: had that been trickery, to lull him into
lowering his bid? If BTE topped Oyama by one dollar, the cable was theirs.

Oyama’s rectangle filled with- a nine-digit number: $176,000,000

Retsudo was poised on the edge of his seat, as if ready to fly or fight. His hands were knotted painfully tight
on the desk in front of him.

“Thank you, Mr. Oyama. Mr. Xavier, I’m afraid Oyama Construction has topped your bid.”

Xavier made a little bow in his seat. “Congratulations, Mr. Oyama. Perhaps another time, Mr. Fleming.” His
image fuzzed out.

If a ton of steel girders had been lifted from Retsudo’s chest, his relief could have been no greater. “Now,
Mr. Fleming. | can assure you that the first payment will be deposited to your account within forty-eight hours.
May | ask that the cable be ready for shipment as soon as you have received word?”

The rest of the details—high finance and ground control—were relatively easy to work out, and within
fifteen minutes Oyama had faded from the room. Fleming and Stonecypher grinned at each other with the un-
affected pleasure of two children let loose in a toy store. “We did it.” Fleming’s voice was muted with wonder.
“A hundred and seventy-six million dollars.”

“Even inflation doesn’t bite that too badly. Falling Angel has definitely hung out the shingle.” Stonecypher
ran skeletal fingers through his thinning shock of white hair. “We need to make decisions now, though. Our
pilots are going to be busy ferrying the candy-pants back to terra firma. We’ll need the very best pilots for the
cable.”

Fleming glanced at Kelly, who raised an eyebrow and silently mouthed a single syllable. Fleming nodded
and turned back. “That would be Janet De Camp. Her husband Thomas would be my choice for ion drive tech.
They’re both space crazy—wouldn’t think of going back.”

“Yes, Thomas. Good man. We’ve traded pawns a few times. Isn’t he prepping one of the ion drives for the
Juno mining project?”

“Right, that’s Gabriel, the one with the thermonuclear backup motor. He’s been working on the others too.
Nothing wrong with them, but he won’t be here if anything does need repair. We were lucky there. The ion
drive components came up before the political situation came apart. NASA could have stopped those flights.”



Kelly was fidgeting uncomfortably. “Boss? This isn’t anything official, but in a community this size it’s
hard not to pick up rumors.”

Stonecypher clicked his puzzlement, leaning forward at the table. “This has some bearing on Thomas’s
fitness to accompany the cable?”

“It might affect his compatability profile. He and his wife are separating. Nothing hostile, just. . . well,
Dexter, you know Thomas. Introvert. Lives in his machines.. He’s never been much of a socializer.”

Stonecypher’s long frame stiffened slightly. “I’ve never heard of his having problems with anyone. We’re
here to work, not socialize. De Camp is a worker. | can understand that.”

Kelly spread her hands helplessly. “I’m not passing judgment. I’m just trying to put my finger on the
problem. What it boils down to is that his wife Janet started playing the field. There are six men for every
woman up here, and that’s an awful temptation to a healthy girl.”

“How serious is the rift?” Fleming asked.

“They’re being very civil about it. But he’s heading for the asteroids, and Janet is staying in the Earth-Moon
system. Separation, for sure. | don’t know about divorce.”

“And your judgment?”

“Thomas puts his job first. Always. We can trust him. Janet’s every bit as much the pro, she just knows how
to cut loose, and be doesn’t.”

“All right. | think we can let Janet choose her own copilot from whoever’s available. And that will round
out the crew. What ship? Isn’t Anansi due for repairs?”

“Yes, sir. Cargo bay doors need realignment. The other Shuttles are in Go condition, but Haephestus is still
in Japan.”

“O-Kay. Four Shuttles and only two cans, right? And the cans hold fifty-four passengers each. We can take
our departures—”

“Deserters,” Stonecypher corrected politely.

“—down in three loads. Lucifer and Susanoo, bring a can back and send Haephestus. Anansi goes with the
cable pod. Tell Gomez that we want Anansi ready by the time Oyama’s check clears.”

“Yes sir. I’ll get on it immediately.” Kelly stood, in a smooth, graceful motion that took years to master. The
trick was to thrust against Coriolis force and keep one’s feet on the floor. She paused before leaving. “Sir?”

Fleming lifted a bushy gray eyebrow.

“I’m glad Oyama got the bid. There’s something about that man Xavier that bothers me.”

Her boss merely laughed quietly before turning back to Stonecypher.

Kelly left the room, still unable to dispel the disquieting image of the too-handsome man with the silver hair
and the oily smile. ““Perhaps another time.” Just a personal reaction, she decided. Very unprofessional of her.

Janet De Camp detached her helmet and took a deep breath as the airlock opened. It wasn’t bottled air she
hated, though she thought it was. All air was bottled air at Falling Angel, except in the greenhouse bubbles
themselves. What ruined the taste of pressure suit air was being confined in that helmet.

She stripped down to a light green leotard, and hung her pressure suit on the rack near the inner door. There
was one other suit on the rack.

She poised on the lip of the lock and took off, sailing into the air like a competition diver. She caught the
first bar of the jungle gym and twisted her body lithely, working through it with practiced ease. The exercise
room was another Shuttle tank, hauled up out of Earth’s gravity well, fitted with an oxygen recycler and spun
from one end. The gradient -of weight return was sharp enough to provide a thorough and totally unique
workout to those who used the monkey bars instead of the ladder which ran down the back wall.

Leg at full extension, she hooked her heel on a bar above her head and hoisted herself up with one leg, spun
in a tight ball and caught another bar. Her performance would have been impossible under any but the weakest
of gravities. She climbed and twisted “down” the bars, working against coriolis force and increasing spin-
weight. She turned a horizontal bar into a side horse, doing a quick series of leg circles and then a backward
scissors.

She was beginning to perspire now. She descended the rest of the way as if she were working parallel bars,
swinging up, then dropping to the next level, hoisting herself into a handstand—and banging her ankle on
another bar.



Janet’s grip faltered, and she fell a few feet, catching herself frantically with a grip that would have
shattered her wrist on Earth. Somewhat shamefaced, she lowered herself the rest of the way, the returning
weight pressing the bars into her bare feet. The monkey bars, welded to the sides of the tank, ended eight feet
above the floor, and she dropped, favoring the bruised ankle.

Lazy applause praised her efforts. “Bravo. Wonder Woman displays another of her myriad skills.” The
speaker was a slender blond man with finely chiseled muscles. His features were delicate enough to seem
pretty, except for his nose, which was a trifle too large. He was stripped to the waist and glistened with the
sweat of exertion. He shook his head violently, and an expanding halo of droplets flew from his hair.

“I’ll make it all the way, Marion. You’ll see.” She limped over to him—an exaggerated limp, certainly—and
watched as he slid back under the handles of the exercise machine. He pressed the handles up against two
hundred pounds of air pressure and pumped it twice. It went halfway up the third time, then with a despairing
whoof! he let it clatter back down.

Janet applauded sarcastically. “Bravo.”

“I’ve been doing this for almost an hour, if you must know.” He sat up, and wiped his face with his cotton
T-shirt, gazing at her with narrowed eyes. “May | assume that you aren’t here just for a workout?”

“| hear that you’re leaving.”

Marion swung one leg over the bench, sitting sideways, and mopped his chest with the shirt. “Is that
question business or pleasure?”

“We need you, Marion.”

His eyes were chips of green ice. “I never realized how impersonal a plural could be.”

“Look. We’re fighting for something you believe in. Don’t try to tell that what happened between us
changed your mind about Falling Angel.”

He said nothing, but leaned away from her a bare fraction.

She tried to smile. “Will you fly with me? Just this last time?”

“I really can’t, Janet.” His face softened, and he seemed even younger than his twenty-eight years. “I. . .
have assets in American banks. A savings account, Uncle Gavin’s trust fund—they could be frozen or attached.
I can’t afford to stay, and | can’t afford to help you get that cable down.” She watched him without speaking,
and at last he shrugged, pulling his shirt on over his sweat-slick torso. It stuck on the dampness, and he had to
tug it down. “I won’t be surprised if you don’t understand, okay?”

Without a backward glance, he headed toward the ladder.

“Marion,’” she called after him. He stopped, one hand on the bottom rung. “Would you do it if it were safe?
Would you do it if I weren’t the pilot?”

He rolled his shoulders under the pullover, turned to face her. “Maybe. Since it doesn’t matter, maybe |
would. Even if you were the pilot. But that’s not the way things are, so why don’t we cut the conversation,
Janet?”

“| think we could swing it,” she said carefully. She watched his eyebrows arch in disbelief, and hurried on.
“Listen. We can list you as a deserter. One of the cargos of Earthbound can land in Japan a few days before us.
You change places with their copilot once we’ve landed, and go back to America. They may suspect something,
but not enough to stand up in court.”

Hope flared for a moment in his face, and her heart lifted. He did care about Falling Angel. He tucked his
emotions back in as soon as he realised they were showing. “What if it doesn’t work? | stand to lose quite a bit.”

“That will be our department. You help us get this cable down, and if anything goes wrong you’ll find
yourself with a numbered Swiss account in the amount of your losses. Please, Marion. | wouldn’t trust anyone
else to be with me on this run. We. . . | need you.”

There was the embryo of a smile tugging his thin lips into a bow. He shook his head ruefully. “Damn you,
Janet. You’ve always got everything figured out, don’t you?”

“All but one thing,” she said. “I’m still not sure you’re going to say ‘yes.”

He saw her smile waver for an instant, and knew her words were true. “All right,” he said finally. “I’ve
always had this thing about being needed.”

Until he said those words, she hadn’t realized that there was a tiny packet of constricted air in the base of
her lungs. It went now, hot and stale, and she felt pounds lighter.



“Don’t go gushy on me,” he said without sarcasm. “I’ve got to pack, and this is no time for a scene.” He
turned and started up the ladder, whistling. He seemed lighter too, Janet noticed. Some people just need an ex-
cuse to do the things they wanted to do in the first place.



Four

THE MAN WITH NO FRIENDS

The splintered brown expanse of the Elbiirz mountains fell away from under the BOAC jet as it made its
approach to Mehiabad Airport. Djalma Costa buckled his seatbelt and pushed his body back into the seat,
gripping his arm-rests with moist hands. The Industrial Relations liason of BTE had never enjoyed flying, had
never trusted planes totally. The feeling of unease frequently blossomed into airsickness during the landing
approach. Djalma could never eradicate the image of flames and twisted steel and mangled bodies, but he had
learned to leech the color from them. Now his mind was filled with savage black and white arabesques of
destruction: unnerving, but tolerable.

The Eurasian stewardess walked the aisle, checking the passengers. She paused at his seat. “Please place
your briefcase under the seat in front of you, unless you’d like me to—”

He nodded with nervous quickness. He slid the black case gingerly under the seat, then placed his right foot
atop the ease, so that it took only a slight pressure to reassure himself that it was still there. He closed his eyes
and breathed slowly, concentrating on the fact that within minutes he would be in Teheran.

Costa’s contact met him as soon as he had passed through customs. “Welcome to Iran,” the man said
politely, making a shallow bow. “Mr. Hoveida sent me.”

Costa nodded, only the barest spark of suspicion still alive in his mind. “And who is Mr. Hoveida’s friend?”

The man’s light brown face crinkled into a knowing smile. “Mr. Hoveida has no friends, sir. His partner,
however, is Mr. Reza Mansur.”

Costa nodded. “All right. Take my bags. I’ll carry the briefcase.”

The waiting car was a battered Chevrolet station wagon. Inconspicuous. Good. He slid into the front seat
and waited for the driver to finish stowing the luggage. They moved out into traffic, and Costa closed his eyes,
running through a mental file on Hoveida.

Born 1968 in Ma’ad, Jordan, he had attended the University of Amman and became involved in radical
politics. He first came to the attention of Interpol in ‘87 as the result of a PLO bombing raid on an Israeli
synagogue. He went underground soon afterward, surfacing in Afghanistan as an arms dealer, in Baghdad as a
hired gun, and once in Paris, soliciting financial support for a new organization, the United Moslim Activist
Front. Claiming to represent the interests of all Arabs, he gained backing from several sources—some said that
Middle Eastern OPEC interests were heavily involved—and was suspected to have been behind some of the
most audacious acts of terrorism of the 1990’s.

It was known that he had acquired a critical mass of plutonium, with plans to blackmail a western nation,
most probably the United States. Word had leaked, and the enforcement arm of the United Nations Nuclear
Limitations committee descended on his headquarters in Edmonton, Alberta. Spearheaded by the RCMP, the
operation had been a complete success—the plutonium recovered, the terrorist organization smashed. Only
Hoveida had escaped.

Hoveida knew that one of three people had betrayed him. All three of them were close friends of his. Unable
to determine which of them was the traitor, he had taken the only expedient course of action, killing all three.

Since that time, Hassan Ali Hoveida had been known as “The man with no friends.”

Here, in Iran, Hoveida had found a new home for the United Moslim Activist Front. Officially denounced
and outlawed by the Iranian Parliament, they had nonetheless operated out of Teheran for the past six years with
a minimum of difficulty. Costa feared notice by American and Soviet agents more than any Iranian security
forces.

Djalma was jarred from his musing by a jolt as the station wagon pulled up to the curb. They were in front
Of a fairly modern two-story dwelling, by its weathering perhaps ten years old. It clearly showed the influence
of Westernization on Iranian culture, being barely distinguishable from any suburban house in America.

He waited for the chauffeur to remove the bags from the back, then followed him to the house. There was a
five-second pause after a rhythmic knock, and the door opened. He was led down a narrow wood-paneled hall



deco-rated with hanging rugs and lit with a single dull bulb. It jarred with the modern exterior: perhaps a
misguided attempt to capture a bygone simplicity.

The hallway opened into a circular room where a plain wooden table sat, holding an electric lamp. There
were three men in the room. He recognized Mansur by his cadaverous thinness and precisely groomed beard.
Mansur sat at the table, using a crust of bread to sop the last drops of gravy from a plate. Behind him stood a
huge man with a discernable lump beneath his light coat. Bodyguard.

The third man sat at the table, paring an apple very precisely with a folding knife. He was light for a
Jordanian, and his face was a calm oval. His shoulders were broad but slack, relaxed almost lethargically. Costa
had met him twice before, and both times had been stricken by the lack of warmth in the room. Regardless of
the temperature elsewhere in the house, Hoveida’s presence was always like a draft of cold air.

“Sit down, please.” Hoveida’s English was heavily accented, a strong element of French mixed with the
Arabic. Djalma sat, laying out his briefcase and crossing his legs carefully. “I am prepared to offer you a half
million Pounds Sterling for your organization’s participation in this venture.”

Hoveida nodded soberly. “As agreed. | believe that our combined resources can accomplish this thing.”

“The money will buy much ammunition, many guns and bribes. There is no problem with manpower?”

“None. It is, after all, a holy cause.” A flicker of grim amusement curled Hoveida’s mouth in a smile.

“So long as the equipment arrives on schedule,” Mansur said quietly, “there should be no problem with the
firing.”

A wedge of apple vanished into Hoveida’s mouth, and he chewed thoughtfully. “Of course, it is good that
the men understand that this spaceship of yours does indeed threaten us. If they didn’t understand this thing, it
might seem as if the money were a primary motivation.” Djalma glanced at the bodyguard, a huge dark man
with hollow eyes. The man was too tense.

“Let me explain again,” Djalma said, taking the hint smoothly. “The developing nations of the world have
always been stripped of their resources by the industrial nations. Many of us have based our economy chiefly on
the exportation of materials and energy, and through great struggles, have forced the robber nations to pay us a
fair price for our goods. Now they prepare to rape the asteroid belt, and a network of solar power satellites is
under construction, which will soon ring the earth.

“Perhaps the two best forms of storing solar energy are, one, using it to dissociate water into hydrogen and
oxygen. The hydrogen can be liquified and used as fuel. Two, use solar power to make methyl alcohol from
water and air and garbage. Either method reduces the dependency of the industrial nations on petroleum
products, weakening the economy of any oil producing country, particularly in the Middle East.

“It is time to show America, Russia, and Japan that they cannot despoil the Earth, then escape to the stars.
They must be shown their vulnerability as graphically as possible. The spacecraft of Falling Angel Enterprises
provide an ideal target. Due to the present dispute between Falling Angel and America’s National Aeronautics
and Space Administration, Falling Angel has declared its independence.”

Costa grinned wolfishly. “This means that they are no longer under the direct protection of the United
States. We can attack them and America will shake her head and say: ‘Isn’t it terrible, the things that can
happen to wayward children? Come back to the fold, and we will protect you.” Now is the time to strike,
gentlemen.”

Hoveida nodded, watching Mansur out of the corner of his eye. After devouring another slice of apple, he
turned to the thin man. “I am satisfied with the money and the justification. The men will do as | say. The rest is
your end, Mansur. It would be best to ask any basic questions now.”

Costa had the distinct feeling that Mansur did not like him, or trust him. It was in the slow turning of the
head, the moistening of narrow lips with a brownish tongue. It mattered little. The man was a weapons and
explosives expert, perhaps the finest who had ever gone “Underground” in the Middle East. He had been
responsible for the design of the plutonium device captured in Edmonton. Experts had determined that the
hellish thing, briefcase-sized, could have done more damage than the one detonated over Nagasaki in 1945.

“I do not doubt,” Mansur began, his accent so thick that Costa had difficulty distinguishing the consonants
“that you can obtain a Prometheus missile. The resources of Brazil Techimetal and Electromotores are well
known.”

In shock, Costa looked to Hoveida, and to the guard who stood quietly against the wall. Hoveida laughed
harshly. “No, little man. I didn’t give your secret away.”



“But then how—? No one was supposed to know—"

“I am not ignorant of international business affairs, Mr. Costa. | am well aware of BTE’s recent bid for
Falling Angel’s products. Your bid failed. | can understand vengeance quite well.” Mansur’s head bobbed on
his pipestem neck like a puppet on a string, and his colorless eyes shone with pleasure. “Did you really think
that I would involve myself in a project of this kind without knowing all of the details? VVengeance against
Falling Angel. And what would Oyama Construction call your actions? Preemptive competition?”” His body
shook as he laughed.

“Very well.” Costa mopped his forehead. “But I trust that this information will go no further?”

“Certainly. As | was saying before you became so upset, | have no doubt that you can obtain a ground-to-
orbit missile. I need to know how you plan to deliver it to our launch site.”

The smile on Costa’s face was an uneasy thing, held by force of will alone. He riffled through his briefcase
until he found the papers he needed, and laid them out on the table. “Now,” he began, breath rasping in his
throat. “The Prometheus missile will be brought in by tanker through the Persian Gulf to Bandar-e-Shahpur. It
will be contained in twenty-three boxes labeled ‘machine parts.” The necessary officials have already been
bribed or—" He glanced at Hoveida, who, expressionless, was slipping the last section of apple into his mouth.
“—removed.”

He skipped to another sheet of paper, reading down a quarter of-a page before continuing. “From there, it
will be shipped by rail, north to Qom, and from there Southeast to Ardestan. Then we will need trucks to relay
the boxes to the launch site. You have kept the exact coordinates of the site a secret, although we know it is in
the desert near Isfahan.”

Hoveida had stopped moving, was totally motionless, and again Costa had the feeling that the room
temperature had dropped. “That is all you need to know. It is actually more than you need to know.”

Mansur broke the icy silence. “Your communications and telemetry personnel will be accompanying the
missile?”

“No, only the missile crew, will actually accompany it. The rest will come in by helicopter from Kuwait.”

Mansur and Hoveida spoke for a minute in Arabic, then Mansur rose and left the room, his bodyguard
following silently.

Hoveida grinned broadly, exposing a split tooth in the back of his mouth. “Come. We must make you at
home. After all, you are to be our guest for the next several days. There— is much work to do, and it will be
good for you to rest.”

“Yes. | didn’t get any coming in from Moscow.”

“Yes. The Russians. They did not open your briefcase? Good.” Hoveida stretched, yawning, then snapped
his head around as if a thought had just occurred to him. “I think that you had better give me the money now. It
will be much safer, don’t you think?”

“Of course.” Costa peeled off a false lining in his briefcase and stripped out six short stacks of paper. He
riffled through them, then placed the stack on the table in front of Hoveida. “Count it.”

“l am sure there is no need. We understand each other all too well. Please, go now. Rest yourself.” He
waved an arm expansively. “I am sure you will find the accomodations to your liking. Rest. There is much work
to be done tomorrow.”

Costa clicked his case shut and rose. “Well, then. I will see you later this evening.”

“No. Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.” He bowed slightly and took his leave, noticing that the temperature seemed to rise as he left
Hoveida’s presence. He was sweating, but he didn’t think that his hands were trembling too badly. He was
playing a deadly game here, deadly. Mansur thought that the United Moslim Activist Front had “all of the
details.”

They didn’t. They didn’t know about the helicopter which would carry Costa to safety at the proper
moment. They didn’t know about BTE’s plan for the cable.

They didn’t understand the true role of the Prometheus missile. Window dressing!

He had to be very careful. So much depended upon nuances and proper timing. Costa trudged up the
staircase, clutching his briefcase tightly, feeling a headache coming on. Death, and unimaginable riches, were
hovering in the air about him. He wondered which would come to roost first.



Five

THE PRESSURE COOKER

Falling Angel emerged from the shadow of the Moon, and glaring sunlight swept across the clusters of
cylinders. It picked up the Cable Assembly like a spotlight. Marion Guiness, sucking gravy from his fingers in
the commissary, barked startled laughter.

He covered his mouth with his hand and peered around guiltily. Nobody seemed to have noticed. How did |
miss that yesterday? he wondered. It’s grotesque. It looks like some kids tried to make a pickaxe out of old
spacecraft models.

The space shuttle Anansi formed the bluntbeaked blade of the pickaxe. The haft was two components: the
ion drive tug, Gabriel, and the re-entry pod sandwiched between.

The re-entry pod housed the Stonecypher Cable. Designed for one use only, it looked like a long, flat-bellied
boulder with fins embedded in the tail. The hull and fins were covered with handholds. Ten small solid rocket
motors—Ilimpet motors—were mounted around the tail. Prongs anchored in its nose were moored to Anansi’s
belly, in the support points where an external tank would ride during a Shuttle’s ascent into orbit.

The ion drive floated behind the cable pod, not yet docked, shaping the rest of the pickaxe handle. Gabriel
looked like a steel brick with lumps on it.

The dustless vacuum robbed the Cable Assembly of all sense of scale. Marion knew its size. He had worked
twelve hours yesterday in Anansi’s cargo bay. Though new to Falling Angel, the Shuttle had served NASA for
fourteen years. Wide areas of kitchen-tile heat shielding had worn thin enough to need replacing, and the rest
was examined before every flight into Earth’s lethal atmosphere. Payload was light this trip, mostly widgetry
for handling the cable; but if those masses started bouncing around during re-entry...

Anansi alone was huge. The cable pod was almost as big, and equally massive. Gabriel was smaller by a
third. But there was no blurring to show the size of that crude pickaxe. It might well have been toy-sized, until
the eye found other cues.

There: tiny human forms, pudgy in pressure suits, swarming around Anansi. The cargo bay doors flapped
like slow wings, opening, closing, testing the repaired hinge systems. She was a lovely beast. At thirty-seven
meters, she and her sister Shuttles were the largest self-propelled objects in the Earth-Moon system.

Marion remembered the thrill of surfing a flaming shock wave through Earth’s upper atmosphere, and
fought an urge to shiver. One more flight... —Pressure-suited men and women surrounded Gabriel, too,
readying it for its maiden flight. It bothered Marion to know that one of the men working on Gabriel was
Janet’s husband.

He didn’t wonder why she hadn’t told him that. She’d needed his promise first. He wasn’t even particularly
angry. That was just Janet. But it was something that ought to be settled soon.

Marion finished his coffee, dumped his tray and was on his way to the airlock.

Lines still moored Anansi to the hangar and storage cylinders. Marion crossed by one of these, pushing his
pressure-duffle ahead of him, letting its mass tow him. He entered via the airlock in the cargo bay. The pressure
suit was uncomfortably tight now, but he left it on while he climbed to the cockpit.

Janet was already there, but busy. She nodded perfunctorily before returning to her checkout. She played her
hands over the instruments like a master pianist caressing the keyboard. He knew that blank look. Only her
body occupied the command chair; her mind was in the miles of wire and tubing, reestablishing an almost
symbiotic link with Anansi. He had spent hundreds of hours in the, cockpit with her, and knew that her flying
was less an intellectual appreciation of readout than a kind of kinesthetic perception whereby she became one
with her craft: its engines her muscles, its thermal-insulated aluminum sheathing her skin.

He went back down to the airlock. The pump whirred down to silence; his pressure suit lost its tightness.

The cargo bay doors had been left open. Marion coasted down the vast empty space. His gaze picked out
bulges in the sprayed foam-plastic padding that covered the floor and walls. Cargo crates, some pressurized, all



protected against a turbulent re-entry. Above him, the foam-titanium roof curved away in a great arc. He
moored a safety line at the back wall, then used mobility pack jets to go over the side.

The cable package was locked beneath Anansi’s tiled belly. Those prongs, like the handholds, like the
mating ring at the cable pod’s tail, were only lunar pig iron; they would melt away during re-entry. Marion
sailed along the length of the cable pod and across the gap to Gabriel.

Marion knew something about space propulsion systems—ion drives, solar sails, linear accelerators—
enough to hold his own in a conversation, and no more. Those things didn’t fly. They pushed, or fell, or sailed;
but since his earliest school days the thing that had fascinated Marion Guiness was flight. When other children
were torn between wanting to be policemen or baseball players, Marion watched the skies. When boys his age
were thinking of proms and driver’s licenses, Marion was an Honors student at the Air Force flight academy. Be
it hang gliding, or riding a supersonic shock wave across the sky in a combination meteor/surfboard/winged
metal building, or anything in between, he loved it. Life in free fall didn’t bother him as long as he exercised,
and Falling Angel gave him the chance to fly occasionally.

He found Thomas De Camp in the ion drive’s tiny cockpit. It was open, and De Camp was in full pressure
suit, taking readings from one of the computer screens. He dictated into his suit mike while liquid-crystal
readouts flashed before him. Marion scanned his helmet radio band to find Thomas’s frequency.

“Hey there, Tom. What’s the problem?” He winced at the somewhat forced jollity in his voice.

De Camp looked up and spotted Guiness, and bent back down to his work. “Just a minute.”

Marion waited, worrying. He and the half-Eskimo tech had never been good friends, but there had never
been animosity either. Many of the married men in space had had to face the fact of infidelity so rampant that it
transcended the abnormal. But “many men” reacted as points on a graph. How Thomas De Camp, cuckold,
would react to being shut up for a week with his wife and his wife’s ex-lover, was another topic altogether.

De Camp pushed himself up out of the cockpit, braked with a tug on his safety line. “Hello, Marion.” The
voice coming over the receiver was flat with tension.

That might be for personal reasons, or professional. Marion gambled on professional. “Is there a problem?”

His father’s dark skin, his mother’s fat-padded face, made Thomas resemble a sooty Buddha when he
pouted. “Wouldn’t be a problem if | had the extra month | was supposed to have.”

“Hell, you were on your way to the asteroids! I’d think a shakedown is a good idea. If there’s trouble on the
way to Earth, we’re still close enough to yell for help.”

Thomas was shaking his head. “If there’s trouble, then | fluffed it. If I fluff it, it’s because they short-
changed me by a month! This is my job, and | should have a chance to do it right.” His eyes narrowed. “I would
think you’d understand that.”

Marion broke eye contact, clearing his throat. He eyed the steel-and-glass bubble moored to the ion drive
assembly. It wasn’t small, but food and water and oxygen storage and instrumentation panels left little room for
a man. “I’d want a cockpit that was bigger than this.”

“Think of it as a small igloo,” Thomas said, turning back to his work. “It’ll be enlarged before Gabriel goes
out to the asteroids. Anyway, 1’ve got more room than the old Mercury capsules.”

“You’ll be four days coming back to the Moon.”

“I’ll be all right.”

The sentence was tantamount to a dismissal. Marion listened to the sound of his own breathing in his
helmet, then tried again.

“Tom...?””

The ion drive tech turned back, irritation showing. “Yes?”

“We’re going to be spending the next week together. . . | just thought you should now that it’s over between
Janet and me.”

“Congratulations.”

Marion felt himself bristle. “How do you mean that?”

“I could be wrong, but I’d think you had too much intelligence to be one of her trinkets. Oh, you’re pretty
enough, but you don’t seem to be an inverterbrate.” He laughed harshly, without looking up. “Anyway, I’m glad
you directed her to the playground down the street.”

“You’re pretty dry about all this.”



Another laugh. “What am | supposed to do, jJump and scream? We’re about through with each other,
anyway. After this trip, it’s me for Juno, and Janet can do what she pleases.”

“No divorce?”

“If she wants to file papers, I’ll be glad to sign. Looking at the way things turned out, that’s not too likely,
though, is it?”

“I don’t understand you.”

“You’re not required to.” He turned back to ‘his work. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, we’re about ready to
mate this thing to the cable pod. You’d better get yourself clear.”

He released his safety line and jumped toward the looming belly of Anansi, sparing his backpack fuel.
Marion watched him for a few seconds, then called after him. “Thomas—I loved her.”

De Camp’s voice came back. “Did it make a difference?”

“I don’t think she ever believed it.”

“She will now. This is an open frequency.”

Marion swore and looked down at his chin display. It. . . wasn’t an open frequency. He heard Dc Camp’s
chuckle cut off as, he passed behind the Shuttle bay doors.

Dexter Stonecypher’s office was roughly spherical. A videobeam projector illuminated, a third of the
curving white inner shell. At the moment the beam was split into ten separate images. Dominating the center
was a view of Gabriel, a huge steel brick closing massively on the mating ring at the stern of the cable pod.
Surrounding that image were nine smaller views, giving alternate angles on the pod, technical readouts, and
video feeds from his Special Projects division.

From a couch webbing set flush against the opposing wall, Stonecypher watched the progress on the center
screen while he sucked coffee from a squeeze bottle. His eyes were red and his hand trembled. Thirty hours
without sleep had nearly laid him low. He trusted his subordinates, but the cable was his child, his concept, his
creation. To allow anyone else to oversee its journey to Earth would have been dereliction of duty.

He spoke softly: “Command swap Four for One.” The central image traded places with one of the smaller
screens. He was looking over the pod now, watching the approach of the ion drive. The cable, over twenty tons
of it, was coiled on an immense reel and sheltered within a steel housing. The housing was cased thickly in
foamed lunar slag, forming a shape halfway between an airplane and a boulder: flattened at the belly, rounded at
the nose, with three hatchet-blade fins and the motors to turn ‘them mounted at the tail. Despite its makeshift
look, it was aerodynamically sound. He’d worked on the computer animated re-entry test. Major restructuring
of the exterior housing had been necessary...though that was no problem; it only involved adding more of the
lunar rock.

Mountains of raw material were available from the lunar surface, and hemispherical mirrors provided the
heat to turn ore into pure metal and alloy. Indeed, Falling Angel made alloys that would have been impossible
on Earth. A gravitational field can cause materials of varying densities to “layer up” like a pousse-cafe. That
doesn’t happen in free fall. . . and neither does heat convection; that had been a serious problem, once. It had
been solved. Falling Angel’s zero-gravity labs had made possible the gallium bismide semiconductors which
had revolutionized the home electronics field.

But that was in the dead past, and right now Stonecypher’s near-weightless body felt heavy with fatigue. He
was alone in his office, his door Do Not Disturbed to stop his assistants from reminding him to go to bed. He sat
with knees drawn up, strapped into his vertical couching, and blinked slowly as one of the peripheral screens
blinked rapidly, demanding his attention.

“Biolab.” The small screen blossomed into center position. A pressure-suited technician faced the camera,
holding a polyethylene bag filled with red-blotched gray fur balls.

Oh, yes, Dexter thought wearily. The rats. Every experiment that didn’t fall under an established heading
came under the scope of Special Projects, including Project Plague.

When Pasteurella pestis confines itself to an infection cycle of rat-flea-rat, it is untroublesome to man.
When the disease kills off so many of the rat population that the fleas cannot find proper hosts, they will accept
human beings instead. But in general it spreads from man to man only with the cooperation of migrating fleas.
When the disease becomes pneumonic, attacking the lungs, infesting phlegm and saliva with virulent bacteria,
plague becomes most fearsome, spreading directly from human to human, leaving death in its path.



Pasteurella pestis is extinct, of course. One with the dead—

In Jamshedpur, eastern India, a bulldozer had torn up several unmarked, makeshift graves. The Black Death
lived again.

Isolated from Earth, possessed of a unique environment for the preparation of plague vaccine, Falling Angel
had accepted the challenge. Rats, fleas, and infected human blood and tissue had been shuttled out to lunar
orbit. Rats in the hundreds had sickened and been studied, dissected, re-infected, allowed to die. Plague was
extracted from blood solutions with electric fields. The process, electrophoresis, couldn’t be used in a gravity
field because the heat caused convection within the fluid medium, contaminating or destroying the biological
materials.

Falling Angel offered another advantage, the results of which Stonecypher watched with ill-disguised
irritation. “Dr. Quinn. It seems that you’ve captured the errant rodents.”

Quinn shook the plastic bag. The freeze-dried puffballs rattled like so many hard meringues. “What’s left of
them, yes.”

“And the Xenopsyllfrastia?”” The face on the screen went blank for a moment, and Dexter leapt into the
breech. “The fleas, dammit man. | want each and every carapaced corpse ennumerated and accounted for.”
Behind Dr. Quinn other workers in pressure suits ran magnifying viewers along the corners and crevices,
inspecting the rows of anchored glass tubes and hooded flasks. Equipment was being dismantled and removed
from the room for further disinfection. “After diverting my funds, personnel and administrative time for the past
fourteen hours, I should like to hear that something positive has come of our little excitement.”

“Dr. Stonecypher, we’re doing the best we can,” Quinn said apologetically. “We’re just glad we could
contain the problem by depressurizing the section.” He tried a grin. “Can you imagine the results if this
happened at the Mayo Clinic?”

“There shouldn’t have been a problem.”

“Now, Doctor. You’ve had your own problems with contaminants, ruptured lines—"

“True enough, young man. But the plastics and metals | work with don’t actively attempt to chew through
rubber flanges. If they did, | would be somewhat more attentive than you seem to have been.”

“Doctor. . .

“I have no more time. Proceed, please, or must I come down there with a whiskbroom and a pan to help?”

Quinn shook his head uneasily and broke the contact. Dexter rubbed his eyes and had the momentary good
sense to check his pulse, forefinger gently pressing the vein in his wrist. His heart was racing, near 120. Fatigue,
he told himself. Stress. The coffee. Or...

But that was unthinkable. Not now, not when he was needed so badly. His cable would buy freedom for
Falling Angel, and nothing else mattered. He had taken three years of his life to design it, and two to set up the
facility. Adding two more for the actual extrusion process, and the damned cable had stolen seven years of his
life. Perhaps he was becoming a little obsessive about the project, but who wouldn’t be?

Again he fingered his wrist, searching for the pulse. He felt it flutter, and sucked air. If he wasn’t careful,
very careful...

Despite the Do Not Disturb on his door, he heard a hesitant knock, then a swish as it opened.

Stonecypher stretched his long frame, forcing crispness into the motion. A familiar profile blotted out the
videobeam. “Mrs. Kelly,” he said wearily as she swung herself up onto the webbing. “Have you lost the ability
to read? The sign is most explicit.”

“Dr. Stonecypher—"

“l don’t want to hear it. | am extremely busy right now—"

Lips pursed, Kelly studied Dexter’s face. She didn’t like what she saw. “You’re too tired. Fleming is
worried about you—"

“He is, is he? Well you just march right back to Fleming and tell him that I can jolly well take care of—" He
lunged forward, eyes fixed on one of the smaller screens. “Command swap Six for One.” It flashed onto the
darkened center screen, and he snatched at his throat mike. “This is Stonecypher. Are you monitoring this,
Strickland? Gabriel’s picked up some angular momentum, and it’s still moving. You’ll mess up the cable pod
unless you chill that right now.”

Strickland’s voice crackled Over the speakers. “Got you, Doc, we’ve already caught it. Correction was
started twenty seconds ago. See?”



Stonecypher leaned closer. “Computer animation,” he said distinctly, and a blue rotating skeleton popped
onto the right corner screen. He checked the numbers. “Right. Sorry to bother you.”

“No problem, Doc.”

Stonecypher sighed hugely, waved a shaking hand at the multiple screens. “Do you see? You see what |
have to worry about? By gosh, woman, who do you think is going to do the work around here?”

“It seems to me that Strickland was doing just fine.”

“Hmm. Yes. For the moment. Tell that to Quinn. I can’t relax now. Do you think I like being in a pressure
cooker?” Kelly seemed to be considering the question, and Stonecypher reacted with rage. “If Fleming ever
stops cutting corners and gets some competent help up here, maybe then I’ll believe that I can turn my back
without the whole show going straight to hell!”

He was almost screaming now, and she could see how his hands were shaking. There was a light sheen of
perspiration on his forehead, and Kelly bet herself that it was sticky and cool. She said, “Doctor, you have only
seven hours before the cable is due to leave. They have to make their delivery deadline. You need your rest.”

“The hell 1 do!” The side of his fist slammed down on his desk. He scraped a little skin off his knuckle, and
his body jerked up against his couching in weightless reaction.

“All right, Doctor, I’ll leave. But I’m going to turn off your terminal.”

Stonecypher’s heavy eyebrows nearly shot through the ceiling. “What?”

“We’re not going to let you kill yourself on this project. If you want to commit suicide, swallow a tube of
silicone patch.” She turned like a wraith and glided through the door, pausing a moment to hear Dexter’s
inevitable sigh of defeat.

“Damn you, woman, you don’t fight fair.”

“I’m not playing for points, Doctor.” And she was gone.

Stonecypher turned back to his screen. It was all over. The ion drive was firmly mated to the rear of the
cable pod. Now two cylinders alongside the steel brick began to unroll themselves.

He watched until the solar power collectors stood out from Gabriel like a pair of long rectangular wings. A
moment later the screen went dead. Kelly’s promise had been mercifully delayed, but not forgotten. He looked
out his window, seeing the same approximate view, but without the close-up detail.

Stonecypher sighed and reached out a pipestem arm for the blanket tucked folded on one of his horizontal
shelves. Thank God for Kelly. Sometimes he felt like an old machine whose automatic shutoff had frozen years
back. He would just run on and on, until something broke or someone pulled his plug. One day he would have
to let Kelly know how much he appreciated her. Not soon, but someday.

He tucked the blanket around him and fastened two Velcro straps, turning the couch into a “sleepweb.”
“Command lights out,” he said, and faded into fitful sleep.



Six

EARTHBOUND

There were four seats on the command level of Anansi: three standard, and one stretched-out monstrosity to
handle the stretched-out frame of Falling Angel’s chief metallurgist. Thomas patted the older man’s shoulder as
he edged past. “Good to have you along,” he said.

Stonecypher nodded, still relaxed from his nap. “I assume you brought your board?”

Thomas nodded vigorously, buckling himself into his own seat, behind Janet. “You bet. And we’ve got a
chess program in the onboard, so take your pick.” He leaned forward to speak to his wife. “We weren’t getting
enough efficiency from the atomic plant.”

“Everything’s fine now, Tommy. Check the monitor.” Janet leaned left in the command chair so that her
husband could peek over her shoulder. Ahead of her, out the front window, there was nothing but pinpoint stars
and, low in her horizon, a blue-white half-disk Earth. She could feel the adrenalin beginning to flow, as it
always did before a mission, regardless of its size or importance. Joining with her craft, becoming part of the
most advanced piece of flying machinery ever created by man, was an excitement beyond anything else in her
life.

She glanced from Thomas to Marion and back again. Marion didn’t feel that way about his work. And
Thomas did! Why can’t | forgive him that?

Thomas leaned forward and checked her readout. He matched it with figures in his mind, and nodded.
“Good enough. We’ll use the fission plant for departure, then damp it. Sunpower’s free.”

“Anansi, this is Falling Angel,” the intercom hissed. “You have completed all test sequences, and
everything here is Go. Comments?”

“Captain De Camp.” She adjusted the sound level on her mike. “Everything in order here. Go.” She glanced
back at Stonecypher. He looked to be half asleep, but his straps were in place. Professional paranoia...

Fuel tanks, a swiveled motor, and- an electromagnetic plate: that was a limpet motor. It weighed as much as
a man and was half a man’s size, and it was generally handled manually. It was relatively cheap, and very
useful in free fall. Whatever you wanted moved, enough limpet motors would move it. There were twenty now
on Gabriel. Ten more on the cable pod would drop it from Earth orbit to Japan.

A score of limpets fired, and the Cable Assembly moved away from Falling Angel. After a minute or so
their carefully measured fuel ran out, not all at once; and as they did, the magnets cut off. The Cable Assembly
left a trail of limpet motors behind itself, all joined by a hundred meters of safety cord. The last to go was a sled
bearing two limpet motors and a man.

They watched the sled heading back, trailing dead limpet motors.

“We picked up a touch of spin,” Janet said disapprovingly, and she keyed attitude jets. Her crew’s bellies
rolled with the peculiar motion. When it stopped, the Cable Assembly’s pickaxe handle was parallel to the lunar
surface, and Falling Angel had grown small enough to be cupped in two hands.

“lon drive in ten,” Thomas said. “Janet?”

“Fine.”

“Anansi, this is Falling Angel. We monitor all systems as Go. Have a good trip. Check back when you
round the Moon.”

Cesium vapor flowed into Gabriel’s motor system. Positively charged grids stripped electrons from the
cesium atoms, then sent them fleeing away, plus-charges repelling each other. Anansi accelerated with
imperceptible gentleness on a breath of cesium-ion breeze.

Its path wound out from the Moon; became an expanding spiral. Falling Angel monitored through relays. At
the end of six hours Falling Angel had become invisibly small below them, the Moon had become a good deal
smaller, and their orbit was cometary. If the ion motor failed now, the Cable Assembly would not return to lunar
orbit. Its target was Earth.



“Bishop to Queen’s Knight three,” Thomas said. Stonecypher watched him move the magnetic piece, and a
smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

Stonecypher castled.

The next move was pivotal, and Thomas relaxed a moment to think; but he found his thoughts drifting along
other lines. It was easy to lose himself in abstractions once the mission was underway. Easy to begin a good
game of chess with a friend, or to watch the pinpoint stars, or the hazy blue disk of Earth. His co-workers, the
game, the myriad calculations and adjustments forever coalescing in the back of his mind, his memories of
Alaska, would all blend into a single complete pattern, a tapestry of contented thought which was as close to
poetry as he ever allowed himself to come.

Thoughts of Alaska were particularly close now, as he hovered over a game board in the forward
compartment. In a week he would be in orbit around Earth, the closest he had been for months. He alone would
not land. He would return to lunar orbit in that tiny cabin aboard the ion drive, and from there head out to Juno,
a hundred and fifty million miles from Earth. How long would he stay? As long as he was needed. As long as
there was work to absorb him, to help him forget the cold, crisp Alaskan mornings when it seemed that distance
had no meaning, that far off mountains, crisp and sharp in his vision, were near enough to reach out and touch.

To help the memory of Janet die away. . .or at least lose its sharp cutting edges. He frowned, and
concentrated on the board in front of him.

“Who’s hungry?” Marion said from the top of the ladder.

Thomas heard Janet’s musical laugh, pictured her slipping off her headset and stretching, cool blue eyes
alive with pleasure. “I feel like | haven’t eaten for a week,” she said.

“Good enough.” Marion started down the ladder. “I’ll see what’s in the food locker.” He saw Thomas and
Stonecypher absorbed in their game, cocked his head sideways to get a better look at the board. “Pretty quiet
down here. Who’s slaughtering whom?”

“We’ll know in a move or two. Meanwhile, hush.”

Marion raised a blond eyebrow. “I hope Tom beats your pants off. Then I think I’ll take a crack at it.”

The metallurgist tsk’d. “No respect for age.” He studied the board, then looked up. “I am getting a bit itchy.
Almost time to check on the cable.”

Marion produced plastic envelopes filled with club sandwiches and Hershey bars. “Food?” Stonecypher
smiled, Thomas nodded without looking up from the board. The copilot dropped off an envelope apiece and a
pouch of cold milk, then climbed up the ladder to the flight deck.

After he was gone Thomas made his move. Stonecypher watched his opponent place the piece, and
chuckled. “You don’t like him very much, do you?”

The small man chewed a hole in his plastic pouch and ripped it open. “It’s your move.” His eyes flickered
up to the flight deck. He heard Marion laugh, and the barest trace of a grimace kissed his lips.

“Normally I wouldn’t worry about you, Thomas,” Stonecypher said, fingers brushing the ivory tip of a
knight’s mane. “But you’re going to indulge an old man’s nosiness— you’re not letting it get to you, are you?”

Thomas’s forehead creased in parallel rows. “Why do you ask?”

“Because you aren’t thinking, youngster.” He moved his knight. “Mate in three, I think.”

Thomas savaged a great hunk from his sandwich, eyeing the board with his irritation giving way to humor.
“Your game,” he said, “and your point, too. I’ll try to keep a lid on it.”

Stonecypher nodded, tore open his own package and started to eat. He barely nibbled at his meal. Fatigue
syruped his movements, making them clumsy, making a lie of the lightness in his voice. Thomas started to
speak, to give warning, but he knew that part of that urge was the wish to give Stonecypher a taste of his own
medicine. Unfair. The only thing that would relax Falling Angel’s elder statesman was an opportunity to do
something useful: a mental state Thomas understood perfectly.

When Stonecypher pushed the remains of his sandwich aside, and the plasticware was gathered for the
dishwasher, Thomas unhooked himself from his seat. “Let me stow this,” he said. “Then we can get some work
done.” The thin face nodded. “Yes, it’s time to check our cargo.”

There was little sound, even from footsteps, as they moved to the back of the lower deck, shuffling carefully
down a strip of Velcro flooring. Surrounding them were lockers and a good deal of working space, including
plugs and attachments and mountings for instrument boards. In the rear was mounted the elaborate control
board Thomas used to monitor and steer the ion drive. Next to it, equally elaborate, the flight controls that



would guide the cable pod down through Earth’s atmosphere. Neither was equipped with chairs; just handholds
and more Velcro rug.

Stonecypher glided to the cable pod controls, moving his preying-mantis frame with eery grace. “Let’s have
a look.” His hands played over the console. Color video images sprang to life: a not very interesting view of
Anansi’s tiled belly, another of the ion drive haloed in the faint violet glow of its exhaust, both relayed from a
camera on the pod’s vertical fin. Stonecypher must have found the cryptic streams of numbers on other screens
more interesting, but still he relaxed noticeably.

“The pod’s riding well,” he said. “No vibration. No heat buildup.”

“Good.” But Thomas was watching Stonecypher’s thickly veined hands, noting the tremble. He weighed his
motivations, found them pure. “Dexter...you’re not well, are you?”

Stonecypher blew through his lips, a sound of disgust. “When you get to be my age, it’s a rare day when
some part or other isn’t acting up.” He turned back to his work, a shade too quickly.

“I’m not talking generally. I’ve been watching you. Your hands shake, you have no appetite, your face is
drawn. Were you checked out at Falling Angel?”

Stonecypher looked down from his towering height, imperiously or something like it. “Just what are you
talking about?”

“I’m asking you if you have any business going down into Earth’s gravity well. You’ll have to take three
gees to get out again, and 1I’m beginning, to doubt you can take that safely.”

A gnarled hand rubbed across a forehead that was suddenly damp with perspiration. He started to frame a
sharper response, then sighed in defeat. “All right. All right, Thomas, I’m not well. Perhaps | shouldn’t make
this trip—" He waved off Dc Camp’s attempt to interject a word. “Perhaps | shouldn’t—if all | care about is my
own life.”

He ran a hand through thinning white hair, trying to find a way to make his friend understand.

“Falling Angel is my life. It used to be space. When I was a kid | read Heinlein and Doc Smith and Asimov
and everything in between. | could foresee mankind spreading out through the solar system and into the stars,
world after world until the stars themselves burn out—but I never thought 1’d see it. Well, we’re making it
happen. | wish I could jump a thousand years and see . . . but in this age it’s Falling Angel or nothing. This
cable is our salvation. Someone needs to be here, right here, who understands everything about it. If that entails
a certain degree of risk, then so be it. I placed myself under risk when | first became involved in the project.
Things were a lot different in those days—we lost some good men and women. We all held a common dream,
and we bet everything we had on it, and some lost.”

“But you didn’t have to come. You could have sent Mannering, or—"

“No, no no. They are my assistants. Why are they my assistants? Because they are not qualified to run the
department!”

“You’ve got to learn to delegate some responsibility—"

“Not with the cable. Not when it concerns the product | have spent seven years designing and extruding. Not
when it spells the difference between life and death for Falling Angel. No!” Suddenly his voice was whiplash
strong. “This is where | should be. I thought that you, of all people, would understand that. But if you don’t, it’s
irrelevant. Whether you or anyone else understands doesn’t matter at all.”

“But Falling Angel needs you!”

“No. Not if I’ve done my work properly. If all goes well here, then Falling Angel has a new lease on life,
and the younger people will have their chance to run things. Mannering is running things now, while 1’m gone.
The dinosaurs, me, Fleming—we won’t matter. We got it going. The rest belongs to you. Would you have
denied me this last chance to do my part?”

Thomas shook his head in confusion. “I just think. . .* His words dwindled away.

“Yes?”

“I just wish you didn’t make it sound so final, that’s all.”

“That’s my right, young man, and nobody else’s. Now. What do you propose to do about all this?”

It was not instantly obvious that Thomas had lost his temper. “Oh, | suppose we’ll have to turn around and
take you back and start over after we load more cesium and more supplies. The conquest of the stars can wait a
week and a half. . . no? Dammit, Dexter!”’

Dexter was stunned speechless. It was as if his wallet had bitten his fingers.



“No, of course we can’t turn around. It’s just...you’re my friend. Maybe my only friend, and | don’t have the
slightest idea how to keep you from committing suicide.”

“It’s not quite so bad as that,” the giant said quietly. “I’ve merely made a decision that here, with my cable,
is where | belong.”

“All right. Well, Doctor, it looks like you’re along for the ride. | hope you know what it is about you that
scares me the most.”

Dexter looked down into the round, almost petulant dark face, and nodded, laying a skeletally thin hand on
Thomas’s shoulder. “To see madness is one thing. But to see it and understand it too is a different breed of
unicorn. We’re all wild to conquer the stars, aren’t we? I’ve just gone a little further over the line than you.

At last the smaller man smiled, a neutral twitch of the lips that grew warm in the light of Dexter’s calm
resolve.

“Good,” Dexter said, slapping him on the shoulder. “Now. . . if we are finished here, shall we rejoin our
companions above?”

Thomas prodded Dexter in the middle of the chest with a stubby forefinger. “In eight hours. You’re going to
bed.”

Stonecypher looked at him. “You sound just like Kelly.”

“Someone has to. Do it.”

Stonecypher nodded.



Seven

COURSE CHANGE

A day and a half out from Falling Angel, Stonecypher was looking better. At dinner he volunteered to take
their meal trays down to the compactor. He started to turn. . . turned too far, lost his grip on one of the trays.
Thomas noticed his sharp intake of breath, the wide-eyed puzzlement, the way his face lost color. Thomas
frowned but did nothing. He didn’t understand. Even after years in space, somehow one expects a heart attack
victim to fall over.

Velcro slippers anchored Stonecypher’s feet, but his body swayed like an undersea polyp while his mouth
gaped and his fingers massaged his chest. Then the pressoreceptor reflex, a sympathetic reflex triggered by
diminished arterial pressure, cut in, and increased the efficacy of the unaffected heart muscle, giving
Stonecypher respite from the immediate agony.

Janet and Thomas reached him almost simultaneously, steadying, comforting.. Marion was there a moment
later. Feebly, he tried to push them away. “Damn it! I’m fine,” he gasped. “Just need to catch my breath.”

Marion was taking his pulse. “The hell you are. I think you’re having a heart attack. Help me, Thomas?”

The metallurgist was hardly pretending to fight now; he needed all of his strength to, breathe. They towed
him headfirst down the ladder, and never bumped him once. He was still protesting while they hooked him up
to the ship’s diagnostic display.

“Damn it, Dexter,” Marion said nervously, waiting for Falling Angel to respond. “You, of all people, just
aren’t allowed to get sick on. us.”

The radio came to life. Three minutes: not bad. “This is Fleming at Falling Angel. Janet, how is he?”

“I’m not dead yet.” Stonecypher opened his eyes. “Better. Better now.” Janet was studying the diagnostic,
and Stonecypher took a few minutes to breathe before attracting her attention. He reached out and found her
hand, and tried to squeeze it. Perhaps only then did he fully appreciate how weak he was. “What’s it say?”

The lightspeed gap was a second or so, but Fleming’s answer took longer than that. Fleming wasn’t as calm
as he tried to sound. “Bilateral cardiac failure, triggered by stress and deconditioning of the heart muscle.
Dexter, the records show that you haven’t kept up your aerobic points.”

One of the metallurgist’s frail hands gestured helplessly. “I’ve been busy.”

“But Dexter—"" Fleming caught himself, then spoke more softly. “All right, Dexter. We can talk about it
later. The main question now is, what do we do with you? We can’t let you go down to Earth.”

Color came back into Dexter’s face. “You don’t have any choice, and it’s stupid to even consider turning
back—"

“Dexter, your life—"

The ailing man cursed, shaking with his frustration. “Fleming, if you do anything that impedes Falling
Angel, don’t you dare think you’re doing it to help me. I’ll be fine. You just get the cable pod into the Sea of
Japan, and take Anansi down so we can deliver the other tools, and this old heart will heal just fine.” His
outburst seemed to drain him, and he sank back, coughing.

Thomas opened a small package into a silvery strip. He pulled it through the elastic lines that webbed his
patient, then opened it further. It was a thin, heat-reflective blanket. Thomas spread it out beneath the web,
tucked it around Stonecypher’s chin, then his legs; his thin, knobby feet protruded out the far end, and Thomas
cursed under his breath. He turned it into a wan smile. “Is there anything about you that’s standard?”

Stonecypher tried to smile, gulping air. “You have to make allowances for genius.”

Thomas tucked the edges in. Janet saw the tension shaping his round face into planes and angles.
Stonecypher closed his eyes and breathed rhythmically, trying to relax.

Thomas took the microphone. “What are the chances of his condition being aggravated by descent into
Earth’s gravity well? Even if he lived through it...” Suddenly he didn’t want to say the words. Stonecypher
looked to be asleep, but he knew that within the still body was an active, worried mind. Whispering would make
it worse. “How could he ever leave again? A liftoff would kill him for sure. He’s spent the last eighteen years in
low gravity.”



Again, there was silence on the radio. Then Fleming said, “I don’t see that we have a choice. Unless—Let
me work on something.”

Without opening his eyes, Stonecypher growled, “You don’t have any, choice at all. Let’s stop this idle
chatter and get on with our work. Or does anyone but me remember what that word means?”

“We know.” Thomas was thinking hard. “But we do have an option. We can deliver the cable pod, then take
Dexter home in Anansi.”

Marion looked up, but Janet shook her head. “Thomas, Anansi doesn’t have fuel to reach the Moon. We can
maneuver in orbit—" Marion jumped in with, “Can we use Gabriel? Without docking facilities?”

Thomas was nodding. “Shouldn’t be a problem. That’s what an ion drive tug does: it pushes a Shuttle
between the Earth and the Moon. Docking facilities. . . hell, we’ll just glue the push-pad to Anansi’s belly with
the molecular glue in the cargo bay. God knows it’s strong enough.”

Fleming’s radio voice said, “I thought maybe we could send you another Shuttle to take Dexter home, but
it’s no go. Haephestus is ready to go, but the tugs are tied up pushing Lucifer and Susanoo. Lucifer and Susanoo
were launched from Ryuky five days ago. They’re almost back to Falling Angel; it’d take a week to send one
of them back. There’s nothing to bring him home except Anansi.”

Stonecypher inhaled sharply. “The Japanese won’t like that—"

“Screw the Japanese. They’ll have the cable, they can wait two weeks for the rest. How fast can you get him
home?”

Thomas closed his eyes. Relaxing tension turned clenched fists into hands; his moon shaped face took on
the full moon’s sad, calm. His mind was in the country of orbital mechanics now. Janet envied him this ability.
Only by its absence did she realize the terrible strain he had been under.

Thomas said, “If we just turn around | could have him home in just over four days.

We’re a day and a half out...another day and a half to decelerate, three more to get back to Falling Angel.”
Stonecypher tried to protest, and Janet laid a silencing finger against his lips. “If we make orbit and land the
cable pod, call it seven days plus. It’s faster coming home, without the mass of the cable pod.” He licked his
lips, and his breathing quickened as he juggled possibilities. “I can speed things up a little, too. Give me room—
” He wedged himself past Dexter and the others to reach Gabriel’s control board.

“I’11 start up the fission plant and give us more power in the ion motors. We’re carrying more cesium fuel
than we need, too, because it’s a test run—" He was talking rapidly now, holding conversation with himself.

Janet watched him with pride, excitement, and an irritating grain of jealousy.

Dexter stirred. “We should deliver the entire cargo. It’s what Oyama paid for. Our reputation—"

The radio cut in again. “It looks like if he doesn’t die in four days, he won’t die in eight either. Dexter, |
hate to say it, but you either stabilize or you don’t. And we sure as hell can’t have you dying during re-entry.
Did you give one second’s thought to the publicity when you pulled this stunt?”

“That’s not my department,” Dexter laughed raggedly.

“Thomas, how are you doing?”

“Ask me again in a couple of hours, Fleming. This is a trial run. But I’ve got the fission plant running in
tandem with the solar power cells, which gives me more electrical power in the grids that ionize the cesium,
which lets me increase the cesium flow too. That gets us better than half again as much thrust. If everything
works | can get us to Earth-orbit eight hours early. Back to Falling Angel