The Rock Rats Book II of the Asteroid Wars Copyright © 2002 by Ben

Bova To Charles N. Brown and the Locus team Yet each man kills the thing he
loves, By each let this be heard, Some do it with a bitter look, Some with a
flattering word, The coward does it with a kiss, The brave man with a

sword! Some kill their love when they are young. And some when they are old;
Some strangle with the hands of Lust, Some with the hands of Gold: The kindest
use a knife, because The dead so soon grow cold. — Oscar Wilde The Ballad of
Reading Gaol THE ROCK RATS PROLOGUE: SELENE Amanda clutched at her
husband's arm when Martin Humphries strode into the wedding reception,
unannounced and uninvited. The Pelican Bar went totally silent. The crowd
that had been noisily congratulating Amanda and Lars Fuchs with lewd jokes and
lunar "rocket juice" froze as if somebody had doused the place with liquid
nitrogen. Fuchs patted his wife's hand gently, protectively, as he scowled up
at Humphries. Even Pancho Lane, never at a loss for a quip, simply stood by
the bar, one hand holding her drink, the other balling into a fist. The
Pelican wasn't Humphries's kind of place. It was the workers' bar, the one
joint in Selene's underground warren of tunnels and cubicles where the people
who lived and worked on the Moon could come for relaxation and the company of
their fellow Lunatics. Suits like Humphries did their drinking in the fancy
lounge up in the Grand Plaza, with the rest of the executives and the
tourists. Humphries seemed oblivious to their enmity, totally at ease in
this sea of hostile stares, even though he looked terribly out of place, a
smallish manicured man wearing an impeccably tailored imperial blue business
suit in the midst of the younger, boisterous miners and tractor operators in
their shabby, faded coveralls and their earrings of asteroidal stones. Even
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the women looked stronger, more muscular than Humphries. But if
Humphries's round, pink-cheeked face seemed soft and bland, his eyes were
something else altogether. Gray and pitiless, like chips of flint, the same
color as the rock walls and low ceiling of the underground bar itself. He
walked straight through the silent, sullen crowd to the table where Amanda and
Fuchs sat. "I know I wasn't invited to your party," he said in a calm,
strong voice. "I hope you'll forgive me for crashing. I won't stay but a
minute." "What do you want?" Fuchs asked, scowling, not moving from his
chair beside his bride. He was a broad, dark-haired bear of a man, thick in
the torso, with short arms and legs heavily muscled. The tiny stud in his left
ear was a diamond that he had bought during his student days in Switzerland.
With a rueful smile, Humphries said, "I want your wife, but she's chosen you
instead." Fuchs slowly got up from his chair, big thick-fingered hands
clenching into fists. Every eye in the pub was on him, every breath held.
Amanda glanced from Fuchs to Humphries and back again. She looked close to
panic. She was a strikingly beautiful woman, with a wide-eyed innocent face
and lusciously curved figure that made men fantasize and women stare with
unalloyed envy. Even in a plain white jumpsuit she looked utterly stunning.
"Lars," Amanda whispered. "Please." Humphries raised both hands, palms
out. "Perhaps I phrased myself poorly. I didn't come here for a fight."
"Then why did you come?" Fuchs asked in a low growl. "To give you a
wedding present," Humphries replied, smiling again. "To show that there's no
hard feelings ... so to speak." "A present?" Amanda asked. "If
you'll accept it from me," said Humphries. "What is 1it?" Fuchs asked.
"Starpower 1." Amanda's china blue eyes went so wide that white showed
all around them. "The ship?" "It's yours, if you'll have it. I'll even
pay for the refurbishment necessary to make it spaceworthy again." The
crowd stirred, sighed, began muttering. Fuchs looked down at Amanda, saw that
she was awed by Humphries's offer. Humphries said, "You can use it to
return to the Belt and start mining asteroids. There's plenty of rocks out
there for you to claim and develop." Despite himself, Fuchs was
impressed. "That's. . . very generous of you, sir." Humphries put on his
smile again. With a careless wave of his hand, he said, "You newlyweds need
some source of income. Go out and claim a couple of rocks, bring back their
ores, and you'll be fixed for life." "Very generous," Fuchs muttered.
Humphries put out his hand. Fuchs hesitated a moment, then gripped it in his
heavy paw; engulfed it, actually. "Thank you, Mr. Humphries," he said, pumping
Humphries's arm vigorously. "Thank you so much." Amanda said nothing.
Humphries disengaged himself and, without another word, walked out of the bar.
The crowd stirred at last and broke into dozens of conversations. Several
people crowded around Fuchs and Amanda, congratulating them, offering to work
on their craft. The Pelican's proprietor declared drinks on the house and
there was a general rush toward the bar. Pancho Lane, though, sidled
through the crowd and out the door into the tunnel, where Humphries was
walking alone toward the power stairs that led down to his mansion at Selene's
lowest level. In a few long-legged lunar strides she caught up to him. "I
thought they threw you out of Selene," she said. Humphries had to look up
at her. Pancho was lean and lanky, her skin a light mocha, not much darker
than a white woman would get in the burning sunshine of her native west Texas.
She kept her hair cropped close, a tight dark skullcap of ringlets. He
made a sour face. "My lawyers are working on an appeal. They can't exile me
without due process." "And that could take years, huh?" "At the very
least."” Pancho would gladly have stuffed him into a rocket and fired him
off to Pluto. Humphries had sabotaged Starpower 1 on its first—and, so far,
only—mission to the Belt. Dan Randolph had died because of him. It took an

effort of will for her to control her temper. As calmly as she could
manage, Pancho said, "You were pretty damn generous back there." "A
gesture to true love," he replied, without slowing his pace. "Yeah.
Sure." Pancho easily matched his stride. "What else?" "For one

thing, that spacecraft ain't yours to give away. It belongs to—"
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"Belonged," Humphries snapped. "Past tense. We wrote it off the books."

"Wrote it off? When? How in hell can you do that?" Humphries actually
laughed. "You see, Ms. Director? There are a few tricks to being on the board
that a greasemonkey like you doesn't know about." "I guess," Pancho
admitted. "But I'll learn 'em." "Of course you will." Pancho was
newly elected to the board of directors of Astro Manufacturing, over
Humphries's stern opposition. It had been Dan Randolph's dying wish. "So
we've written off Starpower 1 after just one flight?" "It's already
obsolescent," said Humphries. "The ship proved the fusion drive technology.
Now we can build better spacecraft, specifically designed for asteroid
mining." "And you get to play Santy Claus for Amanda and Lars."

Humphries shrugged. The two of them walked along the nearly-empty tunnel
until they came to the power stairs leading downward. Pancho grabbed
Humphries by the shoulder, stopping him at the top of the moving stairs. "I
know what you're up to," she said. "Do you?" "You figger Lars'll go
battin' out to the Belt and leave Mandy here in Selene." "I suppose
that's a possibility," Humphries said, shaking free of her grip. "Then
you can move in on her." Humphries started to reply, then hesitated. His
face grew serious. At last he said, "Pancho, has it ever occurred to you that
I really love Amanda? I do, you know." Pancho knew Humphries's reputation
as a womanizer. She had seen plenty of evidence of it. "You might tell
yourself that you love her, Humpy, but that's just because she's the only
woman between here and Lubbock that won't flop inta bed with you." He
smiled coldly. "Does that mean that you would?" "In your dreams!"
Humphries laughed and started down the stairs. For a few moments Pancho
watched him dwindling away, then she turned and headed back toward the Pelican
Bar. As Humphries rode down to Selene's bottommost level, he thought,
Fuchs is an academic, the kind who's never had two pennies in his hands at the
same time. Let him go out to the Belt. Let him see how much money he can make,
and all the things that money can buy. And while he's doing it, I'll be here
at Amanda's side. By the time he reached his palatial home, Humphries was
almost happy. DATA BANK: THE ASTEROID BELT Millions of chunks of
rock and metal float silently, endlessly, through the deep emptiness of
interplanetary space. The largest of them, Ceres, is barely a thousand
kilometers wide. Most of them are much smaller, ranging from irregular chunks
a few kilometers long down to the size of pebbles. They contain more metals
and minerals, more natural resources, than the entire Earth can provide.

They are the bonanza, the El Dorado, the Comstock Lode, the gold and silver
and iron and everything-else mines of the twenty-first century. There are
hundreds of millions of billions of tons of high grade ores in the asteroids.
They hold enough real wealth to make each man, woman, and child of the entire
human race into a millionaire. And then some. The first asteroid was
discovered shortly after midnight on January 1, 1801, by a Sicilian monk who
happened to be an astronomer. While others were celebrating the new century,
Giuseppil Piazzi was naming the tiny point of light he saw in his telescope
Ceres after the pagan goddess of Sicily. Perhaps an unusual attitude for a
pious monk, but Piazzi was a Sicilian, after all. By the advent of the
twenty-first century, more than fifteen thousand asteroids had been discovered
by earthbound astronomers: As the human race began to expand its habitat to
the Moon and to explore Mars, millions more were found. Technically, they
are planetoids, little planets, chunks of rock and metal floating in the dark
void of space, leftovers from the creation of the Sun and planets some four
and a half billion years ago. Piazzi correctly referred to them as planetoids,
but in 1802 William Herschel (who had earlier discovered the giant planet
Uranus) called them asteroids, because in the telescope their pinpoints of
light looked like stars rather than the disks of planets. Piazzi was correct,
but Herschel was far more famous and influential. We call them asteroids to
this day. Several hundred of the asteroids are in orbits that near the
Earth, but most of them by far circle around the Sun in a broad swath in deep
space between the orbits of Mars and giant Jupiter. This Asteroid Belt is
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centered more than six hundred million kilometers from Earth, four times
farther from the Sun than our homeworld. Although this region is called
the Asteroid Belt, the asteroids are not strewn so thickly that they represent
a hazard to space navigation. Far from it. The so-called Belt is a region of
vast emptiness, dark and lonely and very far from human civilization.

Until the invention of the Duncan fusion drive the Asteroid Belt was too far
from the Earth/Moon system to be of economic value. Once fusion propulsion
became practical, however, the Belt became the region where prospectors and

miners could make fortunes for themselves, or die in the effort. Many of
them died. More than a few were killed. THREE YEARS
LATER CHAPTER 1 I said it would be simple," Lars Fuchs
repeated. "I did not say it would be easy." George Ambrose—Big George

to everyone who knew him —scratched absently at his thick red beard as he
gazed thoughtfully out through the window of Starpower 1's bridge toward the

immense looming dark bulk of the asteroid Ceres. "I di'n't come out here to
get involved in daft schemes, Lars," he said. His voice was surprisingly high
and sweet for such a shaggy mastodon of a man. For a long moment the only

sound in the compartment was the eternal hum of electrical equipment. Then
Fuchs pushed between the two pilots' seats to drift toward Big George.
Stopping himself with a touch of his hand against the metal overhead, he said

in an urgent whisper, "We can do it. Given time and resources." "It's
fookin' insane," George muttered. But he kept staring out at the asteroid's
rock-strewn, pockmarked surface. They made an odd pair: the big, bulky

Aussie with his shaggy brick-red mane and beard, hovering weightlessly beside
the dark, intense, thickset Fuchs. Three years in the Belt had changed Fuchs
somewhat: he was still burly, barrel-chested, but he had let his chestnut
brown hair grow almost to his collar, and the earring he wore was now a
polished chip of asteroidal copper. A slim bracelet of copper circled his left
wrist. Yet in their individual ways, both men looked powerful, determined,

even dangerous. "Living inside Ceres is bad for our health," Fuchs said.
George countered, "Plenty of radiation protection from the rock." "It's
the microgravity," Fuchs said earnestly. "It's not good for us, physically."
"I like it." "But the bones become so brittle. Dr. Cardenas says the
rate of fractures is rising steeply. You've seen that yourself, haven't
you?" "Maybe," George half-admitted. Then he grinned. "But th' sex is
fookin' fantastic!" Fuchs scowled at the bigger man. "Be serious,
George." Without taking his eyes off Ceres's battered face, George said,

"Okay, you're right. I know it. But buildin' a bloody O'Neill habitat?"

"It doesn't have to be that big, not like the L-5 habitats around Earth. Just
big enough to house the few hundred people here in Ceres. At first."

George shook his shaggy head. "You know how big a job you're talkin' about?
Just the life support equipment alone would cost a mint. And then some."

"No, no. That's the beauty of my scheme," Fuchs said, with a nervous laugh.
"We simply purchase spacecraft and put them together. They become the habitat.
And they already have all the life support equipment and radiation shielding
built into them. We won't need their propulsion units at all, so the price
will be much lower than you think." "Then you want to spin the whole
fookin' kludge to an Earth-normal g?" "Lunar normal," Fuchs answered.
"One-sixth g is good enough. Dr. Cardenas agrees." George scratched at
his thick, unkempt beard. "I dunno, Lars. We've been livin' inside the rock
okay. Why go to all this trouble and expense?" "Because we have to!"
Fuchs insisted. "Living in microgravity is dangerous to our health. We must
build a better habitat for ourselves." George looked unconvinced, but he
muttered, "Lunar g, you say?" "One-sixth normal Earth gravity. No more
than that." "How much will it cost?" Fuchs blinked once. "We can buy
the stripped-down spacecraft from Astro Corporation. Pancho is offering a very
good price." "How much?" "The preliminary figures work out. "
Fuchs hesitated, took a breath, then said, "We can do it if all the
prospectors and miners put in ten percent of their income." George
grunted. "A tithe, huh?" "Ten percent isn't much." "A lot of us rock
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rats don't make any income at all, some years." "I know," said Fuchs. "I
factored that into the cost estimate. Of course, we'll have to pay off the
spacecraft over twenty- or thirty-year leases. Like a mortgage on a house,
Earthside." "So you want everybody here in Ceres to take on a twenty-year
debt?" "We can pay it off sooner, perhaps. A few really big strikes could
pay for the entire project all by themselves." "Yeah. Sure." With
burning intensity, Fuchs asked, "Will you do it? If you agree, most of the
other prospectors will, too." "Whyn't you get one of the corporations t'
do it?" George asked. "Astro or Humphries. . ." He stopped when he saw the
look on Fuchs's face. "Not Humphries," Fuchs growled. "Never him or his
company. Never." "Okay. Astro, then." Fuchs's scowl shifted into a
troubled frown. "I've spoken to Pancho about it. The Astro board would not
vote for it. They will sell stripped-down spacecraft to us, but they won't
commit to building the habitat. They don't see a profit from it." George
grunted. "Lot they care if we snap our bones." "But you care," Fuchs said
eagerly. "It's our problem, George; we have to solve it. And we can, if you'll
help." Running a beefy hand through his thick mop of red hair, Big George
said, "You're gonna need a techie team to do the integration job. There's more
to puttin' this habitat of yours together than just connectin' Tinkertoys,
y'know. You'll need a flock of geek boys." "That's already in the cost
estimate," Fuchs replied. George huffed a mighty sigh, then said, "All
right, Lars, I'm in. I guess it would be pretty good to have a base out here
in the Belt with some decent gravity to it." Fuchs smiled. "You can
always have sex aboard your own ship." George grinned back at him.
"Believe it, mate. Believe it." Fuchs went with George to the ship's main
airlock and helped the bigger man get back into his hard-shell spacesuit.
"They're testin' lightweight suits back at Selene, y'know," he said as he slid
into the rigid torso and worked his arms through the stiff sleeves. "Flexible.
Easy to put on." "And the radiation protection?" Fuchs asked.
"Magnetic field surrounds the suit. They claim it's better'n this stuff." He
rapped his knuckles against the torso's cermet carapace. Fuchs gave a
little snort of disdain. "They'll need years of testing before I'd buy one."
As he wormed his hands into the gloves, George said, "Me too." Handing
the bigger man his fishbowl helmet, Fuchs said, "Thanks for agreeing, George.
It means a lot to me." George nodded solemnly. "I know. You two want to
have kids." Fuchs's cheeks reddened. "It's not that!" "Isn't it?"
"Well, not alone, no." Fuchs looked away from George for a moment, then
slowly admitted, "I worry about Amanda, yes. I never thought she would want to
stay out here with me. I never thought I myself would be out here this

long." "There's a lot of money to be made here in the Belt. A lot of
money." "Yes, yes indeed. But I worry about her. I want her to be in a
safer place, with enough gravity to keep her from deconditioning.” "And

enough radiation shielding to start a family," George said, grinning. Then he
pulled on his helmet before Fuchs could think of a reply.
CHAPTER 2 Once George had cycled through Starpower 1's airlock and
jetted back to his own Waltzing Matilda, Fuchs went down the ship's narrow
central passageway to the compartment where his wife was working. She
looked up from the wallscreen as Fuchs slid the compartment door open. He saw
that she was watching a fashion show beamed from somewhere on Earth: slim,
slinky models in brightly colored gowns of outrageous designs. Fuchs frowned
slightly: half the people of Earth displaced by floods and earthquakes,
starvation rampant almost everywhere, and still the rich played their games.
Amanda blanked the wallscreen as she asked, "Has George left already?"
"Yes. And he agreed to it!" Her smile was minimal. "He did? It didn't
take you terribly long to convince him, did it?" She still spoke with a
trace of the Oxford accent she had learned years earlier in London. She was
wearing an oversized faded sweatshirt and cutoff work pants. Her golden blonde
hair was pinned up off her neck and slightly disheveled. She wore not a trace
of makeup. Still, she was much more beautiful than any of the emaciated
mannequins of the fashion show. Fuchs pulled her to him and kissed her
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warmly. "In two years, maybe less, we'll have a decent base in orbit
around Ceres with lunar-level gravity." Amanda gazed into her husband's
eyes, seeking something. "Kris Cardenas will be happy to hear it," she said.
"Yes, Dr. Cardenas will be very pleased," Fuchs agreed. "We should tell her
as soon as we arrive." "Of course." "But you're not even dressed
yet!" "It won't take me a minute," Amanda said. "It's not like we're
going to a royal reception." Then she added, "Or even to a party in Selene."
Fuchs realized that Amanda wasn't as happy as he'd thought she would be.

"What's the matter? Is something wrong?" "No," she said, too quickly.
"Not really." "Amanda, my darling, I know that when you say 'not really'
you really mean 'really.'" She broke into a genuine smile. "You know me
too well." "No, not too well. Just well enough." He kissed her again,
lightly this time. "Now, what's wrong? Tell me, please." Leaning her
cheek on his shoulder, Amanda said very softly, "I thought we'd be home by
now, Lars." "Home?" "Earth. Or even Selene. I never dreamt we'd stay
in the Belt for three years." Suddenly Fuchs saw the worn, scuffed metal

walls of this tiny coop of a cubicle, the narrow confines of the ship's
passageway and the other cramped compartments; smelled the stale air with its
acrid tinge of ozone; felt the background vibrations that rattled through the
ship every moment; consciously noticed the clatter of pumps and wheezing of

the air fans. And he heard his own voice ask inanely: "You're not happy
here?" "Lars, I'm happy being with you. Wherever you are. You know that.
But—" "But you would rather be back on Earth. Or at Selene.” "It's
better than living on a ship all the time." "He's still at Selene."

She pulled slightly away, looked straight into his deep-set eyes. "You mean
Martin?" "Humphries," said Fuchs. "Who else?" "He's got nothing to
do with it." "Doesn't he?" Now she looked truly alarmed. "Lars, you
don't think that Martin Humphries means anything to me?" He felt his
blood turning to ice. One look at Amanda's innocent blue eyes and full-bosomed
figure and any man would be wild to have her. Coldly, calmly, he said, "I
know that Martin Humphries wants you. I think that you married me to escape
from him. I think—" "Lars, that's not true!" "Isn't it?" "I

love you! For god's sake, don't you know that? Don't you understand it?"

The ice thawed. He realized that he held in his arms the most gorgeous woman
he had ever seen. That she had come to this desolate emptiness on the frontier
of human habitation to be with him, to help him, to love him. "I'm
sorry," he muttered, feeling ashamed. "It's just that... I love you so
much..." "And I love you, Lars. I truly do." "I know." "Do
you?" He shook his head ruefully. "Sometimes I wonder why you put up with
me." She smiled and traced a fingertip across his stubborn, stubbled jaw.
"Why not? You put up with me, don't you?" With a sigh, he admitted, "I
thought we'd be back on Earth by now. I thought we'd be rich." "We are.
Aren't we?" "On paper, perhaps. We're better off than most of the other
prospectors. At least we own this ship . . ." His voice faltered. They
both knew why. They owned Star-power because Martin Humphries had given it to
them as a gift. "But the bills do mount up," Amanda said swiftly, trying
to change the subject. "I was going over the accounts earlier. We can't seem
to stay ahead of the expenses."” Fuchs made a sound somewhere between a
grunt and a snort. "If you count how much we owe, we certainly are
multimillionaires." It was a classic problem, they both knew. A
prospector might find an asteroid worth hundreds of billions on paper, but the
costs of mining the ores, transporting them back to the Earth/Moon region,
refining them—the costs of food and fuel and air to breathe—were so high that
the prospectors were almost always on the ragged edge of bankruptcy. Still
they pushed on, always seeking that lode of wealth that would allow them to
retire at last and live in luxury. Yet no matter how much wealth they actually

found, hardly any of it stayed in their hands for long. And I want to
take ten percent of that from them, Fuchs said to himself. But it will be
worth it! They'll thank me for it, once it's done. "It's not like we're

spendthrifts," Amanda murmured. "We don't throw the money away on
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frivolities." "I should never have brought you out here," Fuchs said. "It

was a mistake." "No!" she contradicted. "I want to be with you, Lars.
Wherever you are." "This is no place for a woman such as you. You should
be living comfortably, happily—" She silenced him with a single slim
finger across his thin lips. "I'm perfectly comfortable and happy here."

"But you'd be happier on Earth. Or Selene." She hesitated a fraction of a
second before replying, "Wouldn't you?" "Yes," he admitted. "Of course.
But I'm not going back until I can give you all the things you deserve."

"Oh, Lars, you're all that I really want." He gazed at her for a long
moment, then said, "Yes, perhaps. But I want more. Much more." Amanda
said nothing. Brightening, Fuchs said, "But as long as we're out here, at
least I can make a decent home for you in Ceres orbit!" She smiled for
her husband. CHAPTER 3 Build a habitat big enough to

house everyone living at Ceres?" asked Martin Humphries, incredulous.

"That's what the rumble is," said his aide, a winsome brunet with long-lashed
almond eyes, full pouty lips, and a razor-sharp mind. Even though her image on
his bedroom wallscreen showed only her head and shoulders and some background
of her office, the sight of her set Humphries's mind wandering. Humphries
leaned back in his wide, luxurious bed and tried to concentrate on business.
He had started the morning with a vigorous tussle with a big-breasted computer
analyst who nominally worked in Humphries Space Systems' transportation
department. She had spent the night in Humphries's bed, yet even in the midst
of their most passionate exertions he found himself closing his eyes and
fantasizing about Amanda. His bedmate was in the shower now, and all
thoughts about her or Amanda were pushed aside as Humphries talked business
with his aide, whose office was several levels up in Selene's underground
network of corridors. "It sounds ridiculous," Humphries said. "How
reliable is this information?" The aide let a wintry smile cross her
tempting lips. "Quite reliable, sir. The prospectors are all talking about it,
back and forth, from one ship to another. They're chattering all across the
Belt about it." "It still sounds ridiculous," Humphries grumbled.

"Beg to differ, sir," said the aide. Her words were deferential, but the
expression on her face looked almost smug. "It makes a certain amount of
sense." "Does it?" "If they could build a habitat and spin it to
produce an artificial gravity that approaches the grav field here on the Moon,
it would be much healthier for the people living out there for months or years
on end. Better for their bones and organs than sustained microgravity."
"H'mmph." "In addition, sir, the habitat would have the same level of
radiation shielding that the latest spacecraft have. Or even better,

perhaps.” "But the prospectors still have to go out into the Belt and
claim the asteroids."” "They are required by law to be present at an
asteroid in order for their claim to be legal," the aide agreed. "But from
then on they can work the rock remotely." "Remotely? The distances are
too big for remote operations. It takes hours for signals to cross the

Belt." "From Ceres, sir," the aide said stiffly, "roughly five thousand
ore-bearing rocks are within one light-minute. That's close enough for remote
operations, don't you think?" Humphries didn't want to give her the
satisfaction of admitting she was right. Instead he replied, "Well, we'd
better be getting our own people out there claiming those asteroids before the
rock rats snap them all up." "I'll get on that right away," said the
aide, with enough of a smile curving her tempting lips to show that she had
already thought of it. "And mining teams, too." "Mining operations aren't
as urgent as claiming the stupid rocks." "Understood," she said. Then she
added, "The board meeting is this morning at ten. You asked me to remind

you." He nodded. "Yes, I know." Without another word he tapped the keypad
on the nightstand and her wallscreen image winked off. Slumping deeper
into the pillows, he heard the woman who'd spent the night in his bed singing
in the shower. Off-key. Well, he said to himself, music isn't her best

talent. Fuchs. The thought of Lars Fuchs pushed all other notions out of
his mind. He's out there with Amanda. I never realized she'd stay out in that
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wilderness with him. She doesn't belong there, living in a crummy ship like
some gypsy, some penniless drifter wandering out there in the empty wastes.
She should be here, with me. This is where she belongs. I made a mistake
with him. I underestimated him. He's no fool. He's not just prospecting and
mining. He's building an empire out there. With Pancho Lane's help. The
young woman appeared at the bathroom door, naked, her skin dewy and flawless.
She posed enticingly and smiled for Humphries. "Do we have time for one
more? Are you up to it?" Her smile turned just a tad impudent. Despite
himself, Humphries felt stirred. But he said gruffly, "Not now. I've got work
to do." And he thought, This twat could get possessive. I'd better
transfer her to some job back on Earth. Martin Humphries drummed his
fingers impatiently on his desk, waiting for the lame-brained techs to make
all the connections so the board meeting could get underway. After all
these years, he fumed to himself, you'd think that setting up a simple virtual
reality meeting with a half-dozen idiots who refuse to leave Earth would be an
easy matter. He hated waiting. He loathed being dependent on anyone or
anything. Humphries refused to leave Selene. His home was on the Moon, he
told himself, not Earth. Everything he wanted was here in the underground
city, and what wasn't here could be shipped to Selene upon his order. He had
fought Selene's legal system to a standstill to prevent them from exiling him
back to Earth. Earth was crippled, dying. The greenhouse flooding had
wiped out most coastal cities and turned hundreds of millions of people into
homeless, starving wanderers. Farmlands withered in droughts while tropical
diseases found fresh territories in what used to be temperate climates.
Electrical power grids everywhere faltered and sputtered lamely. A new wave of
terrorism unleashed man-made plagues while crumbling nations armed their
missiles and threatened nuclear war. It's only a matter of time,
Humphries knew. Despite all the efforts by the so-called world government,
despite the New Morality's fundamentalism and relentless grip on the political
reins of power, despite the suspension of individual freedoms all across the
globe, it's only a matter of time until they start nuking each other into

extinction. Safer here on the Moon. Better to be away from all that death
and destruction. What was it Dan Randolph used to say? When the going gets
tough, the tough get going—to where the going is easier. Humphries nodded

to himself as he sat in his high-backed chair. He was alone in his sumptuous
office, a mere twenty meters from his bedroom. Most of Humphries Space
Systems' board members also lived in Selene now, yet hardly any of them were
allowed into the house. They stayed in their own homes, or came to the HSS
offices up in the Grand Plaza tower. Damned waste of time, Humphries
grumbled to himself. The board's just a rubber stamp, anyway. The only member
who ever gave me any trouble was Dad, and he's gone now. Probably trying to
tell St. Peter how to run heaven. Or more likely arguing with Satan in hell.
"We're ready now, sir," said his aide's silky voice in the stereo earplugs

Humphries wore. "Then do it." "Are your goggles in place, sir?"
"I've been wearing my contacts for damned near fifteen minutes!" "Of
course." The young woman said nothing else. An instant later, the long

conference table that existed only in Humphries's computer chips sprang into
existence before his eyes, each seat filled by a board member. Most of them
looked slightly startled, but after a few seconds of turning in their chairs
to see 1f everyone was there, they began chatting easily enough with one
another. The half-dozen who were still on Earth were at a disadvantage,
because it took nearly three seconds for signals to make the round-trip from
Moon to Earth and back again. Humphries had no intention of holding up the
proceedings for them; the six old farts had little power on the board, no need
to worry about them. Of course, they each had a lot to say. Humphries wished
he could silence them. Permanently. He was in a foul mood by the time the
meeting ended, cranky and tired. The meeting had accomplished nothing except
very routine decisions that could have been made by a troop of baboons.
Humphries called for his aide over the intercom phone. By the time he had gone
to the lavatory, slipped his VR contacts out of his eyes, washed his face and
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combed his hair, she was standing in his office doorway, wearing a cool powder
blue pantsuit accented with asteroidal sapphires. Her name was Diane
Verwoerd, born of a Dutch father and Indonesian mother, a teenaged fashion
model in Amsterdam when her dark, sultry looks first attracted Humphries's
notice. She was a little on the skinny side, he thought, but he paid her way
through law school anyway and watched her climb his corporate ladder without
ever once succumbing to his attempted seductions. He liked her all the more
for her independence; he could trust her, rely on her judgment, which was more
than he could say about the women who did flop into his bed. Besides, he
thought, sooner or later she'll give in. Even though she knows that'll be the
end of her job in my office, she'll crawl into bed with me one of these
nights. I just haven't found the right motivation for her yet. It's not money
or status, I know that much about her. Maybe power. If it's power she's after,
she could be dangerous. He grinned inwardly. Playing with nitroglycerine can
be fun, sometimes. Keeping those thoughts to himself, Humphries said
without preamble as he stepped back to his desk, "We need to get rid of the
rock rats." If the statement surprised her, Verwoerd showed no hint of
it. "Why should we?" she countered. "Simple economics. There's so many of
them out there claiming asteroids that they're keeping the price of metals and
minerals too low. Supply and demand. They're overdoing the supply."
"Commodities prices are low, except for food products," Verwoerd agreed.

"And sinking," Humphries pointed out. "But if we controlled the supply of raw
materials—" "Which means controlling the rock rats." "Right."

"We could stop selling them supplies," Verwoerd suggested. Humphries
waved a hand in the air. "They'd just buy their goods from Astro. I don't want
that." She nodded. "No, I think our first step should be to
establish a base of operations on Ceres." "On Ceres?" "Ostensibly,
it will be a depot for the supplies we sell to the rock rats," Humphries said,
sliding into his commodious high-backed chair. If he desired, the chair would
massage his body or send waves of soothing warmth through him. At this moment,
Humphries wanted neither. Verwoerd gave the appearance of thinking over
his statement for several moments. "And actually?" "It'll be a cover for
putting our own people out there; a base for knocking the rock rats out of the
Belt." Verwoerd smiled coldly. "Once we open the base, we cut our prices
for the supplies we sell the prospectors and miners." "Cut our prices?
Why?" "To get them buying from HSS and not Astro. Tie them to us."
Nodding, Humphries said, "We could give them more favorable terms for leasing
spacecraft, too." Now she took one of the upholstered chairs in front of
his desk. Crossing her long legs absently, she said, "Better yet, lower the
interest rates on purchase loans." "No, no. I don't want them to own the
vessels. I want them to lease the spacecraft from us. I want them tied to
Humphries Space Systems." "Under contract to HSS?" Humphries leaned
back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head. "Right. I want those
rock rats working for me." "At prices that you set," she said. "We
allow the prices for raw ores to keep going down," Humphries mused. "We
encourage the independents to bring in so much ore that the prices are forced
constantly downward. That will drive them out of the field, sooner or

later."” "Leaving only the people who are under contract to HSS," Verwoerd
agreed. "That way, we gain control of the costs of exploration and
mining," he said, "and on the other end we also control the prices for the
refined metals and other resources that we sell to Selene and Earth."

"But individual rock rats could sell to companies on Earth on their own,
independently," she pointed out. "So what?" Humphries snapped. "They'll
just be undercutting each other until they drive themselves out of business.
They'll be cutting their own throats." "Supply and demand," Verwoerd
murmured. "Yes. But when we get the rock rats working exclusively for us,
we'll control the supply. No matter what the demand, we'll be able to control
prices. And profits." "A little on the devious side." She smiled,

though. "It worked for Rockefeller." "Until the anti-trust laws were
passed." "There aren't any anti-trust laws in the Belt," Humphries said.
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"No laws at all, come to think of it." Verwoerd hesitated, thinking, then
said, "It will take some time to drive out all the independents. And there's

still Astro to consider." "I'll handle Astro when the time comes."

"Then you'll have complete control of the Belt." "Which means that in the
long run it won't cost us anything to set up a base on Ceres." It was a
statement, not a question. "That's not exactly how the accounting
department will see it." He laughed. "Then why don't we do it? Establish
a base on Ceres and bring those rock rats under our control." She gave

him a long, careful look, a look that said, I know there's more to this than
you're telling me. You've got a hidden agenda, and I'm pretty sure I know what
it is. But aloud all she said was, "We can use this base on Ceres to
centralize all the maintenance work, as well." He nodded an
acknowledgement to her. "Good idea." "Offer the lowest possible terms on
the maintenance contracts." "Get the rock rats to come to HSS for
maintenance," he agreed. "Make them dependent on you." He laughed
again. "Gillette's dictum." She looked puzzled. "Give 'em the
razor," he explained. "Sell 'em the blades." DOSSIER: OSCAR

JIMINEZ The illegitimate son of an illegitimate son, Oscar Jiminez was
picked up by the police in one of their periodic sweeps through the barrios of
Manila when he was seven years old. He was small for his age, but already an
expert at begging, picking pockets, and worming his way past electronic
security systems that would have stopped someone bigger or less agile. The
usual police tactic was to beat everyone mercilessly with their old-fashioned
batons, rape the girls and the better-looking boys, then drive their prisoners
far out into the countryside and leave them to fend for themselves. Until they
got caught again. Oscar was lucky. Too small and scrawny to attract even the
most perverse of the policemen, he was tossed from a moving police van into a
roadside ditch, bleeding and covered with welts. The lucky part was that
they had thrown him out near the entrance to the regional headquarters of the
New Morality. The Philippines were still heavily Catholic, but Mother Church
had grudgingly allowed the mostly Protestant reformers to operate in the
island nation with only a minimum of interference. After all, the conservative
bishops who ran the Philippine Church and the conservatives who ran the New
Morality saw eye to eye on many issues, including birth control and strict
obedience to moral authority. Moreover, the New Morality brought money from
America into the Philippines. Some of it even trickled down enough to help the
poor. So Oscar Jiminez became a ward of the New Morality. Under their stern
tutelage his life of crime ended. He was sent to a New Morality school, where
he learned that unrelenting psychological conditioning methods could be far
worse than a police beating. Especially the conditioning sessions that used

electric shock. Oscar swiftly became a model student. CHAPTER
4 Kris Cardenas still looked little more than thirty. Even in a
gritty, shabby one-room habitat carved out of one of Ceres's countless
natural crevices, she radiated the blonde, sapphire-blue-eyed,

athletic-shouldered look of a California surfer. That was because her body was
filled with therapeutic nanomachines, virus-sized contrivances that pulled
apart molecules of fat and cholesterol in her bloodstream, repaired damaged
cells, kept her skin smooth and her muscles taut, acted as a purposeful immune
system to protect her body from invading microbes. Nanotechnology was
forbidden on Earth; Dr. Kristine Cardenas, Nobel laureate and former director

of Selene's nanotechnology laboratory, was an exile on Ceres. For an
exile who had chosen to live on the ragged frontier of human settlement, she
looked happy and cheerful as she greeted Amanda and Lars Fuchs. "How are

you two doing?" she asked as she ushered them into her quarters. The twisting
tunnel outside her door was a natural lava tube, barely smoothed by human
tools. The air out there was slightly hazy with fine dust; every time someone
moved in Ceres they disturbed the rock dust, and the asteroid's gravity was so
slight that the dust hung in the air constantly. Amanda and Fuchs
shuffled their feet across Cardenas's bare rock floor and made their way to
the room's sofa—actually a pair of reclining seats scavenged from a spacecraft
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that had limped to Ceres and never made it out again. The seats still had
safety harnesses dangling limply from them. Fuchs coughed slightly as he sat

down. "I'll turn up the air fans," Cardenas said, gliding to the control
panel set into the room's far wall. "Settle the dust, make it easier to
breathe." Amanda heard a fan whine from somewhere behind the walls.

Despite being dressed in a long-sleeved, high-buttoned jumpsuit, she felt
chilled. The bare rock always felt cold to her touch. At least it was dry. And
Cardenas had tried to brighten up the underground chamber with holowindows
that showed views of wooded hillsides and flower gardens on Earth. She had
even scented the air slightly with something that reminded Amanda of her
childhood baths in real tubs with scads of hot water and fragrant soap.
Cardenas pulled an old laboratory stool from her desk and perched on it before
her visitors, locking her legs around its high rungs. "So, how are you?" she
asked again. Fuchs cocked an eye at her. "That's what we come to you to
find out." "Oh, your physical." Cardenas laughed. "That's tomorrow, at
the clinic. How are you getting along? What's the news?" With a glance at
Amanda, Fuchs answered, "I think we'll be able to go ahead with the habitat
project." "Really? Has Pancho agreed—" "Not with Astro's help," he
said. "We're going to do it ourselves." Cardenas's eyes narrowed
slightly. Then she said, "Is that the wisest course of action, Lars?" "We
really don't have that much of a choice. Pancho would help us if she could,
but Humphries will hamstring her as soon as she brings it up to the Astro
board of directors. He doesn't want us to improve our living conditions
here." "He's going to establish a depot here," Amanda said. "Humphries
Space Systems will, that is." "So you and the other rock rats are going
to pursue this habitat program on your own?" "Yes," said Fuchs, quite
firmly. Cardenas said nothing. She clasped her knees and rocked back
slightly on the stool, looking thoughtful. "We can do it," Fuchs
insisted. "You'll need a team of specialists," Cardenas said. "This isn't
something that you and your fellow prospectors can cobble together."
"Yes. I understand that." Amanda said slowly, "Lars, I've been thinking.
While you're working on this habitat project you'll have to stay here at
Ceres, won't you?" He nodded. "I've already given some thought to leasing
Star-power to someone else and living here in the rock for the duration of the
project." "And how will you earn an income?" Cardenas interjected.
He spread his hands. Before he could reply, though, Amanda said, "I think I
know." Fuchs looked at his wife, clearly puzzled. "We can become
suppliers for the other prospectors," Amanda said. "We can open our own
warehouse." Cardenas nodded. "We can deal through Astro," Amanda
went on, brightening with each word. "We'll obtain our supplies from Pancho
and sell them to the prospectors. We can sell supplies to the miners, too."
"Most of the mining teams work for Humphries," Fuchs replied darkly. "Or
Astro." "But they still need supplies," Amanda insisted. "Even if they
get their equipment from the corporations, they'll still need personal items:
soap, entertainment videos, clothing..." Fuchs's face was set in a
grimace. "I don't think you would want to handle the kinds of entertainment
videos these prospectors buy." Undaunted, Amanda said, "Lars, we could
compete against Humphries Space Systems while you're directing the habitat
construction." "Compete against Humphries." Fuchs rolled the idea on his
tongue, testing it. Then he broke into a rare grin. It made his broad,
normally dour face light up. "Compete against Humphries," he repeated. "Yes.
Yes, we can do that." Amanda saw the irony in it, although the others
didn't. The daughter of a small shopkeeper in Birmingham, she had grown up
hating her middle-class background and the lower-class workers her father sold
to. The boys were rowdy and lewd, at best, and they could just as easily
become dangerously violent. The girls were viciously catty. Amanda discovered
early that being stunningly beautiful was both an asset and a liability. She
was noticed wherever she went; all she had to do was smile and breathe. The
trick was, once noticed, to make people see beyond her physical presence, to
recognize the highly intelligent person inside that tempting flesh. While
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still a teenager she learned how to use her good looks to get boys to do what
she wanted, while using her sharp intellect to keep one jump ahead of them.
She escaped her father's home and fled to London, took lessons to learn to
speak with a polished accent, and—to her complete astonishment—found that she
had the brains and skill to be a first-rate astronaut. She was hired by Astro
Manufacturing Corporation to fly missions between Earth and the Moon. With her
breathless looks and seeming naiveté, almost everyone assumed she had slept
her way to the top of her profession. Yet the truth was just the opposite;
Amanda had to work hard to fend off the men—and women—who wanted to bed her.

It was at Selene that she had met Martin Humphries. He had been her gravest
danger: he wanted Amanda and he had the power to take what he wanted. Amanda
had married Lars Fuchs in part to get away from Humphries, and Lars knew it.

Now, here out on the fringe of humankind's expansion through the solar
system, she was about to become a shopkeeper herself. How father would howl at
that, she thought. The father's revenge: the child becomes just like the

parent, in the end. "Humphries won't like competition," Cardenas pointed
out. "Good!" exclaimed Fuchs. Shaken out of her reverie, Amanda
said, "Competition will be good for the prospectors, though. And the miners,
too. It will lower the prices they have to pay for everything." "I
agree, " said Cardenas. "But Humphries won't like it. Not one little bit."
Fuchs laughed aloud. "Good," he repeated. TWO YEARS
LATER CHAPTER 5 As soon as he stepped out onto the

surface of Ceres, Fuchs realized that this was the first time he'd been in a
spacesuit in months. The suit still smelled new; he'd only used it once or
twice. Mein gott, he said to himself, I've become a bourgeois. The suit didn't
fit all that well, either; the arms and legs were a trifle too long to be
comfortable. His first venture into space had been aboard Starpower 1's
ill-fated maiden voyage, five years earlier. He'd been a graduate student
then, heading for a doctorate in planetary geochemistry. He never returned to
school. Instead, he married Amanda and became a rock rat, a prospector seeking
his fortune among the asteroids of the Belt. For nearly two years now, he had
abandoned even that to run a supply depot on Ceres and supervise the habitat
project. Helvetia Ltd. was the name Fuchs had given his fledgling business,
incorporating it under the regulations of the International Astronautical
Authority. He was Helvetia's president, Amanda its treasurer, and Pancho Lane
a vice president who never interfered in the company's operations; she seldom
even bothered to visit its headquarters on Ceres. Helvetia bought most of its
supplies from Astro Corporation and sold them to the rock rats at the lowest
markup Amanda would allow. Humphries Space Systems ran a competing operation,
and Fuchs gleefully kept his prices as low as possible, forcing Humphries to
cut his own prices or be driven off Ceres altogether. The competition was
getting to the cutthroat level; it was a race to see who would drive whom out
of business. The rock rats obviously preferred dealing with Fuchs to dealing
with HSS. To his pleasant surprise, Helvetia Ltd. prospered, even though Fuchs
considered himself a mediocre businessman. He was too quick to extend credit
on nothing more than a rock rat's earnest promise to repay once he'd struck it
rich. He preferred a handshake to the small print of a contract. Amanda
constantly questioned his judgment, but enough of those vague promises came
through to make Helvetia profitable. We're getting rich, Fuchs realized
happily as his bank account at Selene fattened. Despite all of Humphries's
tricks, we are getting rather wealthy. Now, gazing around the bleak
battered surface of Ceres, he realized all over again how lonely and desolate
this place was. How far from civilization. The sky was filled with stars, such
a teeming profusion of them that the old familiar constellations were lost in
their abundance. There was no friendly old Moon or blue glowing Earth hanging
nearby; even the Sun looked small and weak, dwarfed by distance. A strange,
alien sky: stark and pitiless. Ceres's surface was broodingly dark, cold,
pitted by thousands of craterlets, rough and uneven, boulders and smaller
rocks scattered around everywhere. The horizon was so close it looked as if he
were standing on a tiny platform rather than a solid body. For a giddy instant
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Fuchs felt that if he didn't hang on, he'd fall up, off this worldlet, into
the wild wilderness of stars. Almost distraught, he caught sight of the
unfinished habitat rising above the naked horizon, glittering even in the weak
sunlight. It steadied him. It might be a ramshackle collection of old, used,
and stripped-down spacecraft, but it was the handiwork of human beings out
here in this vast, dark emptiness. A gleam of light flashed briefly. He
knew it was the little shuttlecraft bringing Pancho and Ripley back to the
asteroid's surface. Fuchs waited by the squat structure of the airlock that
led down into the living sections below ground. The shuttle disappeared
past the horizon, but in a few minutes it came up over the other side, close
enough to see its insect-thin legs and the bulbous canopy of its crew module.
Pancho had insisted on flying the bird herself, flexing her old astronaut
muscles. Now she brought it in to a smooth landing on the scoured ground
about a hundred meters from the airlock. As the two spacesuited figures
climbed down from the shuttle, Fuchs easily recognized Pancho Lane's long,
stringy figure even in her helmet and suit. This was the first time in nearly
a year that Pancho had come to Ceres, doubling up on her roles of Astro board
member and Helvetia vice president. Tapping on the communications
keyboard on his left wrist, Fuchs heard her talking with Ripley, the engineer
in charge of the construction project. "... what you really need is a new
set of welding lasers," she was saying, "instead of those clunkers you're
workin' with." Rather than trying to walk in the low-gravity shuffle that
was necessary on Ceres, Fuchs took the jetpack control box into his gloved
hand and barely squeezed it, feather-light. As usual, he overdid the thrust
and sailed over the heads of Pancho and the engineer, nearly ramming into the
shuttlecraft. His boots kicked up a cloud of dark dust as he touched down on
the surface. "Lord, Lars, when're you gonna learn how to fly one of those
rigs?" Pancho teased. Inside his helmet Fuchs grinned with embarrassment.
"I'm out of practice,”" he admitted, sliding his feet across the surface toward
them, raising still more dust. The ground felt gritty, pebbly, even through
his thick-soled boots. "You were never in practice, buddy." He
changed the subject by asking the engineer, "So, Mr. Rip-Icy, will your crew
be able to assemble the latest additions on schedule?" "Believe it or
not," Ripley replied archly, "they will." Niles Ripley was an American of
Nigerian heritage, an engineer with degrees from Lehigh and Penn, an amateur
jazz trumpet player who had acquired the nickname "Ripper" from his headlong
improvisations. The sobriquet sometimes caused problems for the mild-mannered
engineer, especially in bars with belligerent drunks. The Ripper generally
smiled and talked his way out of confrontations. He had no intention of
letting some musclebound ocaf damage his horn-playing lip. "Your schedule
will be met," Ripley went on. Then he added, "Despite its lack of
flexibility." Fuchs jabbed back, "Then your crew will earn its bonus,
despite their complaints about the schedule." Pancho interrupted their
banter. "I've been tellin' ol' Ripper here that you'd get this job done a lot
faster with a better set of welding lasers." "We can't afford them,"
Fuchs said. "We are on very tight budget restraints."” "Astro could lease
you the lasers. Real easy terms." Fuchs made an audible sigh. "I wish you
had thought of that two years ago, when we started this operation.” "Two
years ago the best lasers we had were big and inefficient. Our lab boys just
came up with these new babies: small enough to haul around on a minitractor.
Very fuel efficient. They've even got a handheld version. Lower power, of
course, but good enough for some jobs." "We're doing well enough with
what we have, Pancho." "Well, okay. Don't say I didn't make you the
offer." He heard the resigned, slightly disappointed tone in her voice.
Pointing a gloved hand toward the habitat, which was nearly at the far
horizon, Fuchs said, "We've done quite well so far, don't you think?" For
a long moment she said nothing as the three of them watched the habitat glide
down the sky. It looked like an unfinished pinwheel, several spacecraft joined
end to end and connected by long buckyball tethers to a similar collection of
united spacecraft, the entire assembly slowly rotating as it moved toward the
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horizon. "Tell you the truth, Lars old buddy," said Pancho, "it kinda

reminds me of a used-car lot back in Lubbock." "Used-car lot?" Fuchs
sputtered. "Or maybe a flyin' junkyard." "Junkyard?" Then he
heard Ripley laughing. "Don't let her kid you, Lars. She was pretty impressed,
going through the units we've assembled." Pancho said, "Well, yeah, the
insides are pretty good. But it surely ain't a thing of beauty from the
outside." "It will be," Fuchs muttered. "You wait and see." Ripley
changed the subject. "Tell me more about these handheld lasers. How powerful
are they?" "It'll cut through a sheet of steel three centimeters thick,"
Pancho said. "How long does it take?" asked Ripley. "Couple

nanoseconds. It's pulsed. Doesn't melt the steel, it shock-blasts it."

They chatted on while the habitat sank out of sight and the distant, pale Sun
climbed higher in the dark, star-choked sky. Fuchs noticed the zodiacal light,
like two long arms outstretched from the Sun's middle. Reflections from dust
motes, he knew: microscopic asteroids floating out there, leftovers from the
creation of the planets. As they started toward the airlock, Pancho
turned to Fuchs. "Might's well talk a little business." She raised her
left arm and tapped the key on her cuff that switched to a secondary
suit-radio frequency. Ripley was cut out of their conversation now. Fuchs
hit the same key on his control unit. "Yes, business by all means." "You
asked us to reduce the prices for circuit boards again," Pancho said. "We're
already close to the bone, Lars." "Humphries is trying to undersell

you." "Astro can't sell at a loss. The directors won't stand for it."
Fuchs felt his lips curl into a sardonic smile. "Humphries is on your board of
directors still?" "Yup. He's promised not to lower HSS's prices any
further." "He's lying. They're offering circuit boards, chips, even
repalir services at lower and lower prices. He's trying to drive me out of the
market." "And once he does he'll run up the prices as high as he
pleases," she said. "Naturally. He'll have a monopoly then." They
had reached the airlock hatch. It was big enough for two spacesuited people,
but not three, so they sent Ripley through first. Pancho watched the
engineer close the hatch, then said, "Lars, what Humphries really wants is to
take over Astro. He's been after that since the git-go." "Then he'll have
a monopoly on all space operations, everywhere in the Belt...everywhere in the
whole solar system," Fuchs said, feeling anger rising within him. "That's
what he's after." "We've got to prevent that! Whatever it takes, we must
stop him." "I can't sell you goods at below cost, buddy. The board's made
that clear."” Fuchs nodded wearily. "Then we'll have to think of something
else." "Like what?" He tried to shrug his shoulders, but inside the
spacesuit it was impossible. "I wish I knew," he admitted.

CHAPTER 6 I'm becoming dependant on this woman, Humphries thought,
watching Diane Verwoerd as they rode down the moving stairs toward his
mansion, in Selene's bottommost level. She was coolly reading out the
daily list of action items from her handheld palmcomp, ticking them off one by
one, asking him to okay the staff assignments she had already made to handle
each item. Humphries rarely left his house. Instead, he had made it into
a haven of luxury and security. Half the house was living quarters, the other
side given over to the scientists and technicians who maintained and studied
the gardens that surrounded the mansion. Il had been a brilliant idea,
Humphries thought, to talk Selene's governing board into letting him create a
three-hundred-hectare garden down in the deepest grotto in Selene. Officially,
the house was the Humphries Trust Research Center that ran the ongoing
ecological experiment: Can a balanced ecology be maintained on the Moon with
minimal human intervention, given adequate light and water? Humphries didn't
care in the slightest what the answer was, so long as he could live in comfort
in the midst of the flourishing garden, deep below the radiation and other
dangers of the Moon's surface. He relished the knowledge that he had
fooled them all, even Douglas Stavenger, Selene's founder and youthful
eminence grise. He had even talked them into rescinding their foolish decision
toe exile him from Selene after his part in Dan Randolph's death had become
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known. But he hadn't fooled the tall, exotic, silky Diane Verwoerd, he knew.
She saw right through him. He had invited her to lunch at the new bistro
just opened in the Grand Plaza. She had turned down his earlier offers of
dinner, but a "working lunch" outside the house was something she could not
easily refuse. So he had taken her to lunch. And she had worked right through
the salad and soy cutlets, barely taking a sip of the wine he ordered,

refusing dessert altogether. And now, as they rode on the powered stairs
back to his office/home, she held her palmcomp before her and rattled off
problems facing the company and her solutions for them. She's become

almost indispensable to me, he realized. Maybe that's her game, to become so
important to me businesswise that I'll stop thinking of her as a hotbody. She
must know that I don't keep a woman around for long once I've had her in

bed. He grinned inwardly. You're playing a tricky game, Ms. Verwoerd.
And, so far, you've played it just about perfectly. So far.

Humphries refused to admit defeat, although it was obvious that this luncheon
idea had been no victory. He listened to her long recitation with only half
his attention, thinking, I'll get you sooner or later, Diane. I can wait.

But not much longer, another voice in his head spoke up. No woman is worth
waiting for this long. Wrong, he answered silently. Amanda is. As
they neared the bottom of the last flight of moving stairs, she said something
that abruptly caught his full attention. "And Pancho Lane flew all the
way out to Ceres last week. She's on her way back now." "To Ceres?"
Humphries snapped. "What's she doing out there?" "Talking to her business
associates, Mr. and Mrs. Fuchs," Verwoerd replied calmly. "About undercutting
our prices, I imagine." "Undercutting me?" "What else? If they can
drive HSS out of Ceres they'll have the whole Belt for themselves. You're not
the only one who wants to control the rock rats." "Helvetia Ltd.,"
Humphries muttered. "Silly name for a company." "It's really a front for
Astro, you know." He looked around the smooth walls of the escalator well
without replying. At this deep level beneath Selene, no one else was riding
down. There was no sound except the muted hum of the electric motor powering
the stairs. "Pancho's using Fuchs and his company to make it much tougher
for you to take control of Astro. The more business she does through Helvetia,
the more the Astro board sees her as a real hero. They might even elect Pancho

chairman when O'Banian steps down." "Drive me out of the Belt," Humphries
growled. "That's what we're trying to do to them, isn't it?" He
nodded. "We'd better do it, then, before they do it to us," said Diane
Verwoerd. Humphries nodded again, knowing she was right. "What we
need, then," she said slowly, "is a plan of action. A program aimed at
crushing Helvetia once and for all." He looked at her, really looked at

her for the first time since they'd finished lunch. She's thought this whole
thing through, he realized. She's leading me around by the nose, by god.
Humphries saw it in her almond eyes. She has this all figured out. She knows

exactly where she wants to lead me. "So what do you suggest?" he asked,
really curious about where she was heading. "I suggest a two-pronged
strategy." "A two-pronged strategy?" he asked dryly. "It's an old

technique," Verwoerd said, smiling slyly. "The carrot and the stick."

Despite his efforts to remain noncommittal, Humphries smiled. "Tell me about
it," he said as they reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped off. Once
he got back to his office, Humphries cleared his calendar and leaned back in
his chair, thinking, worrying, planning. All thoughts of Diane left his
conscious mind; he pictured Amanda out there with Fuchs. Amanda wouldn't try
to hurt me, he told himself. But he would. He knows I love her and he'd do
anything to damage me. He's already taken Amanda away from me. Now he wants to
drive me out of the Belt and stop me from taking Astro. The sonofabitch wants

to ruin me! Diane is right. We've got to move, and move fast. Carrot and
stick. Abruptly, he sat up straight and ordered the phone to summon his
chief of security. The man rapped softly at his office door a few moments
later. "Come in, Grigor," said Humphries. The security chief was a

new hire: a lean, silent man with dark hair and darker eyes. He wore an
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ordinary business suit of pale gray, the nondescript costume of a man who
preferred to remain in the background, unnoticed, while he noticed everything.
He remained standing despite the two comfortable chairs in front of
Humphries's desk. Tilting his own chair back slightly to look up at him,
Humphries said, "Grigor, I want the benefit of your thinking on a problem I
have." Grigor shifted slightly on his feet. He had just been recruited
from an Earth-based corporation that was floundering financially because most
of its assets had been destroyed in the greenhouse flooding. He was on
probation with Humphries, and he knew it. "Those rock rats out in the
Belt are getting a bigger and bigger share of their supplies from Helvetia
Ltd. instead of from Humphries Space Systems," Humphries said, watching the
man closely, curious about how he would respond. Grigor said nothing. His
face betrayed no emotion. He listened. "I want Humphries Space Systems to
have exclusive control of the rock rats' supplies."” Grigor just stood
there, unmoving, his eyes revealing nothing. "Exclusive control,"
Humphries repeated. "Do you understand?" Grigor's chin dipped in the
slightest of nods. "What do you think must be done?" Humphries asked.

"To gain exclusive control," said Grigor, in a throaty, guttural voice that
sounded strained, painful, "you must eliminate your competitor." "Yes,
but how?" "There are many ways. One of them is to use violence. I presume
that is why you have asked my opinion." Raising one hand, Humphries said
sharply, "I don't mind violence, but this needs to be done with great
discretion. I don't want anyone to suspect that Humphries Space Systems has
anything to do with it." Grigo