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To the memory of my friend and colleague,
the star-seeker Robert Forward;
andto A.D., of course;
but most of &l to the beauteous Barbara.

History will remember the inhabitants of [the twentieth] century as the people who went from Kitty Hawk
to the moon in sixty-sx years, only to languish for the next thirty in low-Earth orbit. At the core of the
risk-free society isaself-indulgent failure of nerve.

-Buzz Aldrin,
Apollo 11 astronaut
A specieswith dl itseggsin one planetary basket risks becoming an omelet.
-Stephen Webb
Where |s Everybody (Copernicus Books, 2002)

prologue:
thelong search
When, in disgrace with Fortune and men'seyes, | al adone beweep my outcast state...

Ashehad every night for more than twelve years, Saito Y amagata wearily climbed the winding dark
stone stairway to the top of Chota Lamasery's highest tower. He could fed the cold winter wind
whipping down from the low entrance to the platform at the top. It was going to be along, bitterly cold
night. No matter. Y amagata was seeking atonement, not comfort. Atonement-and something more.

Once he had been agiant of globa industry. Y amagata Corporation had even reached beyond the Earth
to build the first solar-power satdllites. Men trembled at his dightest frown; fortunes were made when he
smiled. Then he had been struck down by an inoperable brain cancer and died.

That had been Y amagatasfirg life. Y amagatas only legitimate son, Nobuhiko, had persondly
administered the lethd injection that alowed the doctors to pronounce him clinicaly dead. More carefully
than an ancient Pharaoh, Y amagata was preserved in agtainless sted sarcophagusfilled with liquid
nitrogen to await the day when histumor could be safely removed and he might be brought back to life.

By the time he was cured and revived, Nobu was physicaly the same age as hisfather. Y amagata burst
into laughter when he first saw his son: it was like looking into the mirror when he shaved. With great
wisdom, he thought, Y amagata declined to resume his position at the head of the corporation. Nobu had
donewell, and to demote him now would shame his son intolerably. So the elder Y amagataretired to this
lamasery carved into the distant Himaayas to contemplate hisfirst life. However, he did not live asthe
lamas did; he had comfortable furniture and decorations carried laborioudy up the mountainsto his bare
stone cell. He maintained contact with the outside world through the latest €l ectronic communications
systems, including asatdllite relay |ofted especidly for him done. To the despair of the grand lama, who
earnestly wanted to teach Y amagata the way to enlightenment, he brought in his own cook and even



managed to gain weight. And he began to write hismemoairs.

Perhaps because he dwelt on hisformer life, Y amagatafound it impossible to stay entirely away from the
corporation he had founded. He spoke to his son often over the videophone system in his quarters. He
began to offer advice to Nobu. He envisioned agrand plan for Y amagata Corporation, a plan that
extended far beyond the Earth. He led the corporation into the Asteroid Wars.

It took the daughter of the Chrysalis habitat to shock Y amagatainto redlizing what he had done. More
than athousand helpless men, women, and children were massacred sensdlesdy, needlesdly.

| did not order the attack, he told himself. Y et he found that he could not deep. Even his cook's most
tempting preparations became tastel ess, unappetizing to him. In hismind's eye he kept seeing those
terrified, innocent people screaming in helpless horror astheir space habitat was torn gpart.

It took Y amagata many weeksto realize that he felt more than guilt. For thefirgt timein hislives he felt
shame. He was ashamed of what he had set in maotion. | did not order the attack, he repeated to himself.
Stll, it was the inevitable consegquence of thewar that | willingly Started.

Unsure of himsdlf for the first timein hislife, racked by a sense of shame he had never felt before,
Y amagata begged for a private audience with the grand lama, hoping the old man could soothe hisinner
turmoail.

"There has been atragedy,” he began, hesitantly.

The grand lamawaited for him to continue, Sitting in silent patience on the low couch of his chamber, his
head shaved bald, his ascetic face bony, hollow-cheeked, his dark mahogany eyes squarely on
Y amagata.

"Thereisawar going onin space," Y amagata continued. "Far from here. In the Asteroid Belt."

"Even here, such rumors have been whispered,” said the grand lama, his voice little more than a soft
murmur.

"A few days ago more than athousand people werekilled,” Y amagata sumbled on. "Saughtered. Ina
space habitat."

Thelamas|ean face went gray.

His heart pounding, Y amagatafinaly blurted, "It may have been my fault! | may have caused their
deaths!"

The grand lamaclutched at his saffron robe with both hands. Y amagata thought the old man was having a
heart attack. He stood before the lama, stiff with shame and guilt, silent because he had no wordsto
expresswhat hefelt.

When at last the grand lama recovered his salf-control helooked into Y amagatas eyes with astare that
pierced to hisvery soul.

"Do you accept responsibility for these murders?' he asked, hisvoice now hard asiron.

It was not easy for aman of Y amagatas pride and power to stand there humbly asking forgiveness from
this aged, robed lama. He feared that the old man would expe him from the lamasery, shame him, accuse
him of polluting the very air they were breathing.



"l do," hewhispered.

The grand lama said, "'For more than four years you have lived among us, but not as one of us. Y ou have
used our sanctuary and our way of life for your persona convenience.

Y amagata said nothing. It wastrue.

Sowly, in words as hard and unyielding as the stones of the mountain aerieitsdlf, the grand lamatold
Y amagata that he must seek true atonement or suffer the deadly weight of guilt forever.

"How do | do that?' Y amagata asked.

The lamawas silent for many moments. Then, "Become one of us, not merely among us. Accept our
way. Seek your path to atonement. Seek enlightenment.”

Y amagata bowed his acceptance.

Heavy with remorse, Y amagata started out on the path to atonement. He sent his cook back to Japan,
got rid of his comfortable furniture and e ectronic equipment, moved into abare cell, and tried to live as
the lamas did. He fasted with them, prayed with them, dept on ahard wooden pallet. And every night,
winter or summer, he climbed the high tower to spend hours aone in contemplation, trying to meditate,
trying to find true atonement in hissoul.

The grand lama died, since the sect did not believe in rguvenation treatments, and was replaced by a
younger man. Still every night Y amagata climbed hisweary way and sat cross-legged on the cold stone
floor of the tower's platform, waiting for-what? Forgiveness? Understanding?

No. Yamagataredized over the dow passage of the yearsthat what he truly sought was enlightenment, a
satori, arevelation of the path he must follow.

Nothing. Night after night, year after year, not aglimmer of ahint. Y amagata prayed to the deaf heavens
and received nothing in return. He wondered if the fault wasin him, if he was not worthy of asign from
the vast universe. Degp in his soul, though, he thought that perhaps al this meditation and mortification
was nothing more than cleverly packaged nonsense. And thistroubled him, because he redlized that as
long as he harbored such thoughts, he would never find the path he so desperately sought.

S0 he hunkered down againgt the stonerrail as the cold night wind gusted by, histeeth chattering despite
the padded coat he had wrapped around himsdlf, hisfur hat pulled down over hisears, his chin sunk on
his chest, hisinner voicetdling him that hewasafool for going through dl this pain and humiliation. But
doggedly he remained there, waiting, hoping, praying for areveation.

It was abitterly cold night. The moaning wind was like daggers of ice that cut through him mercilesdy.

Y amagata sat done and miserable, trying to ignore the freezing wind, trying to find the path to atonement.
Nothing. Only darkness and the glittering points of thousands of stars staring down at him from the black
bowl of night.

He stared back at the stars. He could make out the Big Dipper, of course, and followed its Pointersto
the North Star. Polaris was athousand light years distant, he remembered from an astronomy lecture
many years ago.

The nearest star was Alpha Centauri, but it was too far south to be seen from these frigid mountains.

Suddenly Y amagatathrew his head back and laughed, a hearty, full-throated roar of ddlight that he
hurled back into the teeth of the keening night wind. Of course! he said to himself. The answer has been



all around mefor al these yearsand | wastoo blind to seeit. The starsl My path must lead to the stars.
BOOK |
THE REALM OF FIRE

No, Time, thou shalt not boast that | do change: Thy pyramids built up with newer might To me are
nothing nove, nothing strange; They are but dressings of aformer sght.

ARRIVAL

Saito Y amagata had to squint againgt the Sun's overwhel ming glare, even through the heavily tinted visor
of hishdmet.

"Thisistruly thereddm of fire," he whigpered to himself. "Smal wonder our ancestors worshiped you,
Daydar."

Despite hisingdinctive unease, Y amagatafdt physicaly comfortable enough ingde histhickly insulated
gpacesuit; its cooling system and the radiators that projected from its back like apair of dark oblong
wings seemed to be working adequatdly. Still, the nearness, the overpowering brightness, the sheer size
of that seething, churning ball of roiling gases made his nervesflutter. It seemed tofill the Sky. Y amagata
could see streamers arching up from the Sun's curved limb into the blackness of space, huge bridges of
million-degree plasma expanding and then pouring back down onto the blazing, searing surface of the
photosphere.

He shuddered inside the cramped confines of his suit. Enough sight-seeing, hetold himsdlf. Y ou have
proven your courage and audacity for al the crew and your guests to see and remember. Get back inside
the ship. Get to work. It istimeto begin your third life.

Y amagata had come to Mercury to seek salvation. A strange route to blessedness, he thought. | must
first passthrough thisfiery inferno, like a Catholic serving timein purgatory before attaining heaven. He
tried to shrug philosophicaly, found that it wasimpossible in the suit, so instead helifted hisleft arm with
the help of the suit's miniaturized servomotors and studied the keyboard wrapped around hiswrist until
he felt certain that he knew which keys he must touch to activate and control his suit's propulsion unit. He
could call for assistance, he knew, but the loss of face was too much to risk. Despite the lamas earnest
atemptsto teach him humility, Yamagatatill held to hispride. If | go sailing out into infinity, hetold
himsdlf, then | can call for help. And blame a suit malfunction, he added, with ady grin.

He was pleased, then, when he was able to turn himsdlf to face Himawari, the big, dowly rotating fuson
torch ship that had brought him and histwo gueststo Mercury, and actualy began jetting toward it at a
sedate pace. With something of ashock Y amagata redized thiswasthefirst time he had ever beenin
gpace. All those years of hisfird life, building the power satdllites and getting rich, he had remained firmly
on Earth. Then he had died of cancer, been frozen, and reborn. Most of his second life he had spent in
the lamasery in the Himalayas. He had never gone into space. Not until now.

Timeto begin my third life, he said to himself as he neared Himawari. Timeto atonefor thefirst two.
Timefor the gars.
LANDFALL

Even with three subordinates assisting him, it took Y amagata nearly an hour to disencumber himsdlf of the
bulky, heavily insulated spacesuit. He was dripping wet with perspiration and must have smelled ripe, but
none of hisaides dared say aword or show the dightest expression of distaste. When they had hel ped



him into the suit Y amagata had thought of a Spanish toreador being assisted in donning his"suit of lights'
for the bullring. Now hefelt like amedievad knight taking off his battered armor after abruising
tournament.

Going outside the ship in the spacesuit had been little more than awhim, Y amagata knew, but aman of
his wedth and power could be indulged hiswhims. Besides, he wanted to impress his subordinates and
guests. Even though his son Nobu actudly ran Y amagata Corporation and had for decades, the elder
Y amagata was treated deferentialy wherever he went. Despite the years of patient instruction that the
lamas had spent on him, Y amagata il relished being fawvned upon.

Money brings power; he understood that. But he wanted more than that. What he wanted now was
respect, prestige. He wanted to be remembered not merely as aweslthy or powerful man; he wanted to
go down in higtory for hisvision, his munificence, his drive. He wanted to be the man who gave the sars
to the human race.

Y amagata Corporation's solar power satellites were bringing desperately needed electrical power to an
Earth devastated by greenhouse flooding and abrupt climate shifts. Under Nobuhiko's direction, the
corporation was hel ping to move Japan and the other nations crippled by the globa warming back onto
the road toward prosperity.

And freedom. The two went hand in hand, Y amagata knew. When the greenhouse cliff struck so
abruptly, flooding coagtd cities, collapsing the internationa electrica power grid, wrecking the global
economy, Earth's governments became repressive, authoritarian. People who are hungry, homeless, and
without hope will alwaystrade their individua libertiesfor order, for safety, for food. Ultraconservative
religious groups cameto power in Asa, the Middle East, even Europe and America; they ruled with an
absolutefaith in their own convictions and zero tolerance for anyone se's,

Now, with the climate stabilizing and some prosperity returning, many of the world's peoples were once
again struggling for their individua rights, resuming the age-old battle that their forebears had fought
againg kingsand tyrantsin earlier centuries.

All to the good, Y amagatatold himself. But it is not enough. The human race must expand itsfrontier,
enlargeits horizons. Sooner or later, humankind must reach out to the stars. That will be my gift to
humanity.

Can| doit? heasked himsdf. Do | have the strength and the will to succeed? He had been tough enough
inhisearlier lives, aruthlessindustrid giant before the cancer had struck him down. But that had been for
mysdlf, heredized, for my corporation and my son'slegacy. Now | am striving to accomplish greatness
for humanity, not merdly for my own sdlfish ends. Again he amiled bitterly. Foolish man, hewarned
himself. What you do now you do for your own purposes. Don't try to delude yourself. Don't try to
conced your own ambitionswith acloak of nobility.

Y et the question remained: Do | have the determination, the strength, the single-minded drive to make
this mad scheme a success?

Finaly freed of the suit with dl its parapherndiaand boots and undergarments, Y amagatastood in his
swest-soaked sky-blue coverdls, which bore on its breast the white flying crane symbol of hisfamily and
his corporation. He dismissed his subordinates with a curt word of thanks. They bowed and hissed
respectfully as Y amagata turned and started up the corridor that led to his private compartment and a hot
shower.

Y amagatawas asturdily built man, dightly over 175 centimeterstall, who gppeared to be no more than
fifty-some years old, thanks to rejuvenation thergpies. In hisyouth he had been asdim asasamurai's



blade, but the years of good living in hisfirg life had softened him, rounded his body and hisface. The
cancer ate away much of that, and hisyearsin the lamasery had kept him gaunt, but once he left the
Himaayasto begin histhird life he soon reverted to histastesin food and drink. Now he was dightly
paunchy, his sodden, stained coverdls aready beginning to strain at the middle. Hisface was round, a so,
but creased with laugh lines. In hisfirgt life Y amagata had laughed alot, dthough during those years of
remorse and penance he had spent with the lamasin their gone fortress high in the Himalayas there was
preciouslittle laughter.

Freshly showered and dressed in acrisply clean open-necked shirt and fashionable dark trousers,

Y amagata made hisway to the ship's bridge. He thought about dropping in on histwo guests, but he
would see them later a dinner, he knew. As soon as he stepped through the open hatch into the bridge
the Japanese crew, including the captain, snapped to respectful attention.

Waving ahand to show they should return to their duties, Y amagata asked the captain, "Are weready to
send thelanding craft to the planet?'

The captain tried to keep his face expressionless, but it was clear to Y amagata that he did not like the
idea

"It isnot necessary for you to go down to the surface, gr," he said, dmost in awhisper. "We have al the
necessary facilities here on the ship-"

"l understand that," said Y amagata, smiling to show that he was not offended by the captain's reluctance.
"Still, 1 wish to see the surface ingalation for mysdlf. It's near the north pole, | understand.”

"Yes, or. Boredis Planitia”
"Near the crater Goethe," said Y amagata.

The captain dipped his chin to acknowledge Y amagata's understanding of the geography. But he
murmured, "It is very rugged down there, Sir."

"So | have been told. But persona comfort is not everything, you know. My son, Nobuhiko, enjoys
skiing. | cannot for the life of me understand why hewould risk hislife and limbsfor thejoy of diding
clown asnowy mountainin dl that cold and wet, but ill helovesit.”

The captain bowed his head. But then he added onefind warning: "Er... They cdl it 'Dante's Inferno'
downthere. Sir."

DATA BANK
The closest planet to the Sun, Mercury isasmall, rocky, barren, dense, airless, heat-scorched world.

For centuries astronomers believed that Mercury's rotation was "locked,” so that one side of the planet
aways faced the Sun while the other side always |ooked away. They reasoned that the sunward side of
Mercury must be the hottest planetary surface in the solar system, while the side facing away from the
Sun must be frozen down almost to absolute zero.

But thisisnot so. Mercury turns dowly on its axis, taking 58.6 Earth days to make one revolution. Its
year-the time it takes to complete one orbit around the Sun-is 87.97 Earth days.

Thisleadsto a strange Situation. Mercury's rotation rate of nearly fifty-nine Earth daysis precisdly
two-thirds of the planet's year. A person standing on the surface of the planet would see the huge Sun
move from east to west across the dark airless sky, but it would dow down noticeably, then reverseits



course and head back east for awhile before resuming its westerly motion. At somelocationson
Mercury, the Sun rises briefly, then dips down below the horizon before findly rising again for the rest of
the Mercurian day. After sunset the Sun peeks back up above the horizon before setting for the length of
the night.

Counting the Mercurian day from the time the Sun appears directly overhead (loca noon) to the next
timeit reaches that point, it measures one hundred seventy-six Earth days. From the standpoint of
noon-to-noon, then, the Mercurian day istwice aslong asits year!

The Sunloomslargein Mercury's ky. It appears twice as big as we see it from Earth when Mercury is
a the farthest point from the Sun initslopsided orbit and threetimeslarger at the closest point. Anditis
hot. Daytime temperatures soar to more than 400° Celsius, four times higher than the boiling point of
water, hot enough to melt zinc. At night the temperature dropsto -135° C because thereisno
atmosphere to retain the day's hedt; it radiates away into space.

With adiameter of only 4,879 kilometers, Mercury isthe smallest planet in the solar system except for
distant-most Pluto. Jupiter and Saturn have moonsthat are larger than Mercury. The planet isdightly
more than one-third larger than Earth's own Moon.

Y et Mercury isadense planet, with alarge iron core and ardatively thin overlay of silicon-based rock.
Thismay be because the planet formed so close to the Sun that most of the Silicate materid in the region
was too hot to condense and solidify; it remained gaseous and was blown away on the solar wind,
leaving little materia for the planet to build on except iron and other metals.

Another possibility, though, isthat most of Mercury's rocky crust was blasted away into space by the
impact of amammoth asteroid early in the solar system's history. Mercury's battered, airless surface
looks much like the Moon's, testimony to the pitiless barrage of asteroids and larger planetes masthat
hurtled through the solar system more than three billion years ago. Caoris Basin isa huge bull's-eye of
circular mountain ridges some 1,300 kilometersin diameter. This gigantic impact crater isthe center of
fault linesthat run for hundreds of kilometers across the planet's rocky surface.

An agteroid roughly one hundred kilometers wide smashed into Mercury nearly four billion years ago,
gouging out Caloris Basin and perhaps blasting away most of the planet's rocky crust.

Despite the blazing heat from the nearby Sun, water ice exists at Mercury's polar regions. Ice from
comets that crashed into the planet has been cached in deep craters near the poles, where sunlight never
reaches. Just as on the Moon, iceis an invaluable resource for humans and their machines.

DANTE'SINFERNO

Y amagata rode the small shuttle down to the planet's airless surface in his shirtd eeves, strapped into an
ergonomicaly cushioned chair directly behind the pilot and copilot. Both the humans were redundancies.
the shuttle could have flown perfectly well onitsinterna computer guidance, but Himawari's captain had
inssted that not merely one but two humans should accompany their illustrious employer.

The shuttle itself waslittle more than an eggshell of ceramic-coated metal with a propulsion rocket and
steering jets attached, together with three spindly landing legs. Y amagata hardly felt any acceleration
forcesat dl. Separation from Himawari was gentle, and landing in Mercury'slight gravity was essy.

As soon asthe landing struts touched down and the propulsion system automaticaly cut off, the pilot
turned in hischair and said to Y amagata, "Gravity hereisonly one-third of Earth's, ar.”

The copilot, a handsome European woman with pouty lips, added, "About the same asMars.” The



Japanese pilot glared at her.

Y amagata smiled good-naturedly at them both. "I have never been to Mars. My son once thought of
moving meto the Moon, but | was dead then."

Both pilots gaped at him as he unstrapped his safety harness and stood up, his head a bare centimeter
from the cabin's meta overhead. Their warning about the Mercurian gravity was strictly pro forma, of
course. Y amagata had ingtructed Himawari's captain to spin the fusion torch vessd at one-third normal
gravity onceit reached Mercury after itsfour-day flight from Earth. He felt quite comfortable at one-third
g. Leaning between the two pilots chairs, Y amagata peered out the cockpit window. Even through the
window'stinting, it looked glaring and hot out there. Pitiless. Sun-baked. The stony surface of Mercury
was bleak, barren, pockmarked with craters and cracked with meandering gullies. He saw the long
shadow of their shuttle craft stretched out across the bare, rocky ground before them like an € ongated
ovd.

"The Sunisbehind us, then," Y amagata muttered.
"Yes gr," sad thepilot. "It will setinfour hours™

The copilot, who still had not learned that she was supposed to be subordinate to the pilot, added, "Then
it will rise again for seventy-three minutes before setting for the night.”

Y amagata saw the clear displeasure on the pilot'sface. The man said nothing to his copilot, though.
Instead, he pointed toward arounded hillock of stony rubble.

"Theresthe base," heinformed Y amagata. "Dante's Inferno.”
Y amagata said, "They are sending out the access tube.”

A jointed tube was inching toward them across the uneven ground on meta whedls, reminding Y amagata
of acaterpillar groping itsway aong the salk of aplant on its many feet. Hefdt the shuttle rock dightly
asthe face of the tube thumped againgt the craft's airlock.

The pilot watched the display on his pand, lights flicking on and off, astring of aphanumerics scrolling
across the screen. He touched a corner of the screen with one finger and avisua image came up, with
more numbers and atrio of green blinking lights.

"Access tube mated with airlock,” he announced, reverting to the clipped jargon of his professon. To the
copilot he commanded, " Check it and confirm integrity.”

She got up from her chair wordlessly and brushed past Y amagata to head back to the airlock. He
appreciated the brief touch of her soft body, the hint of flowery perfume. What would shedo if | asked
her to remain here at the base with me? Y amagatawondered. A European. And very independent in her
manner. But | have adinner gppointment with my two guests, he reminded himsdlf. Still, the thought

lingered.

After afew slent moments, the pilot rose from his chair and walked a courteous three steps behind
Y amagatato the airlock'sinner hatch. The copilot stepped through from the opposite direction, adight
gmile curving her generouslips.

"Integrity confirmed,” she said, dmost cardesdy. "Thetubeisartight and the cooling system is
operationd."

Y amagata saw that the outer airlock hatch was open, aswell, and the access tube stretched beyond it.



He politely thanked the two pilots and headed down the tube. Despite her insouciance, & least the
copilot had the sense to bow properly. The tube was big enough for him to stand without stooping. The
flooring felt dightly springy underfoot. It curved gently to theleft; within afew paces he could no longer
see the two pilots standing at the shuttl€'s hatch.

Then he saw the hatch to the base, which was closed. Someone had scrawled a graffito in blood-red
above the curved top of the hatch: Why, thisis hell, nor am| out of it.

Y amagata grunted at that. As he reached out his hand to tap the electronic panel that controlled the
hatch, it swung open without hisaid.

A lean, pale-skinned man with dark hair that curled over his ears stood on the other side of the hatch,
wearing not the coverals Y amagata expected, but aloose-fitting white shirt with flowing long deevesthat
were fagtened tightly at hiswristisand apair of dark baggy trousers stuffed into gleamingly polished
caf-length boots. A wide leather belt cinched his narrow, flat middle.

He smiled palitely and extended his hand to Y amagata. "Welcome to Goethe base, Mr. Y amagata. |
can't tell you how pleased | am to have you here. | am Dante Alexios."

Y amagata accepted his hand. His grip wasfirm, hissmile gracious. Y et there was something wrong with
hisface. Thetwo sides of it seemed dightly mismatched, dmost asif two separate halves had been
grafted together by an incompetent surgeon. Even his smile was dightly lopsided; it made him appear
amos mocking, rather than friendly.

And his eyes. Dante Alexioss dark brown eyes burned with some deep inner fury, Y amagata saw.
Dante's Inferno indeed, he thought.
SUNPOWER FOUNDATION

Alexios showed Y amagata through the cramped, steamy base. It was smadll, built for efficiency, not
human comfort. Little more than an oversized bubble of honeycomb metal covered with rubble from
Mercury's surface to protect it from the heat and radiation, itsinside was partitioned into cubicles and
larger spaces. Goethe base was staffed with a mere two dozen engineers and technicians, yet it seemed
asif hundreds of men and women had been packed into its crowded confines.

"We thought about establishing the basein orbit around the planet,” Alexios explained as they waked
down arow of humming consoles. Y amagatafelt sweaty, dmost disgusted at the closeness of dl these
strangers, their foreignness, their body odors. Mogt of them were Europeans or Americans, he saw; a
few were obvioudy African or perhaps African-American. None of them paid the dightest attention to
him. They wereall bent over their consoles, intent on their tasks.

"My origind plan wasfor the baseto bein orbit,” Yamagatasad.
Alexios smiled diplomaticdly. "Economics. The greet tyrant thet dictates our every move.”

Remembering the lessonsin tolerance the lamas had pressed upon him, Y amagatawas trying to keep the
revulsion from showing on hisface. He smelled stde food and something that reminded him of
burned-out dectrical insulation.

Continuing asif none of this bothered him in the dightest, Alexios explained, "We ran the numbers ahaf
dozen times. If wed kept the base in orbit we'd have to bring suppliesto it constantly. Raised the costs
too high. Here on the surface we have access to loca water ice and plenty of silicon, metals, amost dl
the resources we need, including oxygen that we bake out of the rocks. Plenty of solar energy, of course.



So | decided to plant the base here, on the ground.”

"Y ou decided?' Y amagata snapped.

"I'm an independent contractor, Mr. Y amagata. These people are my employees, not yours.”
"Ahvyes" Yamagata said, recovering his composure. "Of course.

"Naturaly, | want to do the best job possible for you. That includes keeping the project's costs aslow as
| can.”

"Asl recdl it, you were the lowest bidder of al the engineering firmsthat we consdered, by a
condderable margin.”

"Frankly," Alexiossad, smiling dightly, "I ddiberately underbid the job. I'm losing money here”
Y amagatas brows rose in surprise,

"I'mfairly wdl off. | can afford awhim now and then."

"A whim? To cometo Mercury?'

"To work with the great Saito Y amagata.”

Y amagata searched Alexioss strangely asymmetrica face. The man seemed to be completely serious;

not atrace of sarcasm. He dipped his chin dightly in acknowledgment of the compliment. They had come
to the end of the row of consoles. Y amagata saw ameta door in the thin partition before them, with the
name D. dexios stenciled on it. Beneath it was a smeared area where someone had tried to wipe out a
graffito, but it was il faintly legible: He who must be obeyed.

It was somewhat cooler insde Alexioss office, and agood ded quieter. Acoustic insulation, Y amagata
redlized gratefully, kneading histhrobbing temples as he sat in agiff little chair. Alexios pulled up asmilar
chair and sat next to him, much closer than Y amagata would have preferred. The man's unbaanced face
disturbed him.

"You need adrink,” Alexios said, peering intently into Y amagatas perspiring face. "Tea, perhgps? Or
something stronger?!

"Water would be quite welcome, especidly if it'scold." Y amagata could fed hiscoverdls sticking to his
sweety ribs.

The office wastiny, barely big enough for aquartet of the spartan little chairs. There was no desk, no
other furniture at al except for asmall bare table and a squat cubicle refrigerator of brushed auminum.
Alexioswent to it and pulled out an unmarked ceramic flask.

Handing it to Yamagata, he said, "L ocal product. Mercurian water, straight from the ice cache nearby.”
Y amagata hesitated.

With acrooked grin, Alexios added, "Weve run it through the purifiers, of course, athough we left a
certain amount of carbonationinit.”

Y amagatatook a cautious Sp. It was cold, sparkling and delicious. He pulled in alonger swalow.

The room's only table was on Alexioss far side, so there was no place to set the bottle down except on



the floor. Y amagata saw that it wastiled, but the plagtic felt soft to histouch.

"Now then," he said as he deposited the bottle at hisfoot, "where we do we stand? What are your mgjor
problems?’

Alexios leaned back in his chair and took a palm-sized remote from the table. The partition on
Y amegatas right immediately lit up with aflat screen display.

"TherésMercury,” Alexios began, "the gray circlein the middle. The blue oblongs orbiting the planet are
thefirst four solar power satellites, built at Selene and towed here.”

Y amagata said, "With Sx more on their way here from the Moon."

"Correct," said Alexios. Six more blue oblongs appeared on the screen, clustered in the upper right
corner.

"So it goeswell. How soon can we be sdlling electrical power?"
"Thereisaproblem with that."

Despite the fact that he knew, intellectudly, that no project proceeds without problems, Y amagata il
fdt hisingdestwitch. "So?What problem?”

Alexiosreplied, "The point of setting up powersatsin Mercury orbit isthat they can generate power
much more efficiently. Being amost two-thirds closer to the Sun than Earth is, we can take advantage of
the higher power dengity to-"

"l know dl that," Y amagata snapped impatiently. "That iswhy | started this project.”

"Yes," Alexiossad, hissmileturning atrifle bitter. "But, asthey say, the Lord giveth and the Lord taketh
avay."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Thevery intensty of sunlight that improvesthe solar pands efficiency so beautifully so degradesthe
olar cdlsvery quickly.”

"Degrades them?”
The image on thewall screen changed to agraph that showed a set of curves.

"The blue curve, the one on the top, shows the predicted power output for asolar cell in Mercury orbit,”
Alexiosexplained.

Y amagata could seefor himsdlf. A yellow curve started out closdly following the blue, then fdll off
disastroudly. He looked aong the bottom axis of the graph and gasped with dismay.

"It getsthat bad after only Six weeks?"

"I'm afraid s0," Alexios said. "Weé're going to have to harden the cells, which will cut down on thelr
efficency.”
"How much?’

"I have my people working on that now. I've also taken the liberty of transmitting this data back to your



corporate headquarters on Earth so that your experts can double-check my peopl€'s calculations.”
Y amagatasank back inthelittle chair. This could ruin everything, he thought. Everything!

Asquickly as he gracefully could, Y amagata returned to Himawari riding in orbit around Mercury. He
sat in gloomy slencein thelittle shuttle craft, mulling over the bad newsthat Alexios had given him. From
his seat behind the two pilots, however, he couldn't hel p watching the European woman. It wouldn't do
to pay any attention to her in front of her superior, he reasoned. Still, she was a fine-looking woman with
strong festures. The profile of her face showed afirm jawline, a chisded nose, high cheekbones. Nordic,
perhaps, Y amagata thought, although her hair was adark brown, aswere her eyes. Her coverallswere
tight, dmost form-fitting. Her form pleased Y amagata's discerning eyeimmensdly.

Later, he thought, I'll dig her name out of the personnd files. Perhaps she would not be averseto joining
me for an after-dinner drink thisevening.

He had dmost forgotten her, though, by the time he reached his stateroom aboard the fusion torch ship.
His quarters were spacious and well-gppointed, filled with little luxuries such asthe single peony blossom
inthe delicate tall vase on the corner of hisdesk, and the faint aroma of a springtime garden that wafted
inonthe nearly slent air blowers.

Y amagata peeled off his sweaty coverdls, took aquick shower, then wrapped himsalf in asilk kimono of
midnight blue. By then he had worked up the courage to call his son, back at corporate headquartersin
New Kyoto.

Earth was on the other side of the Sun at the moment, and his cal had to be relayed through one of the
communications satellitesin solar orbit. Transmisson lag time, according to the data bar acrossthe
bottom of Y amagatals wall screen, would be € even minutes.

A two-way conversation will beimpossible, Y amagataredized as he put the cal through on his private,
scrambled channd. I'll talk and Nobu will listen; then welll reverse the process.

It il gtartled him to see his son'simage. Nobuhiko Y amagata was physicaly dmost exactly the same
age as hisfather, because of the years Saito had spent in cryonic suspension.

"Father," said Nobu, dipping hishead in arespectful bow. "I trust you had agood journey and are safely
inorbit at Mercury." Before Saito could reply, Nobu added jokingly, "And | hope you brought your
sunblock lation.”

Saito rocked back with laughter in his contoured easy chair. " Sunblock lotion indeed! | didn't come out
here for atan, you know."

He knew it would take eleven minutes for hiswordsto reach Nobu, and another eleven for hisson's
reply. So Saito immediately launched into a description of hisvist to Goethe base on Mercury and the
problem with the solar panels on the powersats.

He ended with, "This Alexios person claims he has sent the data to your experts. | am anxiousto hear
what they think about it."

And then hewaited. Y amagatagot up from his chair, went to the bar and poured himsdlf a stiff Glenlivet,
knocked it back and felt the smooth heat of the whisky spread through him. He paced around his
compartment, admired the holograms of ancient landscapes that decorated the walls, and tried not to
look at hiswristwatch.

| know how to passthetime, he said to himsdf. Siding into his desk chair, he opened anew window on



thewal| display and called up the ship's personne files. Scanning through the names and pictures of the
pilots aboard took several minutes. Ah! He smiled, pleased. There sheis: BirgittaSundsvall. | wasright,
she's Swedish. Unmarried. Good. Employee since...

Hereviewed her entire dossier. There were severa photographs of thewoman init, and Y amagatawas
garing at them when his son's voice broke into hisreverie.

"Alexios has tranamitted the data on the solar cells degradation, Father," Nobuhiko replied at lagt.

Y amagataimmediately wiped the personnel file from the screen, asif hisson could seeit dl the way back
on Earth.

Nobu went on, "This gppears to be quite a serious problem. My anadyststell me that the decreasein
power output efficiency amost completely wipes out any advantage of generating the power from
Mercury orbit."

Y amagata knew it would be pointlessto interrupt, and allowed his son to continue, "If thisandysis slands
up, your Mercury project will have to be written off, Father. The costs of operating from Mercury are
samply too high. Y ou might aswell keep the sunsatsin Earth orbit, al things consdered.”

"But have we considered al things?' Y amagata snapped. "'l can't believe that this problem will stop us.
We did analyses of cell degradation before we started this project. Why are the actud figures so much
worse than our predictions?”

Y amagataredized he was getting angry. He took a deep bresath, tried to remember a mantra that would
camhim.

"Please cal me," he said to his son, "when your people have more definite answersto my questions.”
Then he cut off the connection and the wall screen went blank.

Technicdly, the Mercury project was not being funded by Y amagata Corporation. Saito had officiadly
retired from the corporation soon after he'd been revived from hislong cryonic deep. Instead, once he
|eft the lamasery and returned to the world, he used his personal fortune to establish the Sunpower
Foundation and began the Mercury project. Asfar as Nobu and the rest of the world were concerned,
the Mercury project was devoted to generating inexpensive dectrical power for the growing human
habitations spreading through the solar system. Only Saito Y amagata knew that itstrue god wasto
provide the power to send human explorersto the stars.

Saito-and one other person.
PAHS

Even after adozen years of living with the lamas, Y amagata could not separate himsdlf from hisdesire for
creature comforts. He did not consider the accommodeations aboard his ship Himawari to be particularly
sumptuous, but hefelt that he had aright to acertain amount of luxury. Sitting at the head of the small
dining table in his private wardroom, he smiled as he recdled that the great fifteenth-century Chinese
admira Zheng He had included "pleasure women" among the crews of his greet vessals of exploration
and trade. At least | have not gone that far, Y amagata thought, athough the memory of the Sundsvall
woman gill lingered in the back of hismind.

Seated at hisright was Bishop Danvers, sipping abstemioudy at atiny ssemmed glass of sherry. Hewasa
big man, with heavy shoulders and considerable bulk. Y et he looked soft, round of face and body,
athough Y amagata noticed that his hands were big, heavy with horny caluses and prominent knuckles.



The hands of a bricklayer, Y amagata thought, on the body of achurchman. On Y amagata's | eft sat
Victor Moalina, an astrobiologist from some Midwestern American university. The ship's captain, Chuichi
Shibasaki, sat at the far end of the table.

Bishop Danvers had come dong on Himawari because the New Mordity had inssted that Mercury
Base must have achaplain, and the project manager had specifically asked for Danversto take up the
mission. Danvers, however, showed no inclination to leave the comforts of the ship and actudly go down
to the planet's surface. Hardly any of the ship's mainly Japanese crew paid the scantest attention to him,
but the bishop did not seem to mind their secularist indifference in the dightest. Sooner or later he would
go down to Goethe base and offer the men and women there his spiritual guidance. If anyone wanted
some. What would the bishop think of pleasure women? Y amagata wondered, suppressing agrin.

Danvers put down his barely touched glass and asked in asharp, cutting voice, "Victor, you don't
actudly expect to find living creatures on Mercury, do you?"'

Victor Molinaand Bishop Danvers knew each other, Y amagata had been told. They had been friends
years earlier. The bishop had even performed Molina's wedding ceremony.

Molinawas olive-skinned, with startling cobat blue eyes and a pugnacious, pointed chin. Hisluxuriant,
sandy hair wastied back in a ponytail, fastened by aclip of asteroidal slver that matched the sudsin
both his earlobes. He had dready drained his sherry, and answered the bishop's question as one of the
human waltersrefilled hisglass.

"Why not?' hereplied, atrifle bdligerently. "Weve found living organisms on Mars and the moons of
Jupiter, haven't we?'

"Yes, but-"
"And what about those enormous crestures in Jupiter's ocean? They might even beintelligent.”
The bishop's pale eyes snapped angrily. "Intelligent? Nonsense! Surely you can't believe-"

"It isn't amatter of belief, Elliott, it's aquestion of fact. Science depends on observation and
measurement, not some apriori farytales”

"You're not aBéliever," the bishop muttered.
"I'm an observer,” Molina snapped. "I'm here to see what the factsare.”

Y amagata thought that Dr. Molina could use some of the lamas lessonsin humility. He found himself
fascinated by the differences between the two men. Bishop Danverss round face was dightly flushed,
whether from anger or embarrassment Y amagata could not tell. His hair was thinning, combed forward to
hide areceding hairline. He refuses to take rejuvenation treatments, Y amagata guessed; it must be against
hisreligious principles. Molina, on the other hand, looked like ayoung Lancelot: piercing eyes, flowing
hair, strong shoulders. Y amagata pictured him on a prancing charger, seeking out dragonsto day.

Before the discussion became truly disagreesble Y amagatatried to intervene: "Everyone was quite
surprised to find creatures living in the clouds of Venus, and even on that planet's surface," he said.

"Silicone snakes, with liquid sulfur for blood," Captain Shibasaki added, taking up on hisemployer'slead.
Bishop Danvers shuddered.

"Incredible organisms," Molinasaid. "What wasthat line of Blake's?'Did He who made the lamb make



thee? " He stared across the table at the bishop, amost sneering.
"But none of those creatures have the intelligence that God gave us," Danvers countered.
"Those Jovian Leviathansjust might,” said Molina.

Thetablefdl slent. At anod from Y amagata, the two waiters began to serve the appetizers: smoked edl
in a seaweed sdlad. Y amagata and the captain fell to with chopsticks. The two others used forks.

Y amagata noted that neither of the gaijin did more than pick at the food. Ah well, he thought, they'll fed
more at home with the steak that comes next.

Bishop Danverswouldn't let the subject drop, however.
"But surely you don't expect to find anything living down on the surface of Mercury," he said to Molina

"I'll grant you, it's not the most likely place to look for living organisms,” Molinaadmitted. "The planet's
been baked dry. Except for the ice caches near the poles there's not adrop of water anywhere, not even
deep underground.”

"Then what makesyou think-"

"PAHSs," said Malina

"| beg your pardon?'

"PAHS," Malinarepeated.

The bishop frowned. " Are you being deliberately rude to me, Victor?'

"l believe," Y amagataintervened, "that our noted astrobiologist isreferring to acertain form of chemical
compound.”

"Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons,” Molinaagreed. "P-A-H. PAHS."
"Oh," said Bishop Danvers.
"Y ou have found such compounds on the surface of Mercury?' Y amagata asked.

Nodding vigoroudy, Molinareplied, "Traces of PAHs have been found in some of the rock samples sent
for andysis by the people building your base down there."

"And you believe thisindicates the presence of life?" Danvers chalenged. "A trace of some chemicals?'

"PAHs are biomarkers,” Malinasaid firmly. "They've been found on Earth, on other planets, on
comets-evenininterstdlar clouds.”

"And awaysin association with living creatures?' Y amagata asked.

Molina hesitated afraction of asecond. "Almost dways. They can be created abiologically, under certain
circumstances.”

Danvers shook hishead. "I can't believe anything could live on that godforsaken world.”
"How do you know god's forsaken this planet?' Molina challenged.

"l didn't mean it literdly," Danvers grumbled.



"How strong isthis evidence?' Y amagata asked. "Does the presence of these compounds mean that life
is certain to befound on Mercury?"

"Nothing's certain,” Molinasaid. "Asamatter of fact, the PAHs deteriorate very rapidly inthe
tremendous heat and totdly arid conditions down there.”

"Ah," said the bishop, smiling for thefirst time,

Molinas answering smile was bigger, and fiercer. "But don't you see? If the PAHs deteriorate quickly,
yet we ill find them present in the rocks, then something must be producing them constantly.
Something down there must be continuoudy creeting those complex, fragile compounds. Something that's
dive”

The bishop's face blanched. Y amagata suddenly foresaw his sun-power project being invaded by armies
of earnest environmentalists, each eager to prevent any activity that might contaminate the native
lifeforms.

GOETHE BASE

Dante Alexios sat rigidly in his chair and tried not to | et his satisfaction show on hisface. Thewall screen
in his office clearly showed the earnest, intent expresson on Molinasface.

He wants to come down to the base, Alexios said to himself, delighted. He's asking me for permission to
come down here.

"My mission is sanctioned by the Internationd Agtronautical Authority,” Molinawas saying, "aswell as
the International Consortium of Universities and the science foundations of-"

"Of course" Alexiosinterrupted, "of course. | have no intention of interfering with your important
research, Dr. Molina. | was merdly trying to explain to you that conditions down here on the surface are
rather difficult. Our baseis il fairly rugged, you know."

Molindsintent expresson softened into asmug smile. "I've been in rugged places before, Mr. Alexios.
Y ou should see the site on Europa, with al that radiation to protect againgt.”

"l canimaging," Alexiosreplied dryly.
"Then you have no objection to my coming down to your base?"

"Nonewhatsoever," said Alexios. "Our fecility isat your disposd.” Malinas bright blue eyes sparkled.
"Wonderful! I'll gart the preparationsimmediately.”

And with that, Molina ended the transmission. Alexiosswall screen went suddenly blank. He didn't
bother to thank me, or even to say good-bye, Alexiosthought. How like Victor, till asimpetuous and
self-centered as ever.

Alexiosgot up from his chair and stretched languidly, surprised at how tense his body had become during
his brief conversation with the astrobiologit.

Victor didn't recognize me, Alexios said to himsdlf. Not the dightest flicker of recall. Of coursg, it's been
more than ten years and the nanosurgery has atered my face consderably. But he didn't even remember
my voice. I'm dead and gone, asfar as he's concerned.

All to the good, Alexiostold himsdf. Now hell come down here on hisfool's errand and destroy himsdlf.



I'll hardly haveto lift afinger. HE's eager to rush to his own annihilation.

Alexios dreamed troubling dreams that night. The sted-hard determination that had brought him to
Mercury and lured Victor Molinato this hellhole of aworld softened as he dept, thawed dightly ashe
sank into the uncontrollable world of hisinner thoughts, the world that he kept hidden and firmly locked
away during hiswaking hours.

In his dream he was standing once again at the base of the sky-tower, craning his neck to follow its
rigidly straight line asit rose beyond the clouds, up, up, farther than the eye could follow, stretching up
toward the stars.

Larawas standing beside him, her arm around hiswaist, her head resting on his strong shoulder. The
diamond ring on her finger was his, not Victor's. She had chosen him and rgjected Molina. Alexios turned
to her, took her in hisarms, kissed her with al the tenderness and love his soul could contain.

But she pulled away from him, suddenly terrified. Her lovely face contorted into a scream as the proud
tower began to dowly collgpse, writhing like an immense snake of man-made fibers, coiling languidly,
uncontrollably, unstoppably, asit dowly but inexorably crashed to the ground. All in silence. In utter
slence, asif he had suddenly gone completely deaf. Alexios wanted to scream, too, but histhroat was
frozen. He wanted to stop the tower's collapse with his bare hands, but he could not move, hisfeet were
rooted to the spot.

Theimmense collgpsing tower smashed into the workers village and beyond, crushing houses and
cinderblock work buildings, smashing the bodies of men, women, and children asit thundered to the
ground, pulverizing dreams and plans and hopes beyond repair. The whole mountainside shook as dust
roseto cover al thework, al the sweat and labor that had raised the tower to itsfull height. Alexioss
mouth tasted of ashes and a bitterness that went beyond human endurance.

Larahad disappeared. All around him, asfar asthe eye could see, there was nothing but devastation and
the mangled bodies of the dead.

My fault, hetold himsdlf. The sin of pride. My pride has ruined everything, killed al those millions of
people. Covered with ashes, his soul crushed aong with everything else, he screamed to the vacant sky,
"My fault! Itsdl my fault!”

He awoke with astart, covered with cold sweat. In the years since the skytower's destruction, Alexios
had learned that the catastrophe was not hisfault, not a al. The soul-killing guilt he had once felt had
long since evolved into an implacable, burning hatred. He thirsted not for forgiveness, nor even for the
clearing of hisname. He lived for vengeance.

THERMOPHILES

Victor Molinaadso dreamed that night as he dept on the airfoam bed in his stateroom aboard Himawari,
in orbit around the planet Mercury.

He dreamed of the Nobel ceremony in Stockholm. He saw himsalf dressed in the severdly formd attire
of theritua asthe king of Sweden handed him the heavy gold award for biology. The discoverer of
thermophiles on the planet Mercury, Molina heard the king announce. The courageous, intrepid man who
found lifewhere dl others said it wasimpossiblefor lifeto exist. Lara sat in the front row of the vast
audience, beaming happily. Victor reminded himsdf to add alineto hisNobel lecture, thanking hiswife
for her love and support through dl the years of their marriage.

Then he began hislecture. The huge audience hdl, crammed with the élite of every continent on Earth, fell



into an expectant silence. Thermophiles are organismsthat live at temperatures far beyond those in which
human beings can survive, hetold the rapt and glittering audience. On Earth, microscopic thermophiles
were discovered in the latter part of the twentieth century, existing deep underground at temperatures and
pressures that were, up until then, considered impossible as habitats for living organisms. Y et these
bacterid forms not only exig, they are so numerous that they actudly outweigh dl the living matter onthe
surface of the Earth! What ismore, they survive without sunlight, shattering the firmly held belief that al
life depends on sunlight as its basic source of energy. The thermophiles use the heat of Earth's hellish core
to derive their metabolic energy.

A British cosmologist, Thomas Gold, had earlier predicted that a" deep, hot biosphere” existed far below
the surface not only of Earth, but of Mars and any other planet or moon that had amolten core.
Scornfully rejected at first, Gold's prediction turned out to be correct: bacterid life forms have been
found deep below the surface of Mars, together with the cryptoendoliths that have created an ecological
niche for themsalvesinsde Martian surface rocks.

While astrobiologists found various forms of life on the moons of Jupiter and even within thevadt,
planet-girdling ocean of that giant planet itsdlf, the next discovery of true thermophiles did not occur until
explorersreached the surface of Venus, where multicelled creatures of considerable size were found
living on that hothouse planet's surface, their bodies conssting largely of silicones, with liquid sulfur asan
energy-transfer medium, analogousto blood in terrestria organisms.

Still, no one expected to find life on Mercury, not even thermophilic life. The planet had been baked dry
from itsvery beginnings. There was no water to serve as amedium for biochemica reactions; not even
molten sulfur. Mercury was nothing but a barren ball of rock, in the view of orthodox scientists,

Y et the surprising discovery of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons on the surface of Mercury challenged
this orthodox view. PAHs are quickly broken down in the high-temperature environment of Mercury's
surface. The fact that they existed on the surface meant that some ongoing process was generating them
continuoudy. That ongoing processwas life: thermophilic organisms|living on the surface of Mercury at
temperatures more than four times higher than the boiling point of water. Moreover, they are capable of
surviving long periods of intense cold during the Mercurian night, when temperatures that Snk down to
-135° Celsus are not uncommon.

Now camethe point in hislecture when Molina must describe the Mercurian organisms. He looked up
from the podium'’s voice-activated display screen, where his notes were scrolling in cadence with his
gpeaking, and smiled down at Lara. His smile turned awvkward, embarrassed. He suddenly became
aware that he had nothing to say. He didn't know what the creatures |ooked like! The display screen was
blank. He stood there at the podium while hiswife and the king and the huge audience waited in
anticipation. He had no idea of what he should say. Then he redlized that he was naked. He clutched the
podium for protection, tried to hide behind it, but they saw him, they al saw he was naked and began to
laugh at him. All but Lara, who looked darmed, frightened. Do something! he silently begged her. Get
out of your chair and do something to help me!

Suddenly he had to urinate. Urgently. But he couldn't move from behind the podium because he had no
clothes on. Not agtitch. The audience was howling uproarioudy and Molina wanted, needed,

desperately to piss.

He awoke with agtart, disoriented in the darkness of the stateroom. "Lights!" he cried out, and the
overhead pands began to glow softly. Molinastumbled out of bed and ran barefoot to the lavatory. After
he had rlieved himsdlf and crawled back into bed he thought, | wish Larawere here. | shouldn't have
made her stay a home.



torch ship HIMAWAR

The ship's name meant "sunflower.” Y amagata had personaly chosen the name, an appropriate onefor a
vess involved in tapping the Sun's energy. Earlier generations would have said it was afortunate name,
aname that would bring good luck to his enterprise. Y amagatawas not supergtitious, yet he felt that
Himawari was indeed the best possible name for his ship.

While al except the ship's night watch dept, Y amagata sat in the padded recliner in his stateroom,
speaking to adead man.

The three-dimensional image that stood before Y amagata was a most solid enough to seem redl. Except
for adight sparkling, like distant fireflies winking on asummer's evening, the image was perfect in every
detall. Yamagatasaw a short, dightly chubby man with ashock of snow white hair smiling amigbly a him.
He was wesaring atweed jacket with lesther patches on the elbows and blue jeans, with a soft turtleneck
swester of paeyellow and an incongruous velvet vest decorated with colorful flowers.

Robert Forward had died nearly acentury earlier. He had been amaverick physicist, delving into areas
that most academics avoided. Long before Duncan and hisfusion propulsion drive, which made travel
among the planets practical, Forward was examining the possibilities of antimatter rockets and laser
propulsion for interstellar travel. Y amagata had hired ateam of clever computer engineersto bring
together every public lecture that Forward had given, every seminar appearance, every journa paper he
had written, and incorporate them into a digitized personathat could be projected as an interactive
holographic image. Calling themsalves " chip-monks," the young men and women had succeeded
brilliantly. Y amagata could hold conversations with the long-dead Forward dmost asif the man were
actualy present. There were limitsto the system, of course. Forward never sat down; he was always on
hisfeet. He paced, but only afew stepsin any direction, because the image had to stay within the cone of
the hologram being projected from the celling of Y amagatas stateroom. And he dways smiled. No
meatter what Y amagata said to him, Forward kept the same cheerful smile on hisround, ruddy face.
Sometimesthat smile unnerved Y amagata

Asnow. While Y amagata showed the disastrous efficiency curvesto Forward'simage, the physicist’'s
hologram continued to smile even as he peered at the bad news.

"Degraded by solar radiation, huh?' Forward said, scratching at his plump double chin.
Y amagata nodded and tried not to scowl at the jaunty smile.

"The numbers check out?' Forward asked.

"My people back at New Kyoto are checking them.”

"You didn't expect the degradation to be so severe, en?’

"Ohbvioudy not."

Forward clasped his hands behind hisback. "Wdlll," he said, drawing the word out, "assuming the
numbers check out and the degradation isared effect, you'll Smply have to build more power satellites.
Or larger ones.”

Y amagatasaid nothing.

Forward seemed to stand there, frozen, waiting for a cue. After afew seconds, however, he added, "If
each individua powersat can produce only one-third the power you anticipated, then you'll need three
times as many powersas. It'squite smple.”



"That isimpossble” sad Y amagata.

"Why impossible? The technology iswell in hand. If you can build ten powersats you can build thirty."
"The costs would betoo high.”

"Ah!" Forward nodded knowingly. "Economics. Thedisma science.”

"Dismd, perhaps, but inescagpable. The Foundation cannot afford to tripleits costs.”

"Evenif you built the powersats here at Mercury, instead of buying them from Selene and towing them
here from the Moon?"'

"Build them here?'

Forward'simage seemed to freeze for an eyeblink's span, then he began ticking off on his chubby fingers,
"Mercury has abundant metds. Silicon israrer than on the Moon but there's fill enough easily scooped
from the planet's surface to build hundreds of powersats. Y ou'd save on transportation costs, of course,
and you'd cut out Selene's profits.”

"But | would haveto hire aszeable congtruction crew,” Y amagata objected. "And they will want
premium pay to work here at Mercury.”

Forward smile amost faded. But he quickly recovered. "I don't know much about nanotechnology; the
fiddwasinitsinfancy when | died. But couldn't you program nanomachinesto build powersats?'

"'Selene makes extendve use of nanomachines," Y amagata agreed.
"Thereyou are," said Forward, with an offhand gesture.

Y amagata hesitated, thinking. Then, "But focusing thirty laser beamson agtarship'slightsail... wouldn't
thet be difficult?'

Forward's smilereturned in full wattage. "If you can focusten lasers on asail you can focusthirty. No
problemo.”

Y amagata smiled back. Until he redlized that he was speaking to aman who had lived a century earlier
and even then was known as awild-eyed theoretician with no practical, hands-on experience.

NANOMACHINES
Nanomachines?' Alexios asked the image on his officewall.
"Yes" replied Y amagatawith an unhappy sigh. "It may become necessary to use them.”

"We have no nanotech specidigts here," said Alexiaos, Stting up tensely in his office chair. It wasalie: he
himself had experience with nanotechnology. But he had kept that information hidden from everyone.

"l am aware of that," Y amagatareplied. "There are severa in Selene who might be induced to come
here"

"We're crowded down here dready.”

Y amagata's face tightened into afrown momentarily, then he regained control of himsdlf and put on a
perfunctory smile. "If it becomes necessary to build more power satdllitesthan origindly planned, your



base will have to be enlarged consderably. We will need to build amass launcher down there on the
surface and hire entire teams of techniciansto assemble the satellitesin orbit.”

Alexios nodded and tried to hide the dation hefdt. It'sworking! hetold himsdlf. I'm going to bleed him
dry.

Aloud, he said to Yamagata, "Many of my team are quite distressed by nanomachines. They fed that
nanotechnology is dangerous.”

Strangdy, Yamagatagrinned a him. "If you think they will be unhappy, imagine how Bishop Danverswill
react.”

Sure enough, Y amagata heard an earnest rap on his stateroom door within a haf hour of his conversation
with Alexios.

"Enter," he called out, rigng from his comfortable chair.

Bishop Danvers did the door open and stepped through, then carefully shut it again.
"How kind of you to visit me," said Y amagata pleasantly.

Danverssusudly bland face looked stern. "Thisisnot asocid cdl, I'm afraid.”

"Ah 07" Y amagata gestured to one of the plush armchairs arranged around hisrecliner. "Let's at least be
physicdly comfortable. Would you like arefreshment? Tea, perhaps?'

The bishop brushed off Y amagata’s attempts to soften the meeting. "1 understand you are considering
bringing nanomachines here.”

Y amagata’s brows rose dightly. He must have spiesin the communications center, he thought. Believers
who report everything to him.

Coadlly, hereplied, "1t may become necessary to use nanotechnology for certain aspects of the project.”
"Nanotechnology isbanned.”

"On Earth. Not in Selene or anywhere else.”

"It isdangerous. Nanomachines have killed people. They have been turned into monstrous weapons.”

"They will be used here to construct amass driver on Mercury's surface and to assemble components of
power satellites. Nothing more.”

"Nanotechnology isevil!"

Y amagatasteepled hisfingers, stdling for timeto think. Do not antagonize this man, he warned himsdif.
He can bring the full power of Earth's governments againgt you.

"Bishop Danvers," Y amagata said placatingly, "technology is neither evil nor good, initsdf. Itismenwho
aremord or not. It isthe way we use technology that isgood or evil. After dl, astone can be used to
help build atemple or to bash someone'sbrainsin. Isthe stone evil ?*

"Nanotechnology is banned on Earth for perfectly good reasons,” Danversinssted.

"On aplanet crowded with ten billion people, including the mentally sick, the greedy, the fandtic, |



understand perfectly why nanotechnology is banned. Here in space the Stuation is quite different.”

Danvers shook his head stubbornly. "How do you know that there are no mentally sick people among
your crew? No onewho is greedy? No fanatics?'

A good point, Y amagata admitted sllently. There could be fanatics here. Danvers himsdf might be one. If
he knew this project's ultimate aim is to reach the stars, how would he react?

Aloud, Yamagatareplied, "Bishop Danvers, every man and woman here has been thoroughly screened
by psychologicd tests. Most of them are engineers and technicians. They are quite stable, | assureyou."”

Danvers countered, "Do you truly believe that anyone who iswilling to cometo thishdlholefor yearsat a
timeismentdly sable?’

Despite himself, Yamagata smiled. "A good point, Sr. We mugt discuss the personality traits of
adventurers over dinner some evening.”

"Don't try to makelight of this.

"l assureyou, | am not. If we need nanomachines to make this project succeed, it will mean an additiona
investment that will strain the resources of the Sunpower Foundation to the utmost. Let metdll you, this
decisonwill not be madelightly.”

Danvers knew hewas being dismissed. He got dowly to hisfedt, hisfleshy face set in adetermined
scowl. "Think carefully, Sr. What doesit gain aman if he winsthe whole world and sufferstheloss of his
immorta soul?"

Y amagatarose, too. "l am merdy trying to provide electrica power for my fellow human beings. Surdy
that isagood thing."

"Not if you use evil methods.”

"| can only assure you, Bishop, that if we use nanomachines, they will be kept under the Strictest of
controls.”

Clearly unhappy, Bishop Danversturned his back on Y amagata and |eft the stateroom.

Y amagata sank back into hisrecliner. I've made an enemy of him, he realized. Now hell report back to
his superiors on Earth and I'll get more static from the International Astronautical Authority and god
knowswhat other government agencies.

Ordinarily hewould have smiled at his unintentiona pun about god. Thistime he did not.

Bishop Elliott Danvers strode back toward his own stateroom aong the doping corridor that ran the
length of Himawari's habitation module. He passed severd crew personnd, al of whom nodded or
muttered aword of greeting to him. He acknowledged their deference with acurt nod each time. His
mind was churning with other thoughts.

Nanotechnology! My superiorsin Atlantawill go balistic when they learn that Y amagata plansto bring
nanomachines here. Godless technology. How can God alow such amockery of Hiswill to exist? Then
Danversredized that God would not alow it. God will stop them, just as he stopped the skytower, ten
years ago. And he realized something even more important: | am God's agent here, sent to do Hiswork.
| haven't the power to stop Y amagata, not unless God sends a catastrophe to this wicked place. Only
some disaster will bring Y amagatato his senses.



Despite hisbland outward appearance, Elliott Danvers had led afar from dull life. Bornin a Detroit dum,
he was aways physicaly big for hisage. Other kidstook onelook at him and thought he was tough,
strong. Hewasn't. Thered bulliesin the'hood enlarged their reputations by bloodying the big guy. The
wiseguyswho ran the local youth club made him play on the loca semipro footbal team when he was
barely fourteen. In hisfirst game he got three ribs cracked; in the next contest they broke hisleg. When
he recovered from that the gamblers put him in the prizefight ring and quietly bet againgt him. They made
money. Danverss share was pain and blood and humiliation.

When he broke his hand dugging it out with ayoung black kid from ariva club, they tossed him out onto
the dtreet, his hand swollen monstroudly, his face unrecognizable from the beeting he'd taken.

One of the street missionaries from the storefront New Morality branch found Danvers huddled in the
gutter, bleeding and sobbing. He took Danversin, dressed hiswounds, fed his body and spirit, and
turned hisgratitude into alife of service. At twenty he entered aNew Mordity seminary. By thetime he
was twenty-two, Elliott Danvers was an ordained minister, ready to be sent out into the world in service
to God. He was never alowed to return to his old Detroit neighborhood. Instead he was sent overseas
and saw that there were many wretched people around the globe who needed his help.

Hisrisethrough the hierarchy was dow, however. He was not especidly brilliant. He had no family
connections or well-connected friends to hel p push him upward. He worked hard and took the most
difficult, least rewarding assgnmentsin gratitude for the saving of hislife.

His big chance came when he was assigned as spirituad counselor to the largely Latin-American crew
building the skytower in Ecuador. The idea of a space elevator seemed little less than blasphemousto
him, a modern-day equivalent to the ancient Tower of Babel. A tower that reached to the heavens.
Clearly technologica hubris, if nothing ese. It was doomed to fail, Danversfdt from the beginning.

When it did fail, it was his duty to report to the authorities on who was responsible for the terrible
tragedy. Millions of lives had been lost. Someone had to pay.

Asaman of God, Danvers was respected by the Ecuadorian authorities. Even the godless secularists of
the International Astronautical Authority respected his supposedly unbiased word.

Danvers phrased hisreport very carefully, but it was clear that he-like most of the accident
investigators-put fina blame on the leader of the project, the man who wasin charge of the construction.

The project leader was disgraced and charged with multiple homicide. Because the internationd legd
system did not permit capital punishment for inadvertent homicide, he was sentenced to be banished from
Earth forever.

Danvers was promoted to bishop, and-after another decade of patient, uncomplaining labor-sent to be
gpiritual advisor to the small crew of engineers and technicians working for the Sunpower Foundation
building solar power satellites a the planet Mercury.

He was puzzled about the assgnment, until his superiorstold him that the director of the project had
personally asked for Danvers. This pleased and flattered him. He did not redlize thet the fiery-eyed Dante
Alexios, running the actua construction work on the hell-hot surface of Mercury, was the young engineer
who had been in charge of the skytower project, the man who had been banished from Earth in large
part because of Danversstestimony.

HELD TRIP

Victor Malinalicked hislips nervoudy. "I've never been out on the surface of another world before,” he



sad.
Dante Alexios put on asurprised look. "But you told me you've been to Jupiter's moons, didn't you?"

The two men were being helped into the heavily insulated spacesuits that were used for excursonson
Mercury's rocky, Sun-baked surface. Half adozen technicians were asssting them, three for each man.
The suitswere brightly polished, amaost to amirror finish, and so bulky that they were more individua
habitats than norma spacesuits.

Molinasusua cocky attitude had long since vanished, replaced by uncertainty. "1 was at Europa, yeah,"
he maintained. "Mogt of the time, though, | wasin the research station Gold, orbiting Jupiter. | spent a
week in the smaller station in orbit around Europaitsdf but | never got down to the surface.”

Alexios nodded as the technicians hung the life-support package to the back of hissuit. Evenin
Mercury'slight gravity it felt burdensome. Both men's suits were plugged into the base's power system,
mainly to keep the cooling fans running. Otherwise they would aready be uncomfortably hot and sweaty
inddethe massve auits.

He knew that Molina had never set foot on the surface of another world. Alexios had spent years
accumulating ameticulous dossier on Victor Maling, the man who had once been hisfriend, his
schoolmate, the buddy he had asked to be his best man when he married Lara. Molinahad betrayed him
and stolen Larafrom him. Now he was going to pay.

It took two techniciansto lift the thick-walled helmet over Molinas head and settleit onto the torso ring,
like churchmen lowering aroya crown on an emperor. Asthey began sedling the helmet, two other techs
lowered Alexioss hdmet, muffling al the sounds outside. Strange, Alexios thought. We don't redlly notice
the throbbing of the base's pumps and the hiss of the air vents until the sound stops. Through histhick
quartz visor he could see the technicians fussing around Molina's suit, and the serious, dmost grim
expression on the astrobiologist's face. Once we pull down the sun visors | won't be able to see hisface
a dl, Alexiosknew.

He moved hisarm with awhine of servomotors and pressed the stud on hisleft wrist that activated the
auit'sradio.

"Can you hear me, Dr. Molina?'
For amoment there was no reply, then, "I hear you." Moalina's voice sounded strange, preoccupied.

Thewoman in charge of the technicians at last gave Alexios athump on the shoulder and signaled a
thumbs-up to him. He switched to the radio frequency for the base's control center:

"Moalinaand Alexios, ready for surface excurson.”

"You are cleared for excursion,” came the controller's voice. Alexios recognized it; adour Russan whom
he sometimes played chess with. Oncein awhile he even won.

"Camerason?' Alexios asked, as he started clumping in the heavy boots toward the airlock hatch.
"Exterior camerasfunctioning. Rdlief crew standing by.”

Two other members of the base's complement had suited up at the auxiliary airlock and were prepared
to come out to rescue Alexios and Malinaif they ran into trouble. Neither the main airlock nor the
auxiliary was big enough to hold four suited people at the sametime.



Theinner airlock hatch swung open. Alexios gestured with agloved hand. "After you, Dr. Molina"

Moving uncertainly, hesitantly, Molina stepped over the hatch's Sl and planted his bootsinsde the
arlock chamber. Alexiosfollowed him, amost as dowly. One could not make sudden movesin the
cumbersome suits.

Oncetheinner hatch closed again and the air was pumping out of the chamber, Molinasaid, "It'sfunny,
but over thisradio link your voice soundskind of familiar."

Alexioss pulse thumped suddenly. "Familiar?'
"Likeit'savoicel know. A voice I've heard before.”
Will he recognize me? Alexioswondered. That would ruin everything.

He said nothing asthe panel lightsindicated the airlock chamber had been pumped down to vacuum.
Alexiosleaned ahand on the green-glowing plate that activated the outer hatch. It swung outward
gradudly, reveding the landscape of Mercury in leisurely dow mation. Molten sunlight spilled into the
airlock chamber as both men automaticaly lowered their sun visors.

"Wow," said Molina. "Looks freaking hot out there."

Alexiosgot avison of the astrobiologist licking hislips. Molina stayed rooted inside the chamber, actualy
backing away dightly from the sunshine.

"It'swintertime now," Alexios joked, stepping out onto the bare rocky surface. " The temperature's down
below four hundred Cesus.”

"Wintertime." Molinalaughed shakily.

"When you step through the hatch, be careful of your radiator panels. They extend amost thirty
centimeters higher than the top of your helmet.”

"Yegh. Right."

Molinafinaly came out into the full fury of the Sun. All around him siretched a barren, broken plain of
bare rock, strewn with pebbles, rocks, boulders. Even through the heavily tinted visor, the glare was
enough to make his eyestear. He wondered if the suit radio was picking up the thundering of his pulse,
the awed gushing of hisbregath.

"Thisway," he heard Alexiossvoicein hishemet earphones. "I'll show you where the crew found those
rocksyoureinterested in.”

Moving like an automaton, Molinafollowed the gleaming armored figure of Alexios out acrossthe bare,
uneven ground. He glanced up at the Sun, huge and menacing, glaring down at him.

"Y ou did remember your tool kit and sample boxes, didn't you?' Alexios asked, dmost teasingly.

"I've got them," said Molina, nodding inside his hdmet. Something about that voice was familiar. Why
should avoice transmitted by radio sound familiar when the man was a complete stranger?

They plodded across the desolate plain, steering around the rocks strewn haphazardly acrossthe
landscape. One of the boulders was as big as a house, massive and stolid in the glaring sunlight. The
ground undulated dightly but they had no trouble negotiating the gentle rises and easy downd opes.
Molinanoticed agully or chasm of some sort off to their right. Alexios kept them well clear of it.



It was hot inside the suit, Molinaredized. Cooling system or not, he felt asif the juices were being baked
out of him. If the radiators should fail, he said to himsdlf, if the suit's ectrica power shuts down-1'd be
dead in aminute or two! Hetried to push such thoughts out of his mind, but the swest trickling down his
brow and stinging his eyes made that impossible.

"Y ou're nearing the edge of our camerarange,” came the voice of the controller back at the base. He
sounded almost bored.

"Not toworry," Alexiosreplied. "Were dmost there.”
Lessthan aminute later Alexios stopped and turned dowly, like amechanica giant with rusty bearings.
"Hereweare," hesad brightly.

"Thisisit?' Molinasaw that they werein ashalow depresson, most likely an ancient meteor crater,
about a hundred and fifty meters across.

"Thisiswhere the congtruction team found the rocks you're interested in."

Molina stared at the rock-strewn ground. It wasn't as dusty as the Moon's surface was. They had
walked dl thisway and their boots were barely tarnished. He saw their bootprints, though, looking new
and bright against the dark ground.

"What was your construction crew doing al the way out here?' he heard himsalf ask.

Alexiosdid not reply for amoment. Then, " Scouting for locations for new sites. Our baseisgoing to
grow, sooner or later."

"And they found the rocks with biomarkers here, a this Ste?"

He sensed Alexios nodding solemnly insde hishelmet. "Y ou can tell which rocks contain the
biomarkers" Alexiossaid. "They'rethe darker ones.”

Molina saw that there were dozens of dark reddish rocks scattered around the shallow crater. He forgot
al hisother questions as he unclipped the scoop from his equipment belt and extended its handle so he
could begin picking up the rocks-and the possible life-formsin them.

LARA

It was not easy for her to leave their eight-year-old son on Earth, but Lara Tierney Molinawas a
determined woman. Her husband's messages from the Japanese torch ship seemed so forlorn, so painful,
that she couldn't possibly leave him done any longer. When he suddenly departed for Mercury, he had
told her that hiswork would absorb him totally and, besides, the rugged base out there was no place for
her. But dmost as soon as held left, he began sending pitifully despondent messagesto her every night,
amogt bresking into tearsin hisloneliness and misery. That was so unlike Victor that Larafound herself
sobbing as she watched her husband's despondent image.

Shetried to cheer him with smiling responses, even getting Victor Jr. to send upbeat messagesto his
father. Still, Victor's one-way calsfrom Mercury werefull of heartbreaking desolation.

So she made arrangements for her sster to take care of Victor Jr., flew from Earth to lunar orbit aboard
aMasterson shuttlecraft, then boarded the freighter Urania that was carrying suppliesto Mercury on a
dow, economica Hohmann minimum energy trgjectory. No high-acceleration fuson torch ship for her;
she could not afford such aluxury and the Sunpower Foundation was unwilling to pay for it. So she



coasted toward Mercury for four months, her living quarters a closet-sized compartment, her toilet
facilities a scuffed and Stained lavatory that she shared with the three men and two women of the
freighter's crew.

She had worried, at first, about being penned up in such close quarters with strangers, but the crew
turned out to be amiable enough. Within afew days of departure from Earth orbit, Laralearned that both
the women were heterosexua and one of them was degping with the ship's communications officer. The
other two males didn't come on to her, for which Larawas quite grateful. The entire crew treated her
with arough deference; they shared mealstogether and became friends the way traveling companions do,
knowing that they would probably never see each other again once their voyage was over.

LaraTierney had been born to considerable wealth. When the greenhouse floods forced her family from
their Manhattan penthouse, they moved to their summer home in Colorado and found that it was now a
lakeside property. Father made it their permanent domicile. Larahad been only ababy then, but she
vagudly remembered the shooting out in the woods at night, the strangers who camped on Father's
acreage and had to be rooted out by the National Guard soldiers, the angry shouts and sometimes a
scream that silenced al the birds momentarily.

By and large, though, life was pleasant enough. Her father taught her how to shoot both riflesand pistols,
and he dways made certain that one of the guards accompanied Larawhenever she went out into the
lovely green woods.

At school in Boulder, her friends said she led acharmed life. Nothing unhappy ever seemed to happen to
her. She was bright, talented, and pleasant to everyone around her.

Laraknew that she was no beauty. Her eyes were nice enough, awarm gold-flecked amber, but her lips
were painfully thin and she thought her teeth much too big for her dim jaw. She was gangly-her figure
hardly had acurvetoit. Y et she had no trouble dating young men; they seemed attracted to her likeiron
filingsto amagnet. She thought it might have been her money, athough her mother told her that aslong as
she smiled a young men they would fed at ease with her.

The most popular men on campus pursued her. Victor Molina, dashing and handsome, became her
steady beau-until Molinaintroduced her to afriend of his, an intense, smoldering young engineer named
Mance Bracknell.

"Hesinteresting,” Larasaid.

"Mance?' Molinascoffed. "He'saweirdo. Not interested in anything except engineering. | think I'm the
only friend he has on campus.”

Another student warned, ™Y ou know engineers. They're so narrow-minded they can look through a
keyhole with both eyes.”

Y et she found Brackndl|l fascinating. He was nowhere near handsome, she thought, and hissocid skills
were minimal. He dressed carelesdly; his meager wardrobe showed he had no money. Y et he wasthe
only maein her classeswho paid no attention to her: hewasfar too focused on his studies. Larasaw him
asachdlenge, at first. She was going to make him take his nose out of his computer screen and smell the
rOSes.

That semester, she and Malina shared only one class with the young engineering sudent, a mandatory
classin English literature. Bracknell was struggling through it. Laradecided to offer her help.

"l don't need help," Bracknell told her, matter-of-factly. "I'm just not interested in the materid ."



"Not interested in Keats? Or Shakespeare?' She was shocked.

With an annoyed little frown, Bracknell replied, "Are you interested in Bucky Fuller? Or Raymond
Loewy?"

She had never heard of them. Laramade aded with him. If he paid attention to the literature
assgnments, shewould sign up for abasic science class.

Molinawas not pleased. "Y ou're wasting your time with Mance. For god's sake, Lara, the guy doesn't
even wear socks!"

It took most of the semester for her to penetrate Bracknell's self-protective shell. Late one night after
they had walked from one end of campusto the other as he flawlesdy-if flatly-recited Keatss entire
poem The Eve of S. Agnes to her, Brackndl findly told her what his dream was. It took her breath

avay.
"A tower that goes al the way up into space? Can it be built?’
"l candoit,” he answered, without an eyeblink's hesitation.

He wanted to build atower that rose up to the heavens, an elevator that could carry people and cargo
into orbit for mere pennies per kilogram.

"I candoit," hetold her, timeand again. "I know | can! The big problem has always been the
strength-to-weight ratio of the materias, but with buckyball fibers we can solve that problem and build
the blagted thing!"

His enthusiasm sent Lara scurrying to her own computer, to learn what buckybdl fibers might be and
how a space eevator could be built.

Her friends twitted her about her fascination with "the geek.” Molinafumed and sulked, angry that she
was paying more attention to Bracknell than to him.

"How ishein bed?' Molinagrowled a her one afternoon as they walked to classtogether.
"Not asgood asyou, Victor dear," Larareplied swestly. "I love him for his mind, not his body."

And sheleft him standing there in the autumn sunshine, amidst the yellow aspen leavesthat littered the
lawvn.

It took months, but Lararealized at last that she wastruly and hopelesdy in love with Mance Bracknell
and hisdream of making spaceflight inexpensive enough o that everyone could affordiit.

Even before they graduated, she used her father's connections to introduce Bracknell to industrialists and
financiers who had the resources to back his dream. Most of them scoffed at the idea of a space
elevator. They cadled it a"skyhook" and said it would never work. Bracknell displayed avolcanic
temper, shouting at them, caling them idiots and blind know-nothings. Shocked &t his eruptions, Laradid
her best to calm him down, to soothe him, to show him how to dedl with men and women who believed
that because they were older and richer, they were dso wiser.

It took years, yearsin which Bracknel supported himself with various engineering jobs, traveling
constantly, atechno-vagabond moving from project to project. Laramet him now and then, while her
parents prayed fervently that she would eventudly get tired of him and histemper and find ayoung man
moreto their liking, someonelike Victor Molina. Although she occasiondly saw Molinaas he worked



toward hisdoctorate in biology, she found hersdlf thinking about Bracknell congtantly during the months
they were separated. Despite her parents she flew to his side whenever she could.

Then he caled from Ecuador, of al places, so excited she could barely understand what he was saying.
An earlier attempt at building a space eevator in Ecuador had failed; probably it had been afraud, a
sham effort aimed at swindling money from the project's backers. But the government of Ecuador wanted
to proceed with the project, and a consortium of European bankers had formed a corporation to do it, if
they could find an engineering organization capable of tackling the job.

"They want me!" Bracknell fairly shouted, hisimage in Laras phone screen so excited she thought he was
going to hyperventilate. "They want me to head the project!"

"In Ecuador?' she asked, her heart pounding.

"Yes! It's on the equator. We've picked amountaintop site.”

"Youreredly goingtodoit?’

"You bet | am! Will you come down here?’

"Yed" she answered immediately.

"Will you marry me?'

The breath gushed out of her. She had to gulp before she could reply, "Of course | will!"

But Brackndl'stower had collgpsed, killing millions. He was disgraced, tried for mass homicide, exiled
from Earth forever.

And now LaraTierney Molina, married to Brackndll's best friend, mother of their eight-year-old son,
rode ashabby freighter to Mercury to be with her husband.

Y et she sill dreamed of Mance Bracknell.
GOETHE BASE

As soon as the technicians pedled him out of the cumbersome spacesuit, Molina grabbed his sample box
and rushed to the makeshift laboratory he had squeezed into the bare little compartment that served as
hisliving quartersa Mercury base.

From the equipment box that blocked the compartment's built-in drawers he tugged out the miniature
diamond-bladed saw. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, he wormed the safety goggles over hiseyes,
tugged on apair of serilized gloves, then grabbed one of the rocks out of his sample box and
immediately began cutting microthin dices out of it.

He got to hisknees and lifted out the portable mass spectrometer from his equipment box. Despite
Mercury'slow gravity it was 0 heavy he barely was ableto raiseit clear of the box. "Portableisa
relative term,” he muttered as he looked around for an electrical outlet. The spectrometer's laser drew a
lot of power, he knew.

"Sowhat if | black out the base?' he said to himsdlf, amost giggling, as he plugged the thick power cord
into awall outlet. His quarters were hardly asterile environment, but Molinawas in too much of ahurry
to care about that. I'll just work on a couple of the samples and save the rest for the lab up in Himawari,
he told himself. Besides, he reasoned, these samples are fresh from the Site; there hasn't been enough



timefor any terrestrid organismsto contaminate them.

Time meant nothing now. Hoursflew by as Molina sawed sample microdices from the rocks and ran
them through the spectrometer. When he got hungry or deepy he popped cognitive enhancers and went
back to work revitalized. Wish | had brought the scanning tunneling microscope here, he thought. For a
moment he considered asking Alexiosif there was onein the base, but he thought better of it. I've got
one up inthe ship, hetold himself. Be patient.

But patience gave way to growing excitement. It was dl there! he redlized after nearly forty hours of
work. Pushing athick flop of his sandy hair back from hisred-rimmed eyes, Molina tapped one-handed
a hislaptop. The sample contained PAHsin plenitude, in addition to magnetized bits of iron sulfidesand
carbonate globules, unmistakable markers of biologica activity.

Therée'slife on Mercury! Molinaexulted. He wanted to legp to hisfeet and shout the news but he found
that hislegswere cramped and tingling from sitting cross-legged on the floor for so long. Instead, he bent
over hislaptop and dictated aterse report of his discovery to the astrobiology bulletin published
electronicaly by the Internationd Consortium of Universties. As an afterthought he fired off acopy to the
Internationa Astronautical Authority. And then abrief, triumphant messageto Lara.

Heredized that he hadn't called hiswife snce held | eft Earth, despite his promiseto tak to her every
day. Well, he grinned to himsalf, now I've got something to tell her.

I'll be famous! Molinaexulted. I'll be able to take my pick of professorships. We can live anywhere we
chooseto: Cdifornia, Edinburgh, New Mebourne, any of the best astrobiology schools on Earth!

He hauled himself dowly to hisfeet, hislegs shooting pins and neediesfiercely. Hobbling, laughing doud,
he staggered around his cluttered compartment, nearly tripping over the equipment he had scattered
acrossthefloor until hislegs returned to normal. A glance at the digita clock above hisbunk, which
displayed the base's time, showed him that the galley had long since closed for the night. What matter?
He was hungry, though, so he put inacall for Alexios. He's the head of this operation, Maolinatold
himself. He ought to be able to get them to produce amed for the discoverer of life on Mercury.

Alexios did better than that. He invited Molinato his own quartersto share alate-night repast, complete
with a dust-covered bottle of celebratory champagne.

Alexiossliving quarters were no larger than Molina's compartment, the astrobiologist saw, but the
furnishings were much better. The bed |ooked more comfortable than Molinas bunk, and therewas a
real desk instead of awobbly pullout tray, plusapair of comfortably padded armchairs. Their
supper-cold meats and areasonably crisp salad-was augmented by abowl of fruit and the champagne. It
al tasted wonderful to Molina

"Living organisms?’ Alexioswas asking. "Y ou've found living organisms?’

"Not yet," said Molina, leaning back in the luxurious chair as he munched on abone ess pseudochicken
wing.

Alexiosraised hisdark brows.

"Asapaint of fact," Molinasaid, gesturing with his plastic fork, "there might not be living organismson
Mercury."

"But | thought you said-"

Fdling into hislecturer's mode of speech, Malinaintoned, "What I've discovered hereis evidence of



biologicd activity. This shows conclusively that there was oncelife on Mercury. Whether life still exists
hereis another matter, caling for much more extensive exploration and study."

Alexiossdightly mismatched face showed comprehension. "'l see. Y ou're saying that life once existed
here, but theré's no guarantee that it is till extant.”

"Precisdly,” said Malina, atrifle pompoudy. "WEell have to bring in teamsto search the planet's surface
extensvely and bore deeply into the crugt.”

"Looking for organisms underground? Like the extremophiles that have been found on Earth?"
Nodding, Molinareplied, "And Mars. And Venus. And evenonlo.”

Alexiossmiled thinly. "I wonder what Bishop Danverswill think about this? The thought of extraterresiria
intelligence seemsto bother him."

"Oh, | don't expect well find anything intelligent,” said Molina, with awave of one hand. "Microbes.
Bacteria forms, that'swhat we're looking for."

"l see Alexios hesitated, then asked, "But tell me, if you bring in teamsto scour the surface and dig deep
boreholes, how will that affect my operation? After dl, we're planning to scoop ores from the surface and
refine them with nanomachines so that we can-"

"All that will haveto stop," Molinasaid flatly.
"Stop?'

"We can't risk contaminating possible biological evidence with your industria operation. And
nanomeachines-they might gobble up the very evidence we're seeking.”

Alexios sank back in hischair. "Mr. Yamagatais not going to be pleased by this. Not one bit." Yet he
was smiling strangely as he spoke.

TORCH SHIP HIMAWARI
But that could ruin usl" Y amagatayowled, hisusudly smiling face knotted into an angry grimace.

Alexios had come up to the orbiting ship to present the troubling news persondly to hisboss. He
shrugged helplesdy. "The |AA regulations are quite specific, gr. Nothing isalowed to interfere with
adrobiologica sudies.”

Thetwo men were standing in Himawari's small observation blister, a darkened chamber fronted by a
bubble of heavily tinted glassted . For several moments they watched in silence as the heat-blasted barren
surface of Mercury did past.

At last Y amagatamuttered, I can't believe that any kind of life could exist down there."

Alexiosraised hisbrows dightly. "They found life on the surface of Venus, which is even hotter than
Mercury."

"Venus hasliquid sulfur and silicone compounds. Nothing like that has been found here.”
"Not yet," Alexiossad, in abardly voiced whisper.
Y amagatafrowned at him.



"Wewon't haveto stop dl our work," Alexios said, trying to sound alittle brighter. "We still havethe
power satellites coming in from Sdene. Getting them up and running will be aconsiderable task.”

"But how will we provide the life-support materials for the crew?' Y amagata growled. "I depended on
your team on the surface for that." Alexios clasped his hands behind his back and turned to Sare at the
planet's surface gliding past. He knew his base on Mercury was too small to be seen by the unaided eye
from the distance of the Himawari's orbit, yet he strained his eyesto see the mound of rubble anyway.

"Well?' Y amagata demanded. "What do you recommend?”’

Turning back to look at his decidedly unhappy employer, Alexios shrugged. "Well haveto bringin the
life-support materiasfrom Selene, | supposg, if we can't scoop them from Mercury's regolith.”

"That will bankrupt us," Y amagata muttered.

"Perhgps the suspenson will only befor ashort time," said Alexios. "The scientists will come, look
around, and then smply declare certain regionsto be off-limitsto our work."

Even in the shadows of the darkened observation blister Alexios could see the grim expression on
Y amagatas face.

"Thiswill ruin everything," Y amagatasaid in aheavy whisper. "Everything.”
Alexios agreed, but forced himsdlf to present aworried, downcast appearance to his boss.

Fuming, trying to keep his considerable temper under control, Y amagata repaired to his private quarters
and called up the computer program of Robert Forward. The long-dead genius appeared in the middle of
the compartment, smiling self-assuredly, still wearing that garish vest benegth his conservative tweed
jacket.

Between the smile and the vest, Y amagatafelt too irritated to St ill. He paced around the
three-dimensiona image, explaining thisintolerable situation. Forward's holographic image turned to
follow him, that maddening smile never dipping by even one millimeter.

"But finding life on Mercury isvery exciting news," theimage said. ™Y ou should be proud that you helped
to facilitate such adiscovery.”

"How can we continue our work if the |AA forces us to shut down al activities on the surface?"
Y amagata demanded.

"That won't last forever. They'll lift the suspension sooner or later.”
"After Sunpower Foundation has gone bankrupt.”

"Y ou have four powersatsin orbit around Mercury and Six more on the way. Can't you begin to sdll
energy from them?'Y ou'd have some income-"

"The solar cdlls degrade too quickly!" Y amagata snapped. " Their power output istoo low to be
profiteble.”

Forward seemed to think this over for amoment. "Then spend the time finding a solution for the cell
degradation. Harden the cdlls; protect them from the harmful solar radiation.”

"Protect them?"



"It's probably solar ultraviolet that's doing the damage,” Forward mused. "Or perhaps particles from the
solar wind."

Y amagata sank into hisfavorite chair. "' Solar particles. Y ou mean protons?’

Forward nodded, making his fleshy cheeks waddle dightly. "Proton energy dengity must be pretty high
this close to the Sun. Have you measured it?"

"l don't bdieve s0."

"If it's the protons doing the damage you can protect the powersats with superconducting radiation
shidlds, just as spacecraft are shielded.”

Y amagata's brows knit. "How do you know about radiation shielding? Y ou died before interplanetary
gpacecraft needed shidding.”

"I have accessto al your files" Forward reminded him. "I know everything your computer knows."

Y amagata rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "If we could bring the powersats energy output up to their
theoretical maximum, or even closetoit...”

"You'd beableto sl their energy at aprofit,” Forward finished histhought. "And go ahead with the
garship.”

Nodding, Y amagata closed the Forward program. The physicist winked out, leaving Y amagataaonein
hisquarters. He put in acall for Alexios, who had returned to the base on the planet's surface.

"l want to find out what's causing this degradation of the solar cdlls," Y amagata said sternly. "That must
be our number one priority."

Alexioss mismatched image in thewall screen looked asif he had expected thisdecision. "'l dready have
asmdl teeamworking onit, Sir. I'll put more people on the investigation.”

"Good," said Yamagata. To himself he added slently, Let's hope we can solve this problem before the
IAA drivesmeinto bankruptcy.

EARTH

The Internationa Consortium of Univergities was less an organization than a collection of powerful
fiefdoms. It consisted of nearly a hundred universities around the world, no two of which ever agreed
completely on anything. Moreover, each university was a collection of departments ranging from ancient
literature to astrobiology, from psychodynamics to paeontology, from genetic engineering to gymnastics.
Each department head tenacioudy guarded her or his budget, assets, saff, and funding sources.

It took a masterful administrator to manage that ever-shifting tangle of aliances, feuds, jedlousies, and
sexud dfars.

Jacqueline Wexler was such an adminigrator. Gracious and charming in public, accommodating and
willing to compromise at meetings, she nevertheess had the stedl-hard will and sharp intellect to drive the
|CU'sramshackle collection of egostoward godsthat she herself selected. Widdy known as"Attilathe
Honey," Wexler was dl seetness and smiles on the outside and ruthless determination within.

Today's meeting of the ICU's astrobiology committee wastypica. To Wexler it seemed patently clear
that atop-flight team of investigators must be sent to Mercury to confirm Dr. Molina's discovery and



organize athorough study of the planet's possible biosphere. Indeed, everyone around the long
conference table agreed perfectly on that point.

Beyond that point, however, dl agreement ended. Who should go? What would be their authority? How
would they dedl with the industrial operation aready planted on Mercury's surface? All these questions
and more led to tedious hours of wrangling. Wexler let them wrangle, knowing precisely what she wanted
out of them, redlizing that sooner or later they would grow tired and |et her make the effective decisions.
So she amiled sweetly and waited for the self-important farts-women aswell as men-to run out of ges.

The biggest issue, asfar as they were concerned, was who would |ead the team sent to Mercury. Rival
universities vied with one another and there was much finger-pointing and cries of ™Y ou got the top spot
lagt time!"™ and "That'snot fair!"

Wexler thought it was rdatively unimportant who was picked asthe lead scientist for the team. She
worried more about who the New Moraity would send astheir spiritua advisor to watch over the
scientists. The spiritua advisor's ostensible task was to tend to the scientists moral and religious needs.
Hisred job, asfar as Wexler was concerned, was to spy on the scientists and report what they were
doing back to Atlanta.

Therewas dready aNew Morality representative on Mercury, she knew: somebody named Danvers.
Would they let him remain in charge of the newcomersaswell, or send in somebody over his head?

A smilar meeting was going on in Atlanta, in the ornate headquarters building of the New Mordity, but
there were only four people seated at the much smaller conference table.

Archbishop Harold Carnaby sat at the head of the table, of course. Wl into histwelfth decade of life,
the archbishop was one of the few living souls who had witnessed the birth of the New Mordity, back in
those evil days of licentiousness and runaway secularism that had brought down the wrath of God inthe
form of the greenhouse floods. Although his deep rdigiousfaith prohibited Carnaby from accepting
rejuvenation treatments such astelomerase injections or cdllular regeneration, he still availed himsdlf of
every mechanicd aid that medica science could provide. He saw nothing immora about artificiad booster
hearts or kidney diayssimplants.

So he sat a the head of the square tablein his powered wheedlchair, totally bald, wrinkled and gnomelike,
breething oxygen through a pladtic tube insarted in hisnogtrils. His brain gill functioned perfectly well,
especialy since surgeons had inserted stentsin both his carotid arteries.

"Bishop Danversisagood man,” said the deacon sested at Carnaby's|€ft. I believe he can handle the
chalenge, no matter how many godless scientists they send to Mercury.”

Danverssdossier was displayed on the wall screen for Carnaby to scan. Apparently someonein

Y amagatas organization had specifically asked for Bishop Danversto cometo Mercury. Unusud,
Carnaby thought, for those godless engineers and mechanicsto ask for achaplain at dl, let donea
specificindividud. Danvers must be well respected. But there was more a stake here than tending souls,
he knew.

The deacon on Carnaby's right suggested, " Perhaps we could send someone to assist him. Two or three
assgtants, even. We can demand space for them on the vessdl that the scientistsride to Mercury.”

Carnaby nodded noncommittally and focused his rheumy eyes on the man Sitting at the foot of the table,
Bishop O'Madley. Physicdly, OMalley was the opposite of Carnaby: big in the shoulders, widein the
middle, hisface fleshy and dways flushed, his nose bulbous and patterned with purple-red veins.
O'Madley was a Catholic, and Carnaby did not completely trust him.



"What's your take on the Stuation, Bishop?' Carnaby flatly refused to use the medieva Catholic terms of
address; "your grace" and "my lord" had no place in hisvocabulary.

Without turning even to glance a the dossier displayed on the wal behind him, O'Mdley saidin his
powerful, window-rattling voice, "Danvers showed his toughness years ago in Ecuador. Didn't let
personal friendship stand in the way of doing hisduty. Let him handle the scientists; hesuptoiit. Send
him an assigtant or two if you fed likeit, but keep him in charge on Mercury.”

"He's done good work since Ecuador, too," Carnaby agreed, hisvoice like a cresking hinge.
The two deaconsimmediatdly fdl in line and agreed that Danvers should remain in charge.

"Remember this" Carnaby said, folding hisfleshless, blue-veined hands on the table edge in front of him,
"every time these secularigts find another form of life on some other world, peoplelose aportion of their
faith. There are even those who proclaim that extraterrestrial life provesthe Bible to be wrong!”

"Blagphemy!" hissed the younger of the deacons.

"The scientistswill send a delegation out to Mercury,” Carnaby croaked on, "and they will confirm this
man Moalinas discovery. They'll trumpet the news thet life has been found even where no one expected it
to exist. More of the Faithful will fal away from their belief.”

O'Maley hunched his bulky shoulders. "Not if Danvers can show that the scientists are wrong. Not if he
cangivethemthelie"

"That's hisred mission, then," Carnaby agreed. "To do whatever is necessary to disprove the scientists
dam.

The deacon on the left, young and still innocent, blinked uncertainly. "But how can he do that? If the
scientists show proof thet life exists on the planet-"

"Danvers must dispute their so-called proof,” Carnaby snapped, with obviousirritation. "He must
chalengethar findings."

"| don't see how-"

O'Malley reached out and touched the younger man on his shoulder. "Danversisafighter. Hetriesto
hideit, but inside his soul he'safighter. Hell find away to cast doubt on the scientists findings, I'm sure.”

The deacon on the right understood. "He doesn't have to disprove the scientists findings, merely cast
enough doubt on them so the Faithful will disregard them.”

"Atthevery least," Carnaby said. "It would be best if he could show that those godless secularists are
lying and have been lying al dong."

"That'satdl| order,” said O'Mdley, withaamile.

Carnaby did not smile back.

MERCURY ORBIT

Captain Shibasaki allowed himsdf arare moment of irony in the presence of hisemployer.
"It's going to become crowded here," he said, perfectly straight-faced.



Y amagata did not catch hiswry atempt at humor. Standing beside the captain on Himawari's bridge,
Y amagata unsmilingly watched the display screen that showed the two ships that had taken up orbits
around Mercury amost s multaneoudly.

Onewasthefreighter Urania, little more than aglobular crew module and aset of nuclear ion propulsion
units, with dozens of massive rectangular cargo containers clipped to itslong spine. Urania carried
equipment that would be usdessif the scientists actudly closed Mercury to further industria operations.

It o brought Molina'swifeto him, amatrimonia event to which Y amagata was utterly indifferent.

The other vessdl was afusion torch ship, Brudnoy, which had blasted out from Earth on ahaf-g burn
that brought its complement of ICU scientistsand IAA bureaucrats to Mercury in a scant three days.

Y amagatawished it would keep on accelerating and dive straight into the Sun. Insteed, it braked expertly
and took up an orbit matching Himawari's. Y amagata could actudly see through the bridge's main port
the dumbbell-shaped vessd rotating dowly against the star-strewn blackness of space.

"Urania isregquesting a shuttle to bring Mrs. Molinaover to us," Captain Shibasaki said, hisvoice low
and deferentia. "They are also wondering when they will be dlowed to offload their cargo containers.”

Y amagata clasped his hands behind his back and muttered, "They might aswell leave the containersin
orbit. No sense bringing them down to the surface until we find out what the scientists are going to do to
us"

"And Mrs. Molina?'
"Send ashuttle for her. | suppose Molinawill be glad to see hiswife."

Hesitantly, the captain added, "Two of the scientists from Brudnoy are asking permission to come
aboard and meet you, aswell."

"More mouthsto feed,” Y amagata grumbled.
"Plustwo minigters from the New Mordity. Assstantsto Bishop Danvers.”

Y amagata glowered at the captain. "Why didn't they send the Mormon Tabernacle Choir while they were
ait?

It took every ounce of Shibasaki'swill power to keep from laughing.

Molinahad rushed up to Himawari immediately after he had finished his preiminary examination of the
rocks down at Mercury base. Once aboard the orbiting ship, he shut himsdlf into the sterile laboratory
fecility that Y amagata had gracioudy alowed him to bring dong and spent weeks on end studying his
precious rocks.

The more he examined them, the more excited he became. Not only PAHs and carbonates and sulfides.
Once he started looking at his samplesin the scanning tunneling microscope he saw tiny structures that
looked like fossils of once-living nanobacteria: ridged conical shapes and spiny spheroids. Life! Perhaps
long extinct, but living organisms once existed on Mercury! Perhapsthey ill do!

He stopped hiswork only long enough to gulp a scant meal now and then, or to fire off anew set of data
to the astrobiology journal. He stayed off the cognitive enhancers. Not that the pills were habit-forming or
had serious side effects; he smply had run through amost his entire supply and decided to save the last
few for an emergency. He dept when he could no longer stay awake, staggering to his quarters and
collapsing on his bunk, then going back to his [aboratory once his eyes popped open again and he
showered and pulled on a clean set of coverdls.



It was only the announcement that his wife would be arriving aboard Himawari within the hour thet
pulled him away from hiswork. For weeks he had ignored al incoming messages except those from the
International Consortium of Universities. He accepted their praise and answered their questions; personal
messages from hiswife he had no timefor.

Dumbfounded with surprise, it took him severad momentsto register what the communications technician
wasteling him. "Lara? Here?' he asked the tech'simage on his compartment'swall screen.

Once he was certain he had heard correctly, Molinafinaly, amost reluctantly, began to strip off his
swesty clothes and headed for the shower.

"What's Laradoing here?' he asked himsdlf asthe seamy water enveloped him. "Why did she come?
What'swrong?'

To Molinassurprise, Y amagata himsalf was already waiting at the airlock when he got there, scant
moments before hiswife arrived.

"| should be very angry at you," Y amagata said, with asmile to show that he wasnt.
"Angry?' Molinawastruly surprised. "Because there'slife on Mercury?'
"Because your discovery may ruin my project.”

Molinasmiled back, atrifle smugly. "I'm afraid that momentous scientific discoveries take precedence
over indudtrid profits. That's awell-established principle of the Internationad Astronautical Authority.”

"Yes" Yamagaareplied thinly. "So it seems.”

The speaker set into the metal overhead announced that the shuttle craft had successfully mated to
Himawari's airlock. Again Molinawondered worriedly why Larahad come. He saw the indicator lights
on the pand set into the bulkhead beside the hatch turn dowly from red to amber, then finaly to green.
The hatch clicked, then swung inward toward them.

One of the shuttle's crew, aVakyrie-szed woman in gunmeta gray coverdls, pushed the hatch dl the
way open and LaraMolinastepped daintily over the coaming, then, with a smile of recognition, rushed
into her husband'swaiting arms.

He held her tightly and whispered into her ear, "Y oure al right? Everything is okay back home?"
"I'mfineand soisVictor J.," she sad, beaming happily.

"Then why didn't you tel me you were coming? What made you-"

She placed asilencing finger on hislips. "Later," she said, glancing toward Y amagata.

Molina understood. She wanted to spesk to him in private,

Y amagata misunderstood her glance. "Come," he urged. "Dinner iswaiting for us. Y ou must be famished
after having nothing but the freighter'sfood.”

Shels not truly beautiful, Y amagata thought as he sat at the head of the dinner table, but sheis certainly
lovely.

He had sested Mrs. Molinaat hisright, her husband on hiseft. Next to them, Bishop Danversand
Alexios sat opposite one another, and the two cochairmen of the ICU's scientific investigation team sat



next to them. Captain Shibasaki was at the end of the table.

Y amagata saw that LaraMolinawas dim as a calt; no, the picture that came to his mind was of aracing
yacht, trim and deek and pleasing to the eye. Her features were nothing extraordinary, but her
amber-colored eyes were animated when she spoke. When she was silent, she kept her gaze on her
husband, except for occasiona glancesin Alexioss direction. Alexios stared unabashedly at her, asif she
werethefirs woman held seenin ages.

Molinawasin hisglory, with hiswife hanging on his every word and two of the leading astrobiologists of
Earth paying attention to him, aswell. His obvious misgivings about hiswife's unexpected arriva seemed
far behind him now.

"Chance favorsthe prepared mind, of course," he was saying, wineglassin hand. "No one expected to
find any trace of biologica activity on Mercury, but | came out here anyway. Everybody said | was being
foolish; even my lovely wifetold me | was throwing away months that could be better spent back at
Jupiter.”

Hiswifelowered her eyes and smiled demurely.
"What brought you to Mercury, then?" Alexios asked. He had not touched hiswine, Y amagata noted.

"A hunch. Cdl itintuition. Call it abelief thet lifeis much tougher and more ubiquitous than even our most
prestigious biologists can understand.”

The elder of the ICU investigators, lan M cFergusen, russet-bearded and heavy-browed, rumbled ina
thick Scottish accent: "When adigtinguished but e derly scientist says something is possible, heisamost
adwaysright. When he says something isimpossible, heisamost dwayswrong.”

Everyone around the table laughed politely, Molinaloudest of al.
"Clarke'sLaw," said theyounger ICU scientist.
"Indeed,” Y amagata agreed.

"But surely you must have had more than a hunch to bring you al the way out here," Alexios prodded,
grinning crookedly.

Y amagata saw that Mrs. Molinastared at Alexios now. Isshe angry at him for doubting her husband's
word?

Molinaseemed not to notice. He drained hiswineglass and put it down on the tablecloth so carefully that
Y amagata thought he must be getting drunk. One of the waiters swiftly refilled it with claret.

"Morethan ahunch?' Molinaresponded at last. "Y es. Of course. A man doesn't leave hisloving wife
and traipse out to ahdlholelike thison alark. It was more than ahunch, | assure you.”

"What decided you?" Alexios smiled, rather like the smile on acobra, Y amagata thought.

"Funny thing," Molinasaid, grinning. "I received amessage. Said that the team working on the surface of
Mercury was finding strange-looking rocks. It piqued my curiosity."

"A message? From whom?' asked Bishop Danvers.

"It was anonymous. No signature.” Molinatook another gulp of wine. "I kind of thought it was from you,
Hliott."



"Me?' Danverslooked shocked. "I didn't send you any message.”
Molina shrugged. " Somebody did. Prob'ly one of the work crew down on the surface.”
"Strange-looking rocks?" Alexios mused. "And that was enough to send you packing for Mercury?

"I had the summer off," Molinareplied. "l wasin linefor an assstant professorship. | thought a poke
around Mercury would look good on my curriculum vitae. Couldn't hurt.”

"It has certainly helped!” Danvers said.

" think it probably has," said Maling, reaching for hiswineglass again.
"I'msureit has" sad Alexios.

Y amagata noticed that Alexios stared straight at Lara Molina as he spoke.
EXPLANATIONS

"Messages?' Malinablinked with surprise.

He and Larawere done now in the stateroom that Y amagata had graciously supplied for them. It was
larger than Molinas former quarters aboard the ship. The Japanese crewmen who had moved Molinas
bel ongings to this new compartment laughingly referred to it asthe Brida Suite. In Japanese, of course,
S0 neither of the gaijin would be embarrassed by their little joke.

"I couldn't leave you done out here," Lara said as she unpacked the travel bag on the stateroom'’s
double-sized bed. "Y ou looked so0 sad, so lonely.”

Molinaknew he had never sent asingle message to hiswife until his triumphant announcement of his
discovery. He aso knew that he had promised to call her every day he was away from her.

"Y ou got messages from me?' he asked again.

She turned from her unpacking and did her arams around his neck. "Don't be shy, Victor. Of course| got
your messages. They were wonderful. Some were so beautiful they made me cry.”

Either I've gone insane or she has, Molinathought. Has she been hdlucinating? Blurring the line between
her dreams and redlity?

"Lara, dearedt, I-"
"Others were s0 sad, S0 poignant ... they nearly broke my heart.” She kissed him gently on thelips.

Molinafelt hisbody gtirring. Onething he had learned over nearly ten years of marriage was not to argue
with success. Accept credit when it comes your way, no matter what. 1t had been agood guide for his
scientific career, aswell.

He kissed her more strongly and held her tightly. Wordlesdy they sat on the edge of the bed. Molina
pushed hiswife's haf-unpacked travel bag off the bed; it fdl to the floor with agentle thump in Mercury's
low gravity. They lay side by side and he began undressing her. I'll figure out what this message business
isal about tomorrow, Malinatold himsdf asthe heat of passon rosein him. Tomorrow will betime

enough.
Dante Alexios had returned to Goethe base on Mercury's surface after dinner aboard Himawari. Lara



hasn't changed a bit, he thought. She's as beautiful as she was ten years ago. More beautiful, even.

Did she recognize me? he wondered as he undressed in histiny compartment. Not my face, surely, but
maybe she remembers my voice. The nanomachines didn't change my voice very much.

He stretched out on his bed and stared at the low celling. The room's sensors automeatically turned the
lights out, and the star patterns painted across the celling glowed faintly.

Victor looked puzzled that hiswife had flown out here, Alexios said to himsdlf. Wait until shetellshim
about the messages she got from him. That'll drive him crazy, trying to figure it out. Who would be nutty
enough to send love lettersto Lara and fake hisimage, hisvoice, for them?

It had been easy enough to do. Alexios had secretly recorded Molinas face and voice from hisuniversity
dossier. It was smple to morph that imagery into the messages that Alexios composed. He had poured
his heart into those messages, told her everything he wanted to say to her, everything he wanted her to
know. Plagiarized from the best sources. Shakespeare, Browning, Rostand, Byron, and the rest.

Hetold Larahow much heloved her, had dwaysloved her, would dwayslove her. But he said it with
her husband'simage, with Victor'svoice. He didn't dare use hisown. Not yet.

lan M cFergusen was a burly man of delicate tastes. His fierce bushy beard and shaggy brows made him
look like aHighland warrior of old, yet he had dedicated his career to the study of life. Hewasa
biologis, not aclaymore-swinging howling dlansman.

Still, hewas afighter. Throughout academia he was known as atough, independent thinker. A maverick,
aburr under the saddle, often an inconvenient pain in the ass. He seldom followed the accepted wisdom
on any subject. He asked the awkward questions, the questions that most people wished to shove under
therug.

McFergusen had studied al the data about the evidence for Mercurian biology that Molinahad sent
Earthward. Alone now in his compartment, as he sipped his usual nightcap of whisky, neat, he had to
admit that the data were impressive. Molinamay have made ared find here, M cFergusen said to himsdlf.

But something nagged at him. As he drained the whisky and set the empty glass on hisnight table, he
fidgeted uneasily, scratched at his beard, knitted his heavy brows. It'sall too convenient, he told himsdlf,
too convenient by far. He began pacing across his narrow compartment. Molina gets an anonymoustip.
He's given aclutch of rocksthat the construction workers have found. All in the same location.

The rocks contain PAHs and dl the other biomarkers, that's sure enough. But it'sal too easy. Too
convenient. Nature doesn't hand you evidence on aplatter.

He shook his shaggy head and sat heavily on the bunk. Maybe I'm getting too old and cranky, he said to
himsdlf. Then anew thought struck him. Maybe I'm just jedlous of the young squirt.

GOETHE BASE
"Sofar," Alexioswas saying, "the scientists have not discovered any other sitesthat contain biomarkers.”

Y amagata had come down from Himawari to the surface base for this meeting, the first time he had
been to Mercury's surface in more than amonth. For nearly five weeks now the IAA scientists had been
combing the planet's surface with automated tracked vehicles, searching for more rocks that contained
sgnsof life

"Y et dill they prevent usfrom expanding thisbase," Y amagata grumbled. He wastoo troubled to St in



the chair Alexios had offered him. Instead he stood, hands clasped behind his back, and stared at the
display screen that took up one whole wall of Alexioss modest office. It showed the barren, rock-strewn
surface outside the base: the Sun was up and the hard-baked ground looked hot enough to melt.

The bleak landscape matched Y amagata's mood perfectly. If the scientists didn't lift their ban on industria
activities on Mercury's surface soon, Sunpower Foundation would go bankrupt. It angered Y amagatato
be so frudtrated. Despite dl the teachings that the lamas had tried to ingtill in him, hefound it impossibleto
accept what was happening, impossible to be patient. Y amagata wanted to round up McFergusen and
his entire crew and send them packing back to Earth. Now. Thisday.

Standing respectfully besde him, Alexios said quietly, "At least were putting the time to some good use.
The preliminary tests on the shielded powersat look quite good.”

Y amagata turned toward him. Alexioswas dightly taller than he, afact that added to his displeasure.

"Just as you suspected, the power degradation is caused by the solar proton influx,” Alexioswent on
camly.

"And the superconducting shields protect the cells?
Alexios caled out, "Computer: show results of shieding test.”

The landscape disappeared from the wall screen, replaced by a set of graphswith curving linesin red,
green, yelow, and blue. As Alexios explained them, Y amagata saw that the superconducting shields
performed much as the Forward persona had predicted.

"The high positive potentia of the structure around the cells deflects the protons,” Alexios said, "and the
magnetic field created by the superconducting wire keeps the dectrons off."

"Otherwise the e ectrons would discharge the high positive potentid,” Y amagata muttered, showing his
employee that he understood the physicsinvolved.

"Exactly." Alexios nodded. " So we can shield the powersats and get them up closeto their nominal
power output, if..." Hisvoicetrailed off.

"1f?" Y amagata snapped.

"If we can afford enough superconducting wire."

"It'sexpensve.”

"Very. But most of the dements needed to make superconducting wire exist in Mercury's soil."
"Y ou mean regolith,” said Y amagata

Alexios bowed dightly. "Excuse me. Of course, regalith. Soil would imply living cregturesin the ground,
wouldnt it?"

"We can manufacture the superconductors here, out of locd materias?*
"I believe s0. If we use nanomeachinesit should be relatively inexpensve."
"Once we are allowed to work on the surface again," Y amagata muttered.

Alexios stifled the satified little smile that began to form on hislips. Forcing hisface into a sorrowful



mask, he agreed, Y es, we must get permission from the |AA before we can even begin to do anything.”

Y amagatafumed. Instead of amantra, he silently cursed the International Astronautical Authority, the
Internationa Consortium of Univerdties, dl their members past and present, and dl their members
mothers back to five generations.

lan M cFergusen looked around at the barren, sun-blasted rocky ground and shook his head. Nothing.
Every steweve investigated has turned up nothing. Only that one Site next to the base Y amagata's
people have built.

Thanksto the virtud redlity equipment that the ICU team had brought with them, McFergusen could St in
the laboratory they had set up aboard Brudnoy and <till experience precisaly what the tracked robot
vehicle was doing down on the surface of Mercury. Thefirst time he had used VR equipment, back when
he was part of the third Mars expedition, it had seemed little less than amiracle to him. He could see,
fed, hear what the robot machines were experiencing thousands of kilometersaway, al while sitting in the
comfort of a secure base. Now, so many years|later, virtud reality was just another tool, no more
wondrous than the fusion engines that propelled interplanetary torch ships or the tunneling microscopes
that reveded individua atoms.

Sitting on alab stoal, his head and lower arms encased in the VR helmet and gloves, M cFergusen picked
up arock in his clawlike pincers and brought it close to his sensors. A perfectly ordinary piece of
volcanic gecta, he thought. With the strength of the robot he broke the rock apart, then brought the
broken edgesto his sensor set and scanned their exposed interiorsfor severa minutes.

Nothing. No PAHS, no sulfides, no iron nodules. If I bring it up to the ship's tunneling microscope,
McFergusen thought, | won't find any nanometer-sized structures, either. He tossed the broken fragments
of the rock back to the ground in disgust.

For long moments he smply sat there, his body aboard the torch ship Brudnoy, his eyesand handsand
mind on the blazing hot surface of Mercury.

How can there be such rich specimens at one site and nothing anywhere else? Of course, he reminded
himself, we have an entire planet to consder. In these few weeks we've barely tested afew dozen
possible sites. Perhaps we're looking in the wrong places.

Y €t, he reasoned, we concentrated our searches on sites that are similar to the one where Molinafound
his specimens. We should have found something by now.

Unless...

McFergusen did not want to consder the possibility that had arisen in his mind. We've got to widen our
net, he told himsdlf, search different kinds of Sites.

That won't be easy, he knew. Not with Y amagata breathing down our necks. Lord, he's been sending
messagesto |IAA headquarters daily, demanding to know when well dlow him to start digging up the

regolith again.

Noneof it iseasy, McFergusen said to himself. It never is. Then that nagging suspicion surfaced in his
mind again. How could Molina have been so lucky?

Luck playsitsrolein science, he knew. It's dways better to be lucky than to be smart. But so damnably
lucky?Isit possible?

Victor Molinawasin hislab, flicking through the tunneling microscope'simages of the latest rock samples



brought up from the surface. Nothing. These samples were as dead and inert as rocks from the Moon.
No hydrates, no organic molecules, no long-chain molecules of any sort. Baked dry and dead.

Heleaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes wearily. How can this be? Even the samples of dirt
scraped off the ground showed no biomarkers of any kind.

Sitting up Straight again, he reminded himsdlf that the dirt samples from the surface of Marstested by the
old Viking landers a century ago showed no signs of biologica activity, either. Not even atrace of
organic moleculesin the soil. And Mars not only bearslifetoday but once boreintelligent life, beforeit
was wiped out in an extinction-level meteor impact.

Heturned and looked at the set of rocks he himself had tested when he'd first arrived at Mercury. They
were carefully sedled in artight transparent plagtic containers. McFergusen wants meto let him send them
back to Earth for further testing. Never! I'm not letting them out of my sight. They'll go back to Earth
when | do, and they'll be tested by third parties only when I'm present.

Molinafelt afierce proprietary passion about those rocks. They were his key to afuture of respect and
accomplishment, histicket to Stockholm and the Nobel Prize.

It took afew momentsfor him to redlize that someone was knocking at his [aboratory door, rapping hard
enough to make the door shake. With someirritation he caled out, "Enter."

Bishop Danvers did the door back and stepped into the lab, alook of stern determination on hisfleshy
face. The door automatically did shuit.

"Hédlo, Elliott,” Molinasaid evenly. "I'm pretty busy right now." It wasalie, but Molinawasin no mood
for hisold friend's platitudes.

"Thisisan officid vigt," Danvers said, sanding a bare two pacesinsde the doorway.
"Officid?' Malinasngpped. "What do you mean?'

Without moving from where he stood, Danvers said, "I'm here in my capacity as abishop in the New
Mordity Church.”

Despite himself, Molina grinned. "What are you going to do, Elliott, baptize me? Or maybe bless my
rocks?'

"No," said Danvers, his cheeksflushing dightly. "I'm hereto interrogate you."
Molinas brows shot up. "Interrogate? Y ou mean like the Inquisition?”

Danverssface darkened, his heavy hands knotted into fists. But he quickly regained control of himself
and forced athin amile.

"Victor, the New Mordity has placed a heavy burden on my shoulders. I've been tasked with the
respongbility of disoroving your claim of finding lifeon Mercury.”

Molinasmiled and rdlaxed. "Oh, isthat dl."
"It'svery serioud!”

Nodding, Malinasaid, "I understand, Elliott." He gestured to the only other chair in the room. "Please, sit
down. Make yourself comfortable.



The plastic seat of the tubular meta chair squesked as Danvers settled his bulk into it. The bishop looked
tense, wary.

"Elliott, how long have we known each other?' Molina asked.

Danversthought amoment. "1 first met you in Ecuador, more than twelve years ago."

"It's closer to fourteen years, actudly.”

"To besure. But | haven't seen you sincethetria at Quito, and that was about ten years ago.”

Nodding again, Molinasaid, "But we were friends back in Ecuador. There's no reason why we shouldn't
dill befriends”

Danvers gestured to the andytical equipment lining the laboratory'swalls. "Welivein two different
worlds, Victor."

"Different, maybe, but not entirely separate. There's no reason for usto be adversaries.”

"l have my responghilities” Danvers countered, somewhat tiffly. "My orders come straight from Atlanta,
from the archbishop himsdf."

Molinalet out alittle sigh, then said, "All right, just what do they want you to do?'

"As| told you: they want meto disprove your clam that life exisison Mercury.”

"I'venever clamed that."

"Or once existed, ages ago," Danvers added.

"That ssemsirrefutable, Elliott."

"Because of the chemicas you've found in those rocks?' Danvers pointed to the clear plastic containers.
"That'sright. The evidenceisunmistakable.”

"But as| understand it, McFergusen and histeam haven't found any corroborating evidence.”
"Corroborating evidence!" Molinasmirked. "Y ou're learning how to talk like ascientist, Elliott."

Danversgrimaced dightly. "Y our fellow scientists seem terribly puzzled that they haven't been ableto find
anything smilar to what you've discovered.”

With ashrug, Molinareplied, "Mercury may be asmal planet, Elliott, but it's till aplanet. A whole
world. Its surface areamust be similar to the continent of Eurasia, back on Earth. How thoroughly do
you think ahandful of scientists could explore al of Eurasia, from the coast of Portuga to the China Sea?
In afew weeks, noless.”

"Y et you found your rocksthe first day you set foot on Mercury."

"So | did. | waslucky." Suddenly Molina.came up with anew thought. " Perhaps, in your terms, God
guided me to those rocks."

Danversrocked back in hischair. "Don't make ajoke of God. That's blasphemy.”

"| didn't mean to offend you, Elliott,” Molinasaid softly. "I was smply trying to put my good fortunein



termsyou'd understand.”

"Y ou should try praying, instead,” said Danvers. "Asfar asyour fellow scientists are concerned, they
don't believein your luck. Or God'sgrace."

TORCH SHIP BRUDNOY

"l want it clearly understood,” McFergusen said, in hisgravelly Highland brogue, "that thisis gtrictly an
informa mesting.”

Informal, Molinarepeated slently. Like acoroner'sinquest or a session of the Spanish Inquisition.

The Scottish physicist sat at the head of thetable, Molinaat itsfoot. Along the table were ranked the
other scientists that the IAA had sent, together with Bishop Danvers, who sat at Molinasright. They
were using the captain's conference room; it felt crowded, tight, and stuffy. Too many people for a
compartment thissize, Molinathought.

"Although the ship's computer istaking a verbatim record of what we say," McFergusen went on, "no
report of this meeting will be sent back to IAA headquarters until each person here has had a chanceto
read the record and add any comments he or she wishesto make. Isthat clear?”

Heads nodded up and down the table.

M cFergusen hesitated a moment, then plunged in. "Now then, our mgjor problem isthat we have been
unableto find any specimens bearing biomarkers.”

"Except for the ones| found,” Molinaadded.
"Indeed.”
"How do you account for that?" asked the woman on Molinas|eft.

He shrugged daborately. "How do you account for the fact that, during some war back in the twentieth
century, thefirst cannon shdll fired into the city of Leningrad killed the zoo's only eephant?”

Everyone chuckled.

Except McFergusen. "We have been scouring the planet for some six weeks now-"

"Six weeksfor awhole planet?' Malina countered. "Do you redly believe you've covered everything?'
"No, of course not. But you found your specimens on your first day, didn't you?"

Fedling anger ammering ingde him, Molinasaid, "Y ou forget that | came here because of atip from one
of the construction workers. | didn't just blindly stumble onto those rocks."

"A tip from whom?"' asked one of the younger men.

"I don't know. It was an anonymous message. |'ve questioned the workers down there on the surface
and none of them admits to sending me the message.”

"An anonymoustip that no one admitsto sending,”" grumbled McFergusen. "It strains credulity abit,
doexntit?

Thewoman on Malinas left, young, dightly plump, very intense, asked, "Why you?"



“Why mewhat?"

"Why did he-or she-send that message to you? Y ou're not amgor figurein planetary studies. Why not to
Professor McFergusen,” she gestured toward the older man, "or the head of the IAA?"

"Yes," picked up one of the others. "Why wasn't the message sent to the head of the astrobiology
department of amgor universty?'

"Why isthe sky blue?* Molina snagpped. "How the hell should | know?"
"Weknow why the sky isblue," McFergusen murmured, adight smile on his bearded face.
"Rayleigh scattering,” said the young woman on the other side of thetable.

"The question remains," McFergusen said, in avoice loud enough to sllence the others, "that you received
an anonymous message that led you directly to the specimens you discovered, and no one else has been
ableto find anything smilar.”

"And no one ese has tested your specimens,” said the woman on Malinas | ft.
Seething, Molinahissed, "Are you suggesting that | faked my findings?'

"I am suggesting,” she said, unfazed by his red-faced anger, "that you alow usto independently test your
pecimens”

"It's possible to make an honest mistake," Bishop Danvers said softly, laying a placating hand on Molinas
am,

"Look at Perciva Lowell, spending hislife seeing canads on Marsthat didn't exist."
"Or the first announcement of pulsar planets.”

McFergusen said gently, "No oneisimpugning your honesty, Dr. Molina. But we can't be certain of your
results until they are checked by athird party. Surely you understand that."

Reluctantly, Molina nodded. "Y es. Of course. I'm sorry | got so excited.”

Everyone around the table seemed to relax, ease back in their chairs.

"But," Molinaadded, pointing straight at McFergusen, "1 want to be present when the tests are made."
"Certainly,"” McFergusen agreed. "l see no problem with that. Do any of you?"

No one objected.

"Very well, then. We can test the rocks tomorrow. Dr. Baines, here, is the best man for the job, don't
you agree?"

Molinanodded.

"l will attend the procedure mysdlf,” McFergusen said, dmogt jovidly. "With you, Dr. Molina"
Molinanodded again and muttered, "Thank you," through gritted teeth.

GOETHE BASE



"Youvegot to hdpme" Victor Molinasaid, hisvoice trembling dightly. "Y ou've got to!"

Dante Alexios sat iffly in his straight-backed chair and struggled to keep any emoation from showing on
hisface. "l haveto hdp you?'

"None of the otherswill. Y ou're the only one who can."

The two men werein Alexioss bare little office. Molinawas on hisfeet, pacing like acaged anima back
and forth. Alexios sat unmoving, except for his eyes, which tracked Molinas movements like a predator
d9zing up itsintended victim.

Molina paced to the wall, turned around, strode back to the opposite wall, turned again.

"I've got to find more samples!” he blurted. "They won't believe meif | don't. I've got to go out on the
surface and find more rocks that contain biomarkers.”

Asevenly ashe could manage, Alexios said, "But the IAA team islooking for samplesdl over the planet,
aren't they? They've stopped us from doing any further activities"

"The |AA team! McFergusen and hisacademics! A bunch of incompetent fools! They sit up there safe
and comfortablein their ship and send teleoperated rovers to snoop around the surface for them.”

"Virtud redity isapowerful tool," Alexios goaded. Standing in front of him, bending over so that their
noses nearly touched, Molinacried, "They won't dlow meto usetheir VR system! | |et them examine my
rocks but they won't et me touch their equipment! It's not fair!"

Alexiosdowly roseto hisfeet, forcing Molinato back off afew steps. "And that's why you've cometo
r.rell

"Y ou have tractors Sitting here at the base doing nothing. Let me borrow one. I've got to get out there
and find more specimens.”

Alexiossoddly irregular face dowly curled into alopsided amile. "It's againgt safety regulationsfor
anyone to go out on atractor done."

Molinas aready-flushed face turned darker. Before he could say anything, though, Alexios added, "'So
I'll go out with you."

"Y ou will?" Molinaseemed about to jump for joy.

With a self-deprecating little shrug, Alexios said, "1 havelittle elseto do, thanksto the IAA."
He could have said, Thanks to you, but Molinanever thought of that possibility.

Instead he asked, "When? How soon?'

"Assoon asyou'reready."

"I'm ready now!"

In truth, it took more than aday for Molinato be ready. He shuttled back up to Himawari to gather the
equipment he wanted, and by then it wastime for dinner. So he spent the night aboard Y amagata's torch
ship with hiswife. Alexiosdept in hisquarters aone, trying not to think of Molinain bed with Lara. He
dept very little, and when he did his dreams were monstrous.



Molinaarived a the base early the next morning, with four crates of equipment. Alexios hid his
amusement and walked him to the garage where the base's tractors were housed. A baggage cart
trundled behind them on spongy little whed s, faithfully following the miniature beacon Alexios had clipped
to hisbelt.

The garage was empty and quiet. "Mr. Y amagata came in here just once sincethe IAA embargoed us,”
Alexios sad, hisvoice echoing off the stedl ribs of the curving walls. "He wasn't happy to see dl this
equipment sttingide.”

Molinasaid nothing. The tractors were smple and rugged, with springy-looking oversized metal whedl's
and aglassted bubble up front where the driver and passengers sat. The two men loaded Molinas
equipment into the cargo deck in back, then closed the heavy cermet hatch.

"I'll get into my suit now,” said Molina

Alexios could see dark stains of perspiration on his coverdls. It couldn't be from the exertion of lifting
those cratesin thislight gravity, he thought. Victor must be nervous. Or maybe hel's afraid of going
outsde again.

Hewent with Molinaand suited up aso.

"But you won't have to leave the tractor,” Molina objected as a team of technicians began to help them
into the bulky suits.

"Unlessyou get into trouble" said Alexios.

"Oh"

"Y ou wouldn't want to wait ahdf hour or morewhile | wiggled mysdf into this outfit.”
"No, | imaginenot.”

At last they were both ready, the cumbersome, heavily insulated suits fully seeled and checked out by the
technicians.

Alexios called base control with hissuit radio. "Dr. Molinaand | are going out on tractor number four.
Wewill go beyond your camerarange.”

The controller's voice sounded bored. " Copy you'll go over the horizon. Sunup in one hour, seventeen
minutes"

A flatillaof miniature survelllance satellites hugged the planet in low orbits, so every square meter of
Mercury's surface was constantly covered by at least two of the minisats. They provided continuous
communications links and precise location data.

"Sun in one seventeen,” Alexios acknowledged.
"You are clear for excurson,” said the controller.

It wasn't easy to climb up into the tractor's cab in the awkward suits, despite the low gravity. Alexios
heard Molinagrunt and puff until hefindly settled in the right-hand sest.

"Comfortable?' Alexios asked.

"Areyou kidding?"



Laughing lightly, Alexios engaged the tractor's e ectric engine and drove to the open inner airlock hatch.

"Do you have aspecific route for usto follow or will we smply meander around out there?' Alexios
asked asthe inner hatch closed and the air was pumped out of the lock.

Molina struggled to fish athumbnail-sized chip from his equipment belt and clicked it into the computer in
the tractor's control panel. The display screen showed a geodetic map of the areawith aroute marked
clearly by aredline.

Alexios studied the display for amoment, then tapped agloved finger againgt it. "That's a pretty steep
gully. Weshould avoid it.”

Molinasvoicein his earphones sounded irked. "That's the most likely spot to find what I'm looking for.”

The outer hatch did open. The barren landscape |ooked dark and foreboding, the horizon frighteningly
near, thousands of stars gleaming steadily beyond it. Alexios saw the glowing band of the Milky Way
dretching across the sky.

As he put the tractor in gear, he checked the status of the electrical power systems on the control panel
displays. Fud cellsat max, backup batteries aso. Once the Sun came up, he knew, the solar cellswould
take over.

They bounced over the hatch's edge and onto the rugged, uneven rocky surface.
"I'm afraid we can't take the tractor down into that gully,” Alexiossaid.

Silence from Malinafor amoment, though Alexios could hear his breathing in his helmet earphones.
Then, "All right. Get ascloseto it asyou can and I'll go down on foot."

Alexiosfdt hisbrowsrise. Victor has guts, he said to himsdlf. Or, morelikely, he's driven by ademon.
Alexiosknew al about being driven by demons.
SURFACE EXCURSION

Molinasat in slenceinside the heavy pressurized suit, jouncing dightly asthetractor trundled along the
route he had selected. They passed the shalow crater where he had found his specimens. In the tractor's
headlightsit looked gray and lifeless.

A relentless anger smmered through him, overwhelming the unessiness he felt about being out on the
surface of this deadly world, where adight mistake could kill you.

Once he dlowed M cFergusen and his dilettantes to examine his samples, they wouldn't let go of them.
Just one more test. Oh, yes, we thought of another way to probe the samples. Y ou don't mind our
keeping them another day or two, do you?

Molinasaw that the results they were getting matched his own amost exactly. Within the margin of
measurement error, at least. So why are they still sawing away at my rocks? What do they think they'll
find that | haven't dready found? They can't take the credit for discovering them away from me. What in
hell are they trying to do?

He thought he knew the answer. They'retrying to prove I'm wrong. They're doing their damnedest to
discredit me. They'll keep poking and probing and studying until they find some error in my analysis,
some mistake I've made.



Never! hetold himself. Theré's no mistake. No error. The bio-markers are there and no matter what they
do they can't make them go away.

But till they're hammering away &t it, trying to show I'm wrong. Molina seethed with barely controlled
fury. Hetried to remember that age-old saw: Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.
Who said that origindly? Fermi? Sagan?

What fucking difference doesit make? he raged inwardly. The evidenceisthere. It'sred, goddammit.
They can't make it disappear.

But they won't be satisfied until more specimens with biomarkers are found. All right. They can't find
them, gtting up therein orbit with their virtua redity thumbs up their asses. So I'll find them down here.
I'll bring back more specimens and shove them under their noses and then they'll have to admit I'm right.

"We're coming up on that gully.” Alexioss voicein his earphones startled him back to the here and now.

Blinking away hisangry ruminations, Molinasaw off to therr right along, fairly straight gorge pardlling
their course, asplit in the bare rocky surface. It didn't look very degp on the geodetic map, but now as
he stared through the glasstedl bubble of the tractor's cab, it seemed as yawning as the Grand Canyon.

It'sjust anilluson, hetold himsdf. With no light except the stars, everything looks dark and deep and
scary.

"Where do you want meto pull up?' Alexios asked.

Strange how familiar his voice sounded through the earphones, Molinathought. | couldn't have heard it
before; | just met the man afew weeks ago. And yet-

"Where should | stop?" Alexios asked again.

"Get as closeto the edge as you can,” Molinasaid, feding hisinsdes fluttering with anticipation and more
than alittlefear.

Alexiosdrovethetractor up to the rim of the gully, so close that M olinawas momentarily darmed that
they would toppleinto it. When he finaly stopped the tractor, Molinacould peer down into its shadowy
depths.

"Better wait until the Sun comes up,” Alexios suggested.
Nodding insde his hedmet, Molinastarted to get up from his seet. "I'll get my equipment out of the back."

Alexios pressed the keypad on the control panel that popped the hatch on Molinas side of the bubble,
then opened the hatch on hisside. "I'll give you ahand.”

They worked by starlight, hauling the cases of equipment out of the tractor's cargo bay. One of the metdl
boxes stuck to the tractor's deck.

"Frozen," Alexios muttered. "It must have had some moisture on its bottom when you put it in."
Molinaredized that it was more than a hundred below zero in the nighttime darkness.
"1t thaw quickly enough when the Sun comes up,” said Alexios.

Impatient, Molinaclimbed up onto the deck and opened the crate there. He began hauling out the
equipment it held: sample scoops, extensible arms, handheld radiation meters. One by one, he handed



them to Alexios, who laid them in anest row on the ground.

Alexioslifted hisleft arm so he could see the miniature display screen on hiswrigt. "Still another haf hour
tosunrise”

Molinawas aready setting up awinch and buckyball cable. Alexios saw apower drill anong the
equipment arrayed on the ground and helped the astrobiologist to firmly implant the stedl-tubed frame
into the hard, rocky ground. Then they fastened the winch to it and connected its power cable to the
tractor's electrical outlet.

Worldlesdy they lowered Molinas equipment to the bottom of the gully. It was afair test of thewinch,
athough none of the pargphernaliaweighed as much as Molinaand his suit.

Despite the coldness of the night, Alexioswas sweating from his exertions. Good, he thought. The suit's
well insulated. He straightened up and saw a pearly glow on the horizon.

"Look," he said to Molina, pointing.

For amoment Molinafelt confused. Mercury has no atmosphere, he knew. There can't be agradua
dawn, like on Earth. Then herealized that what he was seeing was the Sun's zodiacd light, the sunlight
scattered off billions of dust motes that orbited the Sun's equator, leftover bits of matter from the earliest
times of the solar system's birth that hovered close to the star like two long oblate arms, too faint to see
except when the overwhelming glare of the Sun itsaf was hidden, asit was now.

Molinagrunted, then said, "I'd better get into therig."

Inside his hemet, Alexios shook his head. Y ou never were the poetic sort, Victor. Not aromantic neuron
inyour entire brain. But then asardonic voicein his head reminded him, But he got Lara, didn't he?

By the time he had helped Malinainto the climbing harness, the rim of the Sun was peeping above the
horizon, sending awave of heat washing across the desolate landscape. Alexios heard his suit ping and
groan asits cermet expanded in the sudden roasting warmth. The air fanswhirred like angry insects. The
visor of hishdmet automaticaly darkened.

"Ready?' he asked Malina.
He heard the man gulp and cough. Then hereplied, "Yes, I'm ready.

The gully wasfilling with light as the Sun climbed higher againgt the black sky. Alexios stood by thewinch
asit unreded its cable and Molinadowly, carefully, picked hisway down the steep dope of the
crevasse.

It'snot al that deep, Alexios saw, peering down into the ravine. Ten meters, maybe twelve. Just deep
enough. He watched as Molina reached the bottom and unhitched the cable from his climbing harness.

"Good hunting,” Alexioscdled to him.

"Right," said Malinafaintly. His voice was dready breaking up dightly, relayed from the bottom of the
crevasse to one of the commesats orbiting overhead and then to Alexioss suit radio.

In pace requiescat, Alexios added slently.

Once he'd removed the climbing cable from his suit, Molinatook in a deep, steadying breath and looked
up and down the gully. It waslike along, dightly irregular halway without aroof. One steep wall was



bathed in sunlight, the other in shadow. But enough light reflected off the bright side so that he could see
the uneven floor and even the shadowed sidefairly well.

Thismust be afault ling, hetold himself. Maybe it cracked open when a meteor impacted. He attached
his sampling scoop to the metal arm and extended it to itsfull length. Not much dust on the ground, he
saw. The bottom here must be exposed ancient terrain. If | can get some ratio data from the radioactives
I'll be able to come up with arough date for its age.

It wasdl but impossbleto knedl in the heavy, cumbersome suit, but dowly Molinalowered himsdf to his
knees. Ingde the suit he could hear its servomotors whine in complaint. He chipped out asmal chunk of
rock, then fumbled through the sets of equipment lying on the ground until he found the radiation counter.
No sense trying for argon ratios, he told himself. The heat's baked al the volatiles out of these rocks eons

ago.

The radiation signature of uranium was there, however. Wesk, but clearly discernable in the handheld's
tiny readout screen. Then hetried the potassum signature. Stronger. Unmistakable. Molinaweighed the
sample, then did some rough calculating on the computer built into hissuit'swrist. Thissampleisat least
two and haf billion years old, he concluded. If | can dig deeper, | should find older layers of rock.

He looked down the length of the dightly uneven corridor of rock. The floor seemed to drop away
farther down. Maybe | can get to older strata without digging, he thought. | don't have areally powerful

drill with me, anyway.

It took a mighty effort to get back on hisfeet again, even with the servomotors doing their best. Molina
blinked sweet from hiseyesand caled up to Alexios:

"I'm going down the arroyo about a hundred meters or so.”
It took amoment for the radio signal to bounce off the nearest commsat.
"Which direction?" Alexios asked.

Molina pointed, then realized it was foolish. He tapped at hiswrist keyboard, then peered at the
positioning data that came up onitsdisplay.

"North," he said into his helmet microphone. "To your |eft asyou face the rim.”

A slencelonger than thetimefor the signa to be relayed off the satdlite. Then, "Very well. If you go any
farther, let me know and I'll bring the tractor and rig to your position.”

"That won't be necessary,” Molinaanswered immediately.
Aganadday. Findly, "Very wdl. I'll wait here."

Molina started dogging along the rock-walled chasm. That voice, he said to himsalf. Why should it sound
o familiar?

Alexios climbed back into the tractor's bubble of acab and sat avkwardly in the driver's seat. The chair
was bare metd, designed to accommodate the bulky suits that the tractor crew had to wear.

No sense standing in the open, Alexios thought. The glassted doesn't afford that much protection against
radiation, but every little bit helps. He remembered an old adage he had heard from amercenary soldier
out in the Belt: "Never stand when you can Sit. Never stay awake when you can deep. And never passa
latrinewithout usng it.”



No latrines out here, Alexios knew. Nor out in the Belt, either. Y ou pissinto the relief tube built into your
suit and you crap when you can find atoilet insde a pressurized vessdl.

The Sun was hafway above the horizon now, dreedy frighteningly large and glaring.

Alexios smiled. In another fifteen minutes or so it will dip back down and plunge thiswhole region into
darkness again. What's Victor going to do when the light goes away and he's stuck down in that
crevase?

FALSE DAWN

Dante Alexios sat in the cab of the tractor and watched the Sun drop toward the horizon, atwisted smile
on hisdightly mismatched face. Although Molina hadn't spoken to him since he announced he was
heading farther up the gully, he could hear Victor's breathing through the open microphonein the
adrobiologist's hemet.

Alexiosturned off the suit-to-suit link and called in to the base on another frequency.
"Alexiosto base control.”

The reply was dmost immediate. "Control here."

"Do you have our position?

A dight delay. Alexios could picture the controller flicking his eyesto the geographic display.
"Y es, your beacon is coming through clearly.”

"Good. Anything happening that | should know about?'

A dlight chuckle. "Not unless you have a prurient interest in what the safety director and her assstant are
upto."

Alexioslaughed, too. "Not aslong asthey keep their recreations confined to the privacy of their
quarters.”

"Sofar. But therésalot of heavy bresthing going on at their workstations.”

"I'll spesk to her when | get back.”

"Her? What about him?*

"Her," Alexios repested. "The woman'sawaysin control in Stuationslike this."
"That's newsto me," said the controller.

There was nothing € se sgnificant to report. One of the powersats was getting some experimental
shidding; otherwise, the base was running in standby mode until the IAA gave them clearance to resume
their work.

Alexios clicked off the link to the base and sat back as comfortably as he could manage inside the suit.
How long will it take Y amagata to go bankrupt? he wondered. And when the Sunpower Foundation
does go bust, will Y amagata smply siphon more money out of his corporation? Will hisson alow that? A
battle between father and son would be interesting.



The Sun was dipping lower. Turning, he could see bright stars spangling the blackness on the other side
of the ky. Alone with the stars. And histhoughts.

Lara. Shewas Molinaswife. Had been for just about ten years now. They have a child, ason. Victor,
Jr. His son, out of her body.

The pain Alexiosfelt wasred, physica. Heredlized his jaws had clamped so tightly that he could hear his
teeth grinding againgt one ancther.

With aphysicd effort, he forced himsdlf to relax and tapped the keypad to reopen the suit-to-suit link.
"-dark down here," Molinawas saying. "My helmet lamp isn't dl that much help.”

"The Sun'sgoing down for awhile," said Alexios.

"How long?'

Alexios had memorized the day's solar schedule. "Fifty-eight minutes, twelve seconds.”

"A whole hour?' Malina's voice whined like a disgppointed child's.

"Just about."

"What the hell am | supposed to do down in thisholein the dark for an hour?'Y ou should have told me
about thig"

"| thought you knew."

"l can't see fucking shit down herel™

"Y ou have the hdmet lamp.”

"Big hdp. It'sliketrying to find your way across the Rocky Mountainswith aflashlight.”
"Have you found anything?'

"No," Malinasnapped. "And | wont, at thisrate."

Youwon't at any rate, Alexios replied sillently. Aloud, he asked, "Do you want to come back to the
tractor?'

A long slence. Alexios could picture Malinaangrily weighing the dternativesin hismind.
"No, dammit. I'll wait here until the frigging Sun comes up again.”

"I'll move the tractor down to your location.”

"Good. Do that."

With no atmosphere to dilute their brightness, the stars provided adequate light for Alexiosto red up the
winch's cable, disassemble the rig and pack it al back onto the tractor's rear deck. Then he drove
carefully along the rim of the crevasse to the spot where Molina sat, waiting and fuming, for enough
sunlight to resume his search. A waste of time, Alexios knew. Victor won't find what he'slooking for.

By thetime he had drilled the holesin the ground for the rig's supporting frame and set the winch in place,
the Sun was rising above the bare, too-near horizon once again. Thistimeit would remain up for weeks.



Even through the heavy tinting of hisvisor Alexios had to squint at its powerful glare. The Sun was
tremendous, huge, amighty presence looming above him.

The hours dragged on. Alexios listened to Molina panting and grumbling as he searched for rocks that
might harbor biomarkers.

"Chrig, it'shot," the astrobiologist complained.

Alexiosflicked aglance at the outside temperature readout on the tractor's control pandl. "It'sonly
three-eighty Celsus. A cool morning on Mercury.”

"I'm broiling ingde this damned suit.”
"You'd broil alot faster outside the suit,” Alexios bantered.
"Therés nothing here. I'm going farther up the gully.”

"Check your suit's coolant systems. If the levels are down in the yelow region of the display, you should
come back."

"It's4ill inthe green.”

Alexios called up the suit monitoring program and saw that Molina's coolant systems were on the edge of
the yellow warning region. He's got about an hour |eft before they'll dip into the red, he estimated.

Nearly an hour later, Alexios cdled, "Timeto come back, Dr. Malina."
"Not yet. There's abunch of rocks up ahead. | want to take alook at them.”
"Safety regulaions, ar," Alexiossaid firmly. ™Y our life-support systemsare going criticd .

"I can seethereadouts aswell asyou can,” Malinareplied tetily. "I've got agood hour or more before
they reach thered line, and even then there's a considerable safety margin built in."

"Dr. Molina, the safety regulations must be followed. They were formulated for your protection.”
"Y eah, yeah. Just let me take alook at-hey! Damn! Ow!"

"What happened?’ Alexios snapped, genuindy darmed. "What'swrong?'

"I'm okay. | fell down, that'sal. Tripped over acrack in the ground.”

"o

Alexios heard grunting, then swearing, then quick, heavy breathing. The sound of panic.

"Chrig, | can't get up!"

What?"

"I cant lift mysdf up! I'm down on my left Ssdeand | can't get enough leverage in this goddamned suit to
push mysdlf up onto my feet again.”

Alexios could picture his predicament. The suit's servomotors were designed to assist the wearer's
norma arm and leg movements. Basically they were designed to dlow anorma human being's muscle
power to move the suit's heavy deeves and leggings. Little more. Molinawas down on the ground, trying



to lift the combined weight of hisbody plus the suit back into a standing position. Evenin Mercury'slight
gravity, the servos were unegud to the task.

"Canyou St up?' heasked into hishelmet mike.

A grunt, then an exasperated sigh. "No. Thisdamned iron maiden you've got me in doesn't bend much a
themiddle”

Alexiosthought swiftly. He can last about two more hoursin the suit, maybethree. | can leave him there
and let him broail in hisown juices. Heleft mewhen | needed him; why should | save hislife? It's not my
fault-he wanted to go down there. Heinsisted oniit.

Base control wasn't on the suit-to-suit frequency. The suit radios could be picked up by the commsats, of
course, but you had to plug into the commsat frequency and Victor didn't know that. He rushed out here
without learning al the necessary procedures, Alexios thought. He depended on me to handle the details.

Just as | depended on him to help me when | needed it. And he walked away from me. Hetook Lara
and left meto the wolves.

Inside hishemet, Alexios smiled grimly. He remembered Poe's old story, "The Cask of Amontillado.”
What were Fortunato's last words? "For the love of God, Montresor!" And Montresor replied, as he
put the last brick in place and sealed hisformer friend into alingering degth, "Y es, for the love of God!™

"Hey!" Molinacaled. "l redly need some hep here."
"I'm sureyou do,” Alexiossaid camly.

And he pictured himsalf bringing the sad news back to the base. Telling Y amagata how the noted
adrobiologist had killed himself out on the surface of Mercury, nobly searching for evidence of life. | tried
to help him, Alexios saw himself explaining, but by thetime | reached him he was gone. He just pushed it
too far. | warned him, but he paid no attention to the safety regs.

Then I'll haveto tell hiswidow. Lara, your husband isdead. No, | couldn't say it like that. Not so
abruptly, so brutdly. Lara, I'm afraid | have very bad newsfor you...

He could see the shock in her soft gold-flecked eyes. The pain.

"I'm redlly stuck here," Molinacalled, ahint of desperationin hisvoice. "I need you to help me. What are
you doing up there?'

Alexios heard himsdlf say, "1'm coming down. It take afew minutes. Hang in there.”
"Wl for Chrigt's sske don't dawdle! I'm doshing in my own swest insde thisfrigging suit.”

Alexios smiled again. Y ou're not helping yoursdlf, Victor. Y ou're not making it eesier for meto cometo
your ad.

But he pushed the door of the tractor's cab open and jumped to the ground, amost hoping that he'd snap
an ankle or twist aknee and be unable to save Victor's salf-centered butt. Angry with himsdlf, furious
with Victor, irritated at the world in genera, Alexios marched to the winch and wrapped the cable
around both his gloved hands. Sowly he began lowering himsalf down the steep side of the gully.

"What are you doing?' Molinademanded. " Are you coming?'

"I'll betherein afew minutes," Alexios said between gritted teeth.



I'll saveyour ass, Victor, he thought. I'll save your body. | won't let you die. I'll bring you back and let
you destroy yoursdlf. That'sjust as good as killing you. Better, even. Destroy yoursdlf, Victor. With my
help.

TORCH SHIP BRUDNOY

"Had abit of ascrape out there, eh?" asked Professor M cFergusen as he poured a stiff whisky for
himsdf.

Molinawas sitting on the curved couch of the Brudnoy's well-stocked lounge, hiswife close besde him.
Two tall glasses of fruit juice stood on the low table before them. No one dsewasin the lounge;
McFergusen had seen to it that this meeting would be private.

McFergusen kept afatherly smile on his weather-seamed face as he sat down in the plush faux-leather
chair a the end of the cocktail table. He and the chair sghed in harmony.

'You'readl right, | trust?' he asked Molina. "No broken bones, asfar as| can see.”
"I'mfine" Molinasad. "It wasjugt alittle accident. Nothing to fussover.”

Mrs. Molinalooked to M cFergusen asif she thought otherwise, but she said nothing and hid her
emotions by picking up her glassand spping at it. Fruit juice. M cFergusen suppressed a shudder of
distaste.

"I think the entire affair has been exaggerated,” said Lara. "From what Victor tellsme, he was never in
any red danger.”

M cFergusen nodded. "'l suppose not. Good thing that Alexios fellow was there to help out, though.”

"That's why the safety regulations require that no one goes out onto the surface done,” Molinasaid, abit
giffly.

"Y es. Of course. Theimportant thing, though-the vital question-is: did you find any more specimenswhile
you were out there?' Now Molinagrabbed for hisglass. "No," he admitted, then took agulp of the juice.

M cFergusen's bearded face settled into aworried frown. ™Y ou see, the problem isthat we still have
nothing but those specimens you collected your very first day on the planet.”

"Theremust bemore," Molinainssted. "We smply haven't found them yet."
"We've searched for weeks, lad."
"WEelIl have to search further. And more extensively.”

The tumbler of whisky had never left McFergusen's hand. He took a deep draft fromit, then findly put it
down on the table. Shaking his head, he said firmly, "Y amagata's putting pressure on the IAA. And,
frankly, I'm running out of excusesto send back to headquarters. Do you redize how much it coststo
keep this ship here? And my committee?”'

Molinalooked obvioudy irritated. "How much isthe discovery of life on Mercury worth? Can you put a
dollar figure on new knowledge?"

"Istherelife on Mercury?'

"That'sthe question, isn't it?"



"Some of my committee membersthink we're here on afool'serrand,” McFergusen admitted.
"They're the foals, then," Molina snapped.

"Arethey?'

Molinagtarted to reply, but hiswife put ahand on hisarm. Just afeather-light touch, but it was enough to
glencehim.

"Wasn't it Sagan” she asked, in a soft voice, "who said that absence of proof isnot proof of absence?"

McFergusen beamed at her. "Yes, Sagan. And | agree! | truly do! I'm not your enemy, lad. | want you to
succeed.”

Laraimmediately understood what he had not said. "Y ou want Victor to succeed, but you have doubts.”

"Worse than that,” McFergusen said, histone sinking. "Ther€'s a consensus among my committee that
your evidence, Dr. Moling, is ot conclusive. It may not even be pertinent.”

Molinanearly dropped his glass. "Not pertinent! What do you mean?”

Decidedly unhappy, McFergusen said, "I've called a meeting for tomorrow morning at ten. | intend to
review dl the evidence that we've uncovered.”

"Weve gone over the evidence time and again.”

"There's something new," McFergusen said. " Something that's changed the entire Stuation here."”
"What isit?' Laraasked.

"| prefer to wait until the entire committee is assembled,” said McFergusen.

"Then why did you ask usto join you here thisevening?'

Looking squarely at Molina, the professor said grimly, "1 wanted to give you a chance to think about
what you've done and consder itsimplications.”

Molina's brow wrinkled in puzzlement. "I don't understand what you're talking about.”
"All to thegood, then," said McFergusen. "If youretdling the truth.”
"Tdling the truth! What the hell do you mean?'

Raising his hands dmost defensively, McFergusen said, "Now, now, there's no senselosing your
temper.”

"Issomebody caling mealiar? Are any of those academic drones saying my evidenceisn't vaid?"

"Tomorrow," McFergusen said. "Well thrash dl this out tomorrow, when everyone's present.” He gulped
down therest of hiswhisky and got to his feet.

Molinaand hiswife stood up, too.
"I don't understand any of this" Larasaid.

McFergusen redized shewasjust astall ashewas. "Perhaps| shouldn't have met with you thisevening. |



merely wanted to give you afair warning about what to expect tomorrow."

Molina's face was red with anger. Hiswife clutched at his arm and he choked back whatever he was
goingto say.

"I'll see you tomorrow &t ten, in the conference room,” McFergusen said, clearly embarrassed. "Good
evening.”

He hurried out of the lounge and ducked through the hatch into the ship's central passageway.
Laraturned to her husband. "At least he didn't have the effrontery to wish us pleasant dreams.”
Molinawas too furiousto smile a her attempted humor.

TRIBUNAL

Molina could see from the expressions on their faces that this was going to be bad. McFergusen st at
the head of the conference table, histeam of scientistsaong its sides. What bothered Molinamost was
that Danvers and histwo young acolytes were a so present, seated together toward the end of the table.
The only empty chair, waiting for Molina, was at the absolute foot of the table.

They dl looked up as Molinaentered the conference room at precisely ten o'clock. A few of them smiled
at him, but it was perfunctory, pasted on, phony. Obviousy M cFergusen had ordered them to comein
earlier, most likely because he wanted to go over their testimony with them. Testimony. Molinagrimaced
at the word he had automaticaly used. Thiswas going to be atrid, he knew. Like acourt martid. Likea
kangaroo court.

The conference room fell into complete silence as soon as he opened the door from the passageway and
entered. In sllence Molinatook his chair and dipped his data chip into the dot built into the faux
mahogany table.

"Dr. Molina," said McFergusen, "'l presume you know everyone here.”

Molinanodded. He had met most of the scientists and knew of their reputations. Danverswas an old
friend, at least an old acquaintance. The two other ministers with him were nonentities, asfar asMolina
was concerned, but that didn't matter.

The conference room was stark. The narrow table that lined one of itswalls was bare; no refreshments,
not even an urn of coffee or apitcher of water. The wal screenswere blank. The room felt
uncomfortably warm, stuffy, but Molinawasice-cold insde. Thisisgoing to be abattle, he told himsdif.
They'redl againg me, for some reason. Why? Jedlousy? Disbelief ? Refusal to accept the facts? It
doesn't matter. | have the evidence. They can't take that away from me. I've aready published my
findings on the nets. Maybe that's it. Maybe they're pissed off because | didn't send my findings through
the regular academic channelsto be refereed before putting them out for al the world to see.

M cFergusen ostentatioudy pressed the keypad on the board built into the head of thetable. "I hereby
cal thismeeting to order. It is being recorded, asisthe usud practice.”

Molinacleared histhroat and spoke up. "I wish to submit my findings as proof that evidence of biologica
activity has been discovered on Mercury.”

McFergusen nodded. "Y our evidenceis entered into the record of thismeeting.”

"Good."



"Any comments?'

A plump, grandmotherly woman with graying hair neatly pulled back off her roundish face spoke up. "1
have acomment.”

"Dr. PaulaKantrowitz," said McFergusen, for the benefit of the recording. " Geobiologist, Cornell
Universty.”

Y ou're overdue for aregeneration treatment, Molina sneered silently at Dr. Kantrowitz. And amonth or
two in an exercise center.

She tapped at the keypad before her and Molinas data sprang up on the wall screens on both sides of
theroom.

"The evidence that Dr. Molinahasfound isincontrovertible,” she said. "It clearly shows arange of
ggnaturesthat areindicative of biologicd activity.”

Molinafelt hisentire body relax. Maybe thisisn't going to be so bad after all, he thought.
"Thereisno question that the rocks Dr. Molinatested bear high levels of biomarkers.”

A few nods around the table.

"The question is," Kantrowitz went on, "did those rocks originate on Mercury?'

"What do you mean?' Molina snapped.

Avoiding hissuddenly angry eyes, Kantrowitz went on, "When | tested the rock samplesthat Dr. Molina
so kindly lent to us, | was bothered by the results | saw. They reminded me of something | had seen
esawhere”

"And what isthat?' McFergusen asked, like the Straight man in awell-rehearsed routine.

Kantrowitz touched another keypad and anew set of data curves sprang up on thewall screens
aongsde Molinds data. They looked so smilar they were dmost identica.

"This second data st isfrom Mars," shesad. "Dr. Molinas rocks bear biomarkersthat are
indigtinguishable from the Martian samples.”

"What of it?" Molinachalenged. " So the earliest biological activity on Mercury produces signatures
amilar to the earliest biologicd activity on Mars. That initsalf isan important discovery.”

"It would be," Kantrowitz replied, still not looking at Moling, "if your samples actudly came from
Mercury."

"Actualy came from Mercury?' Molinawas too stunned to be angry. "What do you mean?"
Kantrowitz looked sad, asif disappointed with the behavior of achild.

"Once | redlized the Smilarity to Martian rocks, | tested the morphology of Dr. Molinas samples.”
The data sets on the wallswinked off, replaced by anew set of curves.

"The upper curves, in red, are from well-established data on Martian rocks. The lower curves, in yellow,
arefrom Dr. Molinas samples. Asyou can see, they are so pardld asto be virtualy identical.”



Molinastared a thewall screen. No, he said to himself. Something iswrong here,

"Thethird set of curves, inred at the bottom, isfrom random samples of rocks | personally picked up
from the surface of Mercury. They are very different in mineral content and in isotope ratios from the
acknowledged Martian rocks. And from Dr. Molinas samples.”

Molina sagged back in his chair, speechless.

Reentlesdy, Kantrowitz went on, "1 then used the tunneling microscope to search for inclusonsin the
samples”

Another graph appeared on the wall screen.

"| found severd, which held gasses trapped within the rock. Theratio of noble gasesin theinclusons
match the composition of the Martian atmosphere, down to the limits of the measurement capabilities. If
these samples had been on the surface of Mercury for any reasonable length of time, the gaseswould
have been baked out of the rock by the planet's high daytime temperatures.”

"Areyou saying," McFergusen asked, "that Dr. Molinas samples are actudly rocksfrom Mars?'
"They're not from Mercury at dl?' Danvers asked, unable to hide addighted amile.

"That'sright," Kantrowitz replied, nodding somberly. At last sheturned to look directly a Malina. "I'm
very sorry, Dr. Moling, but your samplesare Martianin origin.”

"But | found them here," Molinasaid, hisvoice atimid whine. "On Mercury.”
McFergusen said coolly, "That raises the question of how they got to Mercury.”

A deadly slencefell acrossthe conferencetable. After saverad moments, one of the younger men sitting
across from Kantrowitz, raised his hand. An Asian of some sort, Molina saw. Or perhapsan
Asan-American.

"Dr. Abd Lee" pronounced McFergusen. "Astronomy department, Mebourne University.”

Leegot to hisfeet. Molinawas surprised to see that hewas quitetal. "It'swell known that some
meteorites found on Earth originated from Mars. They were blasted off the planet by the impact of a
much more energetic meteor, achieved escape vel ocity, and wandered through interplanetary space until
they fdl into Earth's gravity well.”

"Infact,” McFergusen added, "thefirst evidence that life existed on Mars was found in a meteorite that
had landed in Antarctica-athough the evidence was hotly debated for many years."

Lee made alittle bow toward the professor, then continued, "So it is possible that arock that originated
on or even beneath the surface of Mars can be blasted free of the planet and eventualy impact on
another planet.”

Molina nodded vigoroudy.

"Butisit likely that such arock would land on Mercury?' asked one of the other scientists. "After al,
Mercury's gravity well isconsderably smdler than Earth's”

"And with its being so close to the Sun,” said another, "wouldn't the chances be overwhel ming that the
rock would fdl into the Sun, instead?'



Leereplied, "I'd have to do the statistics, but | think both points are valid. The chances of aMartian rock
landing on Mercury are vanishingly smal, | would think."

"Therédsmoreto it than that," said McFergusen, his bearded face looking grim.
Moalinafet asif hewerethe accused at atria being run by Torquemada.

"Fird," said McFergusen, raising along callused finger, "Dr. Molinadid not find merely one Martian
rock, but atotal of eight, al a the same site.”

"It might have been asingle meteor that broke up when it hit the ground,” Molinasaid.

McFergusen's frown showed what he thought of that possibility. " Second," he went on, "isthe fact that
athough we have searched an admittedly small area of the planet's surface, no other such samples have
been found."

"But you've only scratched the surface of the problem!” Molina cried, feeling more and more desperate.

M cFergusen nodded like ajudge about to pronounce a death sentence. "1 agree that we have searched
only asmdl fraction of the planet's surface. Still..." he Sighed, then, staring squarely down the table at
Molina, he went on, "There is such athing as Occam's razor. When faced with several possible answers
to aquestion, the smplest answer is generdly the correct one.”

"What do you mean?' Molinawhispered, although he knew what the answer would be.

"Thesgmplest answer," McFergusen said, hisvoice alow deadly rumble, "isthat the Ste at which you
discovered those rocks was deliberately seeded with samples brought to that location from Mars.”

"No!" Molinashouted. "That's not true!

"Y ou worked on Mars, did you not?

"Four yearsago!"

"Y ou had ample opportunity to collect rocks from Mars and eventualy bring them to Mercury.”

"No, they were dready herel Some of the construction people found them! They sent amessage to me!™
"That could al have been prearranged,” McFergusen said.

"But it wasn't! | didn't-"

McFergusen sighed again, even more heavily. "This committee will make no judgment on how your
samples arrived on Mercury, Dr. Molina. Nor will we accuse you or anyone el se of wrongdoing. But we
must conclude that the samples you claimed as evidence of biologica activity on Mercury originated on
Mars"

Molinawanted to cry. I'm ruined, he thought. My career asascientist isfinished. Ended. Absolutely
ruined.

SCAPEGOAT

Bishop Danversfelt amost gleeful as he composed amessage of triumph for New Mordity
headquartersin Atlanta.



The stientists themsealves had disproved Malinas claim of finding life on Mercury! That was avictory for
Bdievers everywhere. The entire thing was a sham, ahoax. It just shows how far these godless
secularistswill go inthelr efforts to destroy peoplésfaith, Danvers said to himsdlf.

He was saddened to see Molinas credibility shattered. Victor was afriend, an acquaintance of long
standing. He could be boorish and overbearing at times, but now he was a broken man. He brought it on
himsdlf, though, Danvers thought. The sin of pride. Now he's going to pay the pricefor it.

Y et Danversfet sorry for the man. They had known each other for most a decade and ahdf, and
athough they were far removed from one another for most of that time, till he felt abond with Victor
Moalina. Danvers had even performed the ceremony when Victor married Lara Tierney. It'swrong for me
to rgjoicein his mistake, he thought.

Deeper still, Danvers knew that the real bond between them had been forged in the destruction of
another man, Mance Brackndl. Danvers and Victor had both played their part in the aftermath of that
terrible tragedy in Ecuador. They had both helped to send Brackndll into exile. Wdll, Danvers said to
himsdlf, it could have been worse. After al, we saved the man from being torn apart by an angry mob.

With a heavy sigh, Danvers pushed those memories out of the forefront of his mind. Concentrate on the

task at hand, he told himself. Send your report to Atlanta. The archbishop and his staff will be delighted

to hear the good news. They can trumpet thistae as proof of how scientiststry to undermine our faithin
God. I'll probably be promoted higher up the hierarchy.

Hefinished dictating hisreport, then read it carefully asit scrolled on the wal screen in hisquarters
aboard the Himawari, adding aline here, changing an emphasisthere, polishing his prose until it wasfit
to be seen by the archbishop. Y amagata must be pleased, he redlized as he edited hiswords. He can
resume his construction work, or whatever it isthe engineers are supposed to be doing down on the
planet's surface.

Nanomachines, he remembered. They want to begin using nanomachines on Mercury. What can | doto
prevent that? If | could stop them, this mission to Mercury would become a doubl e triumph for me.

When hewasfinaly satisfied with hisreport, Danverstransmitted it to Earth. As an afterthought he sent
courtesy copiesto the two young ministersthat Atlantahad sent to assist him. They'll be heading back to
Earth now, he thought. He got to hisfeet and rubbed histired eyes. In dl probability I'll be heading back
to Earth myself soon. He smiled at the prospects of a promotion and a better assignment as areward for
hiswork here. His smile turned wry. | hardly had to lift afinger, he thought. The scientists did al the work
for me.

Then histhoughts returned to Molina. Poor Victor. He must be beside himsdlf with grief. And anger, too,
| suppose. Knowing Victor, the anger must be there. Perhaps suppressed right now, he'sfegling so low.
But sooner or later the anger will come out.

Bishop Danvers knew what he had to do. Squaring his shoulders, he left his quarters and marched down
the ship's passageway toward the compartment that housed Victor Molinaand hiswife.

Molinawas closeto tears, Lararedized. He had burst into their compartment like a drunken man,
staggering, wild-eyed. He frightened her, those first few moments.

Then he blubbered, "They think | falsfied it! They think I'm achest, aliar!” And he nearly collgpsed into
her ams.

More than an hour had passed. Lara till held her husband in her arms as they sat on the couch. He was



gtill shuddering, hisface buried in her breast, hisarms wrapped around her, mumbling incoherently. Lara
patted his disheveled hair soothingly. Hdtingly, little by little, he had told her what had transpired at the
mesting with McFergusen and the other scientists. She had murmured consoling words, but she knew
that nothing she could say would help her husband. He had been accused of cheating, and even if he
eventudly proved he hadnt, the sigmawould remain with him al hislife.

"I'm ruined,” he whimpered. "Destroyed.”
"No, it's not that bad," she cooed.

"Yesitis"

"It will pass,” she said, trying to ease his pain.

Abruptly, he pushed away from her. "Y ou don't understand! Y ou just don't understand!” His eyeswere
red, hishair wild and matted with perspiration. "I'm done! Finished! They've destroyed me. It would've
been kinder if they'd blown my brainsout.”

Larasat up Straighter. "Y ou are not finished, Victor,” she said firmly. "Not if you fight back."
His expression went from despair to disgust. "Fight back,” he growled. ™Y ou can't fight them.”

"You can if you have the courageto do it," she snapped, feding angry with her hushand's self-pity, angry
a the viciousfoolswho did thisto him, angry at whoever caused thisdisaster. "Y ou don't haveto let
them walk dl over you. Y ou can stand up and fight.”

"Y ou don't know-"

"Someone sent you amessage, didn't they?"

"Yes, but-"

"Y ou have arecord of that message?"

"Inmy files, yes"

Larasaid, "Whoever sent that message to you probably put those Martian rocks at the site you found.”

Molinablinked severd times. "Y es, but McFergusen and the othersthink that | set that up using a
stooge.”

"Provethat they're wrong."

"How inhdl-"

"Find the man who set you up,” Larasaid. "He had to come to Mercury to plant those rocks at the Site.
He's probably il here.”

"Doyouthink ..." Molinafdl slent. Larastudied hisface. He wasn't bleating any more. She could seethe
changein hiseyes.

"I don't think anybody's left Mercury since | arrived here. Certainly none of the team down at the base on
the surface. None of Y amagata's people, I'm pretty sure.”

"Then whoever set you up is probably till here.”



"But how can wefind him?'

Before Laracould think of an answer, they heard a soft rap at their door.

"I'll getit," she said, jumping to her feet. ™Y ou go wash up and comb your hair."

She did the door open. Bishop Danverssbig, blocky body nearly filled the doorway.

"Hello, Lara," he said softly. "I've cometo do what | can to solace Victor and help him in his hour of

Laraamost smiled. "Comeright in, Elliott. We're going to need dl the help we can get.”
In hisbarelittle office at Goethe base, Dante Alexios heard the news directly from Y amagata.

"Itwasal ahoax!" Y amagatawas grinning from ear to ear. "The rocks were planted here. They actually
camefrom Mars."

"Molinasated the Site?' Alexios asked, trying to ook astonished.

"Either he or aconfederate.”

"That's.... shocking."

"Perhaps s0, but it means that the blasted scientists have withdrawn their interdict on our operations.”
"So soon?’

Y amagata shrugged. "They will, in aday or so0. In the meantime, | want you to come up hereto
Himawari firgt thing tomorrow morning. We must plan the next phase of our operation.”

"Building powersats here, out of materidsfrom Mercury itsdf.”
"Y es. Using nanomachines.”
Alexios nodded. "WEell haveto plan thisvery carefully.”

"| redizethat,” Y amagatasad, hisgrin fading only dightly. "That'swhy | want you herefirg thing inthe
morning.”

"I'll bethere™
"Good." Y amagatasimage winked out.

Alexiosleaned back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head. Victor'sfinished, he said to
himsalf. Now to get Danvers. And then my dear employer, Mr. Saito Y amageata, the murderer.

BOOK 11

TEN YEARSEARLIER

And much of Madness, and more of Sin,
And Horror the soul of the plot.

THE SKYTOWER



LaraTierney couldn't catch her breeth. It wasn't merely the dtitude, although a more than three thousand
metersthe air was dmost painfully thin. Whet redly took her breath away, though, wasthe sight of the
tower gplitting the sky as the ancient Humvee rattled and jounced aong the rutted, climbing road. Mance,
stting beside her, handed her alightweight pair of eectronic binoculars.

"They'll lock onto the tower," he shouted over the grinding roar of the Humveesdiesd engine. "Keepiitin
focusfor you."

Laraput the binocularsto her eyes and found that they redlly did make up for some of the bumpsin the
Humvee's punishing ride. The skytower wavered briefly, then clicked into sharp focus, athick dark
column of what looked in the twin eyepieceslike intertwined cables spirding up, up, higher and higher,
through the soft clouds and into the blue sky beyond, up into infinity.

"It'slike abanyan tree," she gasped, resting the binoculars on her lap.

"What?' Mance Brackndll yelled from beside her. They were sitting together on the bench behind the
driver, ashort, socky, dark-skinned mestizo who had inherited this rusting, dilapidated four-whed-drive
from hisfather, the senior taxi entrepreneur of the Quito airport.

Laratook severd deep breaths, trying to get enough air into her lungsto raise her voice above the noise
of the Humvees clattering diesdl engine.

"It'slike abanyan tree," she shouted back, turning toward him. "All those strands ... woven together ...
likea... banyan." Shehad to pull in moreair.

"Right! That'sexactly right!" Manceydled, hisdark brown eyes gleaming excitedly. "Like abanyan tree.
It's organic! Nanotubes spun into filaments and then wrapped into coils; the coils are wound into those
cablesyourelooking at."

She had never seen him so tanned, so athletically fit, so indestructibly cheerful. He looks more handsome
than ever, she thought.

"Just like abanyan tree," he repeated, straining to make himsdlf heard. "Damned near ahundred thousand
individua buckybal fiberswound into those strands. Strongest structure on the face of the Earth.”

"Itsmegnificent!"
Brackndl's smile grew wider. "Were il amogt thirty kilometers away. Wait'll you get up close.”

Like the beangtalk of the old fairy tale, the skytower rose up into the heavens. Lara spent the jouncing,
dusty ride dternately staring at it and then glancing a Mance, Sitting there as happy asalittle boy on
Christmas morning opening his presents. He's doing something that no one el se has been able to do, she
thought, and he's succeeding. He has what he wants. And that includes me.

All during the long flight from Denver to Quito she had wondered about her impulsive promiseto marry
Mance Brackndll. For the past three years al she'd seen of him was his quick visits back to the States
and his occasional video messages. He had gone to Ecuador, asked her to marry him, and she had
agreed. She had flown to Quito once before, when Mance wasjust starting on the project. He was so
busy, so happily buried in hiswork that she had quietly returned home to Colorado. He didn't need her
underfoot, and he barely raised more than a perfunctory objection when she told him she was going back
home.

That was more than three years ago. | have ariva for hisattentions, Lararealized. Thistower he's
building. Shewondered if her rival would aways stand between them. But when Mance caled thislatest



time and asked her to come to Ecuador and stay with him, she had agreed immediately even though he
hadn't mentioned aword about marriage.

Once she saw him, though, waiting for her at the airport termind in Quito, theway hiswholefacelit up
when he caught sight of her, the frenetic way he waved to her from the other side of the glass security
partition as she went through the tiresome lines a customs, the way he smiled and took her in hisarms
and kissed her right there in the middle of the crowded airport termina-she knew she loved him and she
would follow him wherever hewent, rival and marriage and everything esefading into trivia

"..if itworks" hewas hollering over the rumble of the truck's groaning engine, "well be ableto provide
eectricity for the whole blinking country. Maybe for Colombia, Peru, parts of Brazil, the whole blasted
northwestern bloc of South Americal™

"If what works?' she asked.

"Tapping the ionosphere,”" he answered. Gesturing with both hands as he spoke, he shouted, "Enormous
electrica energy up there, megawatts per cubic meter. At first we were worried that the tower would be
like abig lightning rod, conducting down to the ground. Zap! Mdlt the bedrock, maybe.”

"My god,” Larasaid.
"But we insulated the outer shell so that's not a problem.”

Before Lara could think of something to say, Mance went on, "Then | started thinking about how we
might tap some of that energy and useit to power the elevators.”

"Tap theionosphere?’
"Right. It's replenished by the solar wind. Earth's magnetic field traps solar protons and electrons.”

"That'swhat causesthe northern lights" Larasaid, straining to raise her voice above the [aboring diesdl's
growl.

"Yep. If wework it right, we can generate enough dectricity to run the blinking tower and still have
enough to sl to users on the ground. We can recoup dl the costs of construction by sdlling electrica

power!"

"How much eectricity can you generate?' she asked.
"Wha?' heydled.

She repeated her question, louder.

Hewaggled hisright hand. "Theoreticaly, the numbers are staggering. Lots of gigawatts. I've got Mitchell
workingon it."

That's a benefit no one thought about, Larasaid to herself. The originad idea of the skytower wasto build
an devator that could lift people and cargo into space chegply, for the cost of the dectrica energy it
takes to carry them. Pennies per pound, instead of the hundreds of dollars per pound that rocket
launchings cost. Now Mance istalking about using the tower to generate e ectricity, aswell. How
wonderful!

Then anew thought struck her. "Isn't this earthquake territory?" she shouted into Mance's ear.

Hisgrin didn't fade even as much as amillimeter. He nodded vigoroudy. "Y ou bet. Weve had two pretty



serious tremors dready, Riehter sixes. Theworld's highest active volcano is only a couple hundred
kilometers or so from our ste.”

"lsn't that dangerous?’

"Not for us. That's one of the reasons we used the banyan tree design. The ground can sway or ripple dl
it wants to-the tower's not anchored to the ground, just tethered lightly. It won't move much.”

Lararedlized she looked unconvinced because Mance added, "Besides, we're not on afault line.
Nowhere near one. | got solid geological data before picking the site. The ground's not going to open up
beneath us, and eveniif it did the tower would just stand there, solid asthe Rock of Gibralter."

"Butif it should fdl ... dl that weight..."
Mance's smile turned dmost smug. "It won't fal, honey. It can't. Thelaws of physicsare on our side.”
DATA BANK

Skyhook.Beanstalk. Space elevator. Skytower. All these names and more have been applied to the
ideaof building an elevator that can carry people and cargo from the Earth's surface into orbital space.

Like many other basic concepts for space transportation, the idea of a skytower originated in the fertile
mind of Kongtantin Tsolkovsky, the Russian pioneer who theorized about rocketry and astronauticsin
relaive obscurity around the turn of the twentieth century. Hisideafor a"celestia castle’ that could rise
from the equator into orbital space, published in 1895, may have been inspired by the newly built Eiffel
Tower, in Paris.

In 1960, the Russian engineer Y uri Artsutanov revived the concept of the pace elevator. Six yearslater
an American oceanographer, John Isaacs, became the first outside of Russiato write about theidea. In
1975, Jerome Pearson, of the U.S. Air Force Research Laboratory, brought the space elevator concept
to the attention of the world's scientific community through amore detailed technical paper. The British
author Arthur C. Clarke popularized the skyhook notion in severd of his sciencefiction novels.

Although it sounds outlandish, the basic concept of a space eevator iswell within the realm of physica
possihbility. As Clarke himsdf origindly pointed out, asatellite in geostationary orbit, dightly more than
thirty-five thousand kilometers above the equator, circlesthe Earth in precisely the sametimeit takesfor
the Earth to revolve about its axis. Thus such a satellite remains congtantly above the same spot on the
equator. Communications satdllites are placed in geostationary Clarke orbits so that ground-based
antennas may be permanently locked onto them.

To build askytower, start at geostationary orbit. Drop aline down to the Earth's surface and unred!
another linein the opposite direction, another thirty-five thousand kilometersinto space. Smpletenson
will keep both linesin place. Make the line strong enough to carry freight and passenger elevators. Voilal
A skyhook. A beangtalk. A skytower.

However, in the red world of practical engineering, the skytower concept lacked a suitable congtruction
materia. All known materias strong enough to serve were too heavy for the job. The tower would
collapse of its own weight. A material with a much better strength-to-weight ratio was needed.

Buckyball fibers were the answer. Buckmingerfullerene isamolecule of sixty carbon atlomsarrangedina
sphere that reminded the chemists who first produced them of a geodesic dome, the typeinvented by the
American desgner R. Buckmingter Fuller. Quickly dubbed buckybdls, it was found that fibers built of

such molecules had the strength-to-weight ratio needed for a practica space elevator-with aconsiderable



margin of error to spare. Where materias such as graphite, dumina, and quartz offer tensile strengthsin
the order of twenty gigapascals (aunit of measurement for tensile strength) the requirements for a space
elevator are more than Sixty gigapascas. Buckybdl fibers have tendle strengths of more than one

hundred gigapascas.

By the middie of the twenty-first century all the basic technical demands of a skytower could be met.
What was needed was the capital and the engineering skill to build such astructure: atower that rises
more than seventy thousand kilometers from the equator, an elevator that can carry payloadsinto space
for the price of the eectricity used to lift them.

Backed by the nation of Ecuador and an internationa consortium of financiers, Skytower Corporation
hired Mance Brackndll to head the engineering team that built the Skytower a scant hundred kilometers
from Quito. Peoplein the streets of the Ecuadorian capital could see the tower rising to the heavens,
growing thicker and stronger before their eyes.

Many glowed with pride as the tower project moved toward completion. Some shook their heads,
however, speaking in worried whispers about the biblical Tower of Babe. Even in the university,
philasophers spoke of man's hubris while engineers discussed moduli of dagticity. In Quito's high-rise
business towers, men and women who dedlt in internationd trade looked forward to the quantum lesp
that the tower would produce for the Ecuadorian economy. They saw their futuresrising as high asthe
sky, and quietly began buying red estate rightsto al the land between Quito and the base of the tower.

None of them redlized that the skytower would be turned into akilling machine.
CIUDAD DECIELO

"It'shuge,” Larasaid, as she stepped down from the Humvee. Inwardly she thought of al the phalic
jokes the men must be making about thisimmense tower.

"A hundred meters across at the base," Bracknell said, heading for the back of the truck where her
luggage was stored. "The size of afootbal fied.”

The driver stayed behind hiswhed, anxiousto get his pay and head back to the airport.

"It tapers outward dightly asit rises,” Bracknell went on. "The station up a geosynch isalittle more than
akilometer across.”

The numbers were becoming meaninglessto her. Everything was so huge. This close, she could seethat
each of the interwound cables making up the thick column must be agood five metersin diameter. And
there were cables angling off to the sides, like the roots of abanyan, except that there were buildings
where the cables reached the ground. They must be the tethers that Mance told me about, Lara thought.

"Well," hesaid, grinning proudly as he spread hisarms, "thisisit. Sky City. Ciudad de Cielo.”

It was hard to take her eyes off the skytower, but Lara made the effort and |ooked around her. At
Mance'singtruction, the taxi had parked in front of atwo-story building constructed of corrugated metal
walls. It reminded her of an airplane hangar or an oversized work shed. Looking around, she saw rows
of such buildingslaid out along straight paved Streets, aneat gridwork of amost identical structures, a
prefabricated little city. Sky City. It was busy, she saw. Trucks and minivans bustled about the streets,
men and women strode purposively dong the concrete sdewalks. Very little noise, though, she redized.
None of the banging and thumping that usualy accompanied congtruction projects. Of course, Lara
thought: dl the vehicles are powered by dectricd engines. This city was quietly intense, humming with
energy and purpose.



Then she smiled. Somewhere down one of those streets someone was playing aguitar. Or perhapsit was
arecording. A softly lyrica native folk song, she guessed. Its gentle notes drifted through the air amost

languidly.

Bracknd| pointed. "The music's coming from the restaurant. Some of our people have formed groups,
they entertain in the evenings. Must be rehearsing now.”

He picked up both her travel bags and led her from the parking lot up dong the sdewalk toward the
building's entrance.

"Thisiswheremy officeis. And my living quarters, up on the second floor." He hesitated, histanned face
flushing dightly. "Uh, I could set you up in aseparate apartment if you want..."

Both his hands were full with her luggage, so she stepped to him and wrapped her arms around his neck
and kissed him soundly. "I didn't come dl thisway to deep done.”

Bracknd|'s face went even redder. But he grinned like a schoolboy. "Well, okay," he said, hefting her
travel bags. "Gredt."

Lara had brought only the two bags with her. They were close enough to Quito for her to buy whatever
she lacked, she had reasoned.

Brackndl's gpartment was smdll, utilitarian, and so gleamingly neet that she knew he had cleaned it for
her. Through the screened windows she could see the Streets of thelittle city and, beyond them, the
green-clad mountains. The skytower was not in view from here.

"No air conditioning?" she asked as he plopped her bags onto the double-sized bed.
"Dont need it. Climates very mild; it'saways springtime here.”

"But we're on the equator, aren't we?'

"And nearly four kilometershigh.”

She nodded. Like Santa Fe, she thought. Even Denver had amuch milder climate than most people
redized.

As she opened the larger of her two bags, Lara asked, " So the weether's not a problem for the
skytower?'

"Even therainy seasonisn't al that bad. That's one of the reasons we picked thissite," Bracknell said as
he peered into the waist-high refrigerator in his kitchen acove. He pulled out an odd-shaped bottle.
"Somewine? I've got thisloca stuff that's pretty bad, and a decent bottle of Chilean-"

"Just cold water, Mance," she said. "We can celebrate later.”
He nearly dropped the bottle he was holding.
Brackndl had asurprisefor her at dinner: Victor Molina, whom they had both known & university.

"I had no ideayou were part of this project,” Larasaid, asthey sat a asmall square tablein the corner of
the city's only restaurant. A quartet of musicians was tuning up across the way. Laranoticed that their
amplifierswere no bigger than tissue boxes, not the man-tall mongters that could collgpse your lungs
when they were amped up full blast.



The restaurant was hardly hdlf filled, Larasaw. Either most of the people eat & home or they comein
much later than this, she reasoned. It was abright, clean little establishment. No tablecloths, but someone
had painted cheerful outdoor scenes of jungle greenery and colorful birds on the tabletops.

"Victor's the reason we're moving ahead so rapidly,” Bracknell said.
Lararefocused her attention on the two men. "I thought you were into biology back at school,” she said.

"l il am,” Molinareplied, his striking blue eyes fastened on her. He was as good-looking as ever, she
thought, in an intense, urgent way. Lararemembered how, a school, Molinahad pursued the
best-looking women on campus. She had dated him afew times, until she met Mance. Then she stopped
dating anyonedse.

Before she could ask another question, the robot waiter rolled up to their table. Itsflat top was adisplay
screen that showed the evening's menu and winelist.

"May | bring you acocktail before you order dinner?" the robot asked, in amellow baritone voice that
borejust ahint of an upper-class British accent. "I am programmed for voice recognition. Simply state
the cocktall of your choicein aclear tone."

Laraasked for sparkling water and Brackndll did the same. Molinasaid, "Dry vodka martini, please.”
"Olivesor atwist?' she asked the robot.

"Twig."

The little machine pivoted negtly and rolled off toward the service bar by the kitchen.

Laraleaned dightly toward Molina. "1 ill don't understand what abiologist is doing on this skytower
project.”

Before Molinacould reply, Bracknell answered, "Victor's our secret wegpon. He's the one who's
alowed usto move ahead so rapidly.”

"A biologig?'
Molinas eyeswere till riveted on her. "Y ou've heard of nanotechnology, haven't you?"
"Y es. It's banned, forbidden.”

"True enough,” he said. "But do you redlize there's nanotechnology going on insgde your body at thisvery
ingdant?'

"Nanotech?"

"Ingdethe cdls of your body. The ribosomesin your celsare building proteins. And what are they other
than tiny little nanomachines?'

"Oh. But that's naturd..”
"Sureitis. Soistheway we build buckybal fibers."
"With nanomachines?'

"Natural nanomachines,” Brackndl said, trying to get back into the conversation. "Viruses."



The robot brought their drinks and, later, they selected their dinner choices from the machine's touch
screen. Molinaand Bracknell explained how Molina had used genetically engineered virusesto produce
buckyball molecules and engineered microbia cellsto put the buckyballs together into nanotubes.

"Once we have sets of nanotubes,” Molinaexplained, " turn them over to the regular engineers, and they
string them together into the fibers that make up the tower."

"And you're allowed to do thisin spite of the ban on nanotechnology?' Lara asked.
"Therésnothingillegd about it,” Molinasad lightly.

"But we're not shouting the news from the rooftops,” Bracknell added. "We want to keep this strictly
under wraps."

"It'sanew condruction technique that'll be worth hillions,” Molinasaid, hiseyesglowing. "Trilliond"
"Once we get it patented,” Bracknel | added.

Laranodded, absently taking aforkful of sdlad and chewing contemplatively. Natura nanotechnology,
she thought. Genetically engineered viruses. There are alot of people who're going to get very upset
when they hear about this.

"l can see why you want to keep it under wraps,” she said.
PUBLISH OR PERISH
"What | redly want," Molinawas saying, "isto get into astrobiology."

"Redly?' Larafdt surprised. In al the weeks she had been at Ciudad de Cielo, thiswasthefirst time
he'd broached the subject with her.

She was walking with the biologist along the base city's main street, wearing a colorful wool poncho that
sheld bought from one of the Street vendors that Mance alowed into town on the weekends. Thewind
off the mountains was cool, and it had drizzled for ahdf hour earlier in the morning. The thick wool
poncho was just theright weight for this high-altitude weather. Molinahad pulled aworn old leasther
jacket over hisshirt and jeans.

"Adtrobiology'sthe hot areain biology,” he said. "That's where aman can make anamefor himsalf."
"But you're doing such marvelousthings here.”

He looked over his shoulder at the skytower looming over them. Gray clouds scudded past it. With a
discontented shrug, Molinasaid, "What I'm doing here is done. I've trained some bugs to make buckybdl
fibersfor Mance. Big dedl. | can't publish my work; he's keeping the whole process secret.”

"Only until the patent comesthrough.”

Molinafrowned at her. "Do you have any ideaof how long it takesto get an international patent? Y ears!
And then the Skytower Corporation’ll probably want to keep the processto themselves. | could waste
the best years of my career sitting around here and getting no credit for my work."

Larasaw theimpatiencein hisface, in hisrigidly clenched fists, asthey walked down the street. " So what
do you intend to do?"

Molina hesitated for a heartbeat, then replied, "1've sent an application to severa of the top astrobiology



schoals. It looks like Mebourne will accept me.”

"Audrdia?"

"Yes. They'vejust gotten agrant to search for more Martian ruins and they're looking for people.”
"Togoto Mars?'

He made abitter smile. "Audrdiafirgt, then maybe Mars. If | do well enough for them here on Earth.”
"I suppose that would be agood career move for you, Victor."

"Ought to be. Astrobiology. The field'swide open, with al the discoveries they're making on the moons
of Jupiter and al."

"Thenyoull beleaving us?'

"I've got to!" Hisvoice took on apained note. "I mean, Mance won't let me publish my work here until
that fucking patent comesthrough. I'll be dead mesat unless| can get into an areawhere | can make a
namefor mysdf.”

"Y ou and Mance work so well together, though,” Larasaid. "I know hell be shocked when you tell him.”
"He doesn't need me around here anymore. He's milked my brain and gotten what he wants.”

Larawas surprised at the bitternessin hisvoice. "Mancewill missyou,” shesad.

"Will you?'

"Of courseI'll missyou, Victor."

Helicked hislips, then blurted, "Then come to Me bournewith me, Laral Let's get away from here
together!”

Stunned, Larastaggered afew steps away from him.

"I'minlovewithyou, Lara. | redly am. The past couple of months ... it'sbeen so0..." He heditated, as
though gasping for breath. "1 want to marry you."

Helooked so forlorn, so despairing, yet at the same time so intense, so burning with urgency that Lara
didn't know what to reply, how to react.

"I'm so sorry, Victor," she heard herself say gently. "I redly am. | love Mance. Y ou know that.”
He hung his head, mumbling, "I know. I'm sorry, too. | shouldn't havetold you."

"It'svery sweet of you, Victor," she said, trying to soften hisanguish. "I'm redlly very flattered that you
fed thisway. But it can't be."

"I know," he repeated. "I know." But what he heard in her wordswas, If it weren't for Mance | could
fall in love with you, Victor.

Elliott Danvers knew that the elders of the New Mordity were testing him. He had sweeted and struggled
through divinity school, accepting the snickers and snide jokes about a punch-drunk ex-prizefighter trying
to become aminister of God. He had kept his temper, even when some of hisfellow students practical
jokesturned vicious. | can't get into afight, he would tell himself. I'd be accused of attempted



mandaughter if | hit one of them, and they know it. That'swhy they fed free to torment me. And I'm not
clever enough to outwit them. Be silent. Be patient with those who persecute you. Turn the other cheek.
Thisnonsense of theirsisasmall priceto pay for setting my life on abetter path.

He graduated near the bottom of his class, but he graduated. Danvers was a man who drove doggedly
onward to complete whatever task he was burdened with. He had learned as a child in thefilth-littered
back aleys of Detroit that you took what came and you dedlt with it, whether it was the punches of a

faster, harder-hitting opponent or the thinly veiled contempt of ateacher who'd be happy to flunk you.

Hisreward for graduating without getting into any trouble was aministry. He was now the Reverend
Elliott Danvers, D.D. Hisfaculty advisor congratulated him on bearing al the crossesthat his playful
classmates and vindictive teachers had hung on his broad shoulders.

"Y ou've donewdl, Elliott,” said hisadvisor, a pleased smile on hisgray, sagging face. "There were times
when | didn't think you'd makeit, but you persevered and won the fina victory."

Danvers knew that his academic grades had been margina, at best. He bowed his head humbly and
murmured, "I couldn't have made it without your help, sir. And God's.”

His advisor laid aliver-spotted hand on Danverss bowed head. "My blessings on you, my son.
Wherever the New Morality sends you, remember that you are doing God's work. May He shower His
grace upon you."

"Amen," said Danvers, with true conviction.

So they sent him to this strange, outlandish place in the mountains of Ecuador. It's atest, Danvers kept
telling himsdf. The dders are testing my resolve, my dedication, my ability to win convertsto God.

Ciudad de Cidowasalittle prefab nest of unbelievers, scientists and engineers who were at best
agnostics, together with local workers and clerks who practiced a Catholic faith underlain with native
superdtitions and idol worship.

Wordt of dl, though, they were al engaged in an enormous project that smacked of blagphemy. A tower
that reached into the sky. A modern, high-technology Tower of Babel. Danverswas certain it was
doomed to fail. God would not permit mortal men to succeed in such awork.

Then he remembered that he had been placed here to do God'swork. If thistower isto fail, | must be
the agent of its destruction. God willsit. That'swhy the New Morality sent me here.

Danvers knew that his ostensible task was to take care of people's souls. But hardly anyone wanted his
help. The natives seemed quite content with their hodge-podge of triba rituals and Catholic rites. Most of
the scientists and engineers smply ignored him or regarded him as aspy sent by the New Mordity to
snoop on them. A few actively baited him, but their dings and barbs were nothing compared to the
crudty of hislaughing classmates.

One man, though, seemed troubled enough to at least put up with him: Victor Moling, aclose assistant of
the chief of this tremendous project. Danvers watched him for weeks, certain that Molinawas showing
the classic Signs of depression: moodiness, snapping at his coworkers, amost dwaystaking hismeals
aone. Helooked digtinctly unhappy. The only time he seemed to smile was on those rare occasions
when he had dinner in the restaurant with the project chief and the woman he wasliving with.

Living in sin, Danversthought darkly. He himsalf had given up al thought of sex, except for the fiendish
dreams that were sent to tempt him. No, he told himself during hiswaking hours. It wasthe desire for



women and money that dmost led you to your destruction in the ring. They broke your hand, they nearly
destroyed your soul because of your indecent desires. Better to pluck out your eyeif it offends you.
Instead, Danvers used modern pharmacology to keep hislibido tifled.

He approached Molinacarefully, gradudly, knowing that the man would reject or even ridicule an overt
offer of help.

During lunchtime the city's only restaurant offered a buffet. After thinking about it for weeks, Danvers
used it as an opening ploy with Molina

"Doyoumindif | 9t with you?" he asked, holding hislunch-laden tray in both hands. "I hate to eat done.”

Molinalooked up sourly, but then seemed to recognize the minister. Danvers did not use clerical garb; he
wore no collar. But he dways dressed in ablack shirt and dacks.

"Y eah, why not?' Molinasaid. Hewas aready hafway through hislimp sandwich, Danvers saw.

Suppressing an urge to compliment the scientist on his gracious manners, Danvers sat down and slently,
unobtrusively said grace as he began unloading histray. They talked about inconsequentia things, the
weather, the status of the project, the sad plight of the refugees driven from coastal cities such as Boston
by the greenhouse flooding.

"It'stheir own frigging fault. They had plenty of warning,” Molinagrumbled, finishing hissandwich. "Y ears
of warning. Nobody listened.”

Danvers nodded silently. No contradictions, hetold himsdlf. Y ou're here to win his confidence, not to
debate his convictions.

Over the next severa weeks Danvers bumped into Molina often enough so that they started to be regular
luncheon partners. Their conversations grew less guarded, more open.

"Adgtrobiology?' Danvers asked at one point. "That's what you want to do?"
Molinagrinned wickedly at him. "Doesthat shock you?'

"Not at dl," Danversreplied, trying to hide his uneasiness. "There's no denying that scientists have found
living organisms on other worlds.”

"Even intelligent creatures,”" Molinajabbed.

"If you mean those extinct beings on Mars, they might have been connected in some way with us, mightn't
they?'

"Atthecdlular leve, maybe. The DNA of the extant Martian microbid lifeisdifferent from ours, though,
even though it hasasmilar hdlicd structure.”

Danverswasn't entirely sure of what hisluncheon companion was saying, but that didn't matter. He said,
"It doesn't seem likely that God would create an intelligent species and then destroy it.”

"That'swhat happened.”
"Don't you think that the Martians were a branch of ourselves? After al, thetwo planets are-"

"About sixty million kilometers apart, a their closest,” Molina snapped.



"Y es, but Martian meteorites have been found on Earth."
ll&?l

"So Mars and Earth have had exchanges in the past. Perhaps the human race began on Mars and moved
to Eath.”

Molinaguffawed so loudly that people at other tables turned toward them. Danvers sat silently, trying to
keep a pleasant face.

"Isthat what you believe?' Molinaasked at last, between chuckles.
"lan't it possible?" Danvers asked softly.

"Possible for creatures with a stone age culture to build spacecraft to take them from Marsto Earth? No
way!"

Molinawas still chuckling when they |eft the restaurant. No matter, Danvers thought. Let him laugh. I'm
winning histrust. Soon helll be unburdening his soul to me,

Asthe weeks flowed into one another, Danvers began to understand that winning Molinas trust would
not be that easy. Benegth his smug exterior Victor Molinawas a desperately unhappy man. Despite his
high standing in the skytower project, he was worried about his career, hisfuture. And something else.
Something he never spoke of. Danvers thought he knew what it was. Lara Tierney, the woman who was
living with Bracknell.

Danversfdt truly sorry for Molina. By thistime he regarded the biologist as afriend, the only friend he
had in this den of idolaters and atheists. Their relationship was adversarid, to be sure, but he was certain
that Molina enjoyed their barbed exchanges as much as he himself did. Sooner or later helll break down
and tdl mewhat'struly troubling him.

Many, many weeks passed before Danvers redli zed there was something about Molinathat was jarringly
out of place. What's Victor doing here, on this damnable project? Why isabiologist involved in building
the skytower?

NEW KYOTO

Nobuhiko Y amagata stood at his office window gazing out &t the city spread out far below him. Lake
Biwaglittered in the distance. A flock of large birds flapped by, so close that Nobu inadvertently
twitched back, away from the window.

He was glad no one was in the office to see his momentary reaction. It might look like cowardiceto
someone; unworthy weakness, at least.

The birdswere black gulls, returning from their summer groundsfar to the north. A sign that winter is
approaching, Nobuhiko knew. Winter. He grunted to himsdlf. There hasn't been enough natural snow to
ski on ancemy father died.

Nobu looked dmost like aclone of hisillustrious father: afew centimeterstaler than Saito, but stocky,
short-limbed, hisface round and flat, his brown eyes hooded, unfathomable. The main difference
between father and son was that while Saito's face was lined from frequent laughter, the lines on Nobu's
face came from worry.

He hadn't heard from hisfather for more than ayear now. The der Y amagata had gone into afit of



regret over the killings out in the Asteroid Belt and become atrue lama, full of holy remorse and
repentance. It'sasif he's died again, Nobu thought. He's cut off al contact with the world outside his
lamasery, even with hisonly son.

The clock chimed once. No matter, Nobuhiko thought as he turned from the window. | can carry my
burdens without Father's help. Squaring his shoulders, he said to the phone on his desk, "Cdl themin."

The double doorsto his office swung inward and a half-dozen men in nearly identical dark business suits
camein, each bearing atiny gold flying crane pinin hislapel, each bowing respectfully to the head of

Y amagata Corporation. They took their places at the long table abutting Nobu's desk like the stem of the
letter T. No women served on this committee. There were severa women on Y amagata's board of
directors, but the executive committee was a completely male domain.

Therewas only one item on their agenda the skytower.

Nobuhiko sat in his high-backed leather desk chair and called the meeting to order. They swiftly
dispensed with formalities such as reading the minutes of the previous meeting. They dl knew why they
were here.

Swivding dightly to hisright, Nobu nodded to the committee's chairman. Officialy, Nobuhiko was an
ex-officio member of the executive committee, present at their meetings but without avote in their
deiberations. It was a necessary arrangement, to keep outsiders from accusing that Y amagata
Corporation was aone-man dictatorship. Which it very nearly was. Nobu might not have had avote on
this committee, but the committee never voted againgt his known wishes.

"We are here to decide what to do about the skytower project,” said the chairman, hiseyeson
Nobuhiko.

"It isprogressing satisfactorily?* Nobu asked, knowing full well the answer.

"They are ahead of schedule," said the youngest member of the committee, down at the end of the
conference table.

Nobuhiko let out apatient Sigh.

"When that tower goesinto operation,” fumed one of the older men, "it will knock the bottom out of the
launch services market.”

One of Nobu's coups, once he took the reigns of the corporation from hisfather, had been to acquire the
American firm Masterson Aerospace Corporation. Masterson had devel oped the Clippership launch
vehicle, the rocket that reduced launch costs from thousands of dollars per pound to hundreds, the
doughty little, completely reusable vehicle that not only opened up orbital spaceto industrid
development, but also served-in amodified version-as a hypersonic transport that carried passengersto
any degtination on Earth in lessthan an hour.

By acquiring Masterson, Y amagata gained amajor share not only of the world's space launching market,
but of long-distance air travel, aswell.

"One tower?' scoffed one of the other elder members from across the conference table. "How badly can
onetower cut into the launch services market? How much capacity can it have?'

The other man closed hiseyes briefly, asif seeking strength to dedl with afooal. "It isnot merely the one
tower. Itisthe first skytower. If it succeeds, there will be others.”



Nobu agreed. "And why pay for Clippershipsto go into orbit when you can ride a skytower for a
fraction of the cost?"

"Exactly so, ar."
"The skytower isathrest, then?'

"Not animmediate threet. But if it is successful, within afew years such towerswill spring up dl dong the
equator."

"Fortunate for us," said another, smiling, "that most of the equator is over deegp ocean instead of land.”
No onelaughed.
"How much of our profit comes from Clippership operations?' Nobuhiko asked.

"Not as much from space launch services asfrom air transportation here on Earth,” said the comptroller,
seated on Y amagatas | eft.

Nobu said softly, "The numbers, please.”

The comptroller tapped hurriedly on the pamcomp in his hand. "It's about eight percent. Eight point four,
so far thisyear. Last fiscd year, eight point two."

"It's pretty congtant."

"Rigng dightly."

Nobu folded his hands across his vest, a gesture he remembered hisfather using often.
"Can we afford to lose eight percent of our profits?' asked the youngster.

"Not if we don't haveto," said the comptroller.

"We own part of this skytower project, don't we?' Nobu asked.

"We bought into it, yes. We have a contract to supply engineers and other technica staff and services.
But it'sonly aminor share of their operation, less than five percent. And the contract will terminate once

they begin operations.”
Nobu fdt his browsrise. "Wewon't sharein their operating profits?"

The comptroller hesitated. ""Not unless we negotiate anew contract for maintenance or other services, of
course.”

"Of course," Nobuhiko muttered darkly. Swest broke out on the comptroller's forehead.

The office fell slent. Then the director of the corporation's aerogpace division cleared histhroat and said,
"May | point out that al of our discussion isbased on the premise that the skytower will be successful?
Thereisno guarantee of that."

Nobuhiko understood him perfectly. The skytower could be afailureif we take action to make certain it
fails. Looking around the conference table, he saw that each and every member of the executive
committee understood the ungpoken decision.

CIUDAD DE CIELO



Elliott Danvers was not brilliant, but he was not stupid, either. And he possessed a stubborn
determination that alowed him to push doggedly onward toward a goad when otherswould find easier
thingsto do.

Why isabiologist working on the skytower project? When he asked Molinadirectly, the man became
reticent and evasive.

"What'saNew Morality minister doing here, in Ecuador?' Molinawould counter.

When Danversfrankly explained that his mission wasto provide spiritua comfort to al who sought it,
Molina cocked an eyebrow at him. "Aren't you here to snoop on us, Elliott?' Molina asked,
good-naturedly. "Aren't your superiorsin Atlantaworried that this project isamodern Tower of Babel ?*

"Nonsense," Danvers sputtered.

"Isit? My take on the New Mordity isthat they don't like change. They've arranged North Americajust
the way they likeit, with themsalvesin control of the government-"

"Control of the government!” Danverswastruly shocked at that. "We're ardligious organization, not a
secular one.”

"'So was the Spanish Inquigtion,” Molinamurmured.

Despite ther differences, they remained friends of a sort. Bantering, chalenging friends. Danvers knew
quite well that the only other man in Sky City that Molinaregarded as afriend was the project director,
Mance Bracknell. But something had come between them. No, not something, Danversthought.
Someone. LaraTierney.

Molinainvited Danversto have dinner with him from timeto time. Once, they joined Brackndll and Lara
on aquick jaunt to Quito and dined in the best restaurant Danvers had ever seen. It didn't take long for
Danversto understand Molinds problem. Before the main courses were served he redized that Molina
wasin lovewith her, but she loved Bracknell. The eternd triangle, Danversthought. It has caused the ruin
of many adream.

For himself, Danvers treasured Molina's company. Despite his athel stic barbs, Molinawas the only close
friend Danvers had madein this city of godless technicians and dark-skinned mestizos who worshipped
their old blood-soaked godsin secret.

Y et the question nagged at him. Why isMolinahere? What can abiologist do for this mammoth project?

After many weeks of asking everyone he knew, even men and women he had barely been introduced to,
the path to understanding suddenly cameto him, like areveation from on high.

Thewoman. LaraTierney. Sheisthe key to Molinas presence here. To get him to tell the truth, Danvers
redlized, to open up hisinner secrets, | must use hislove for thiswoman. That's his vulnerable spot. Still,
he wavered, reluctant to cause the pain that he knew Molinawould feel. Danvers prayed long hours
knedling by hisbedside, seeking guidance. Do | have the right to do this? he asked. The only answer he
recaived was amemory of his mentor'swords. Remember that you are doing God's work.

And then the revelation came to him. The way to promotion, the path to advancement within the New
Morality, was by stopping this godless project. That'swhy they sent me here, heredized. To seeif | can
prevent these secularists from succeeding in their blasphemous project. That's how they're testing me.

Danversrose from hisknees, his heart filled with determination. The hour was late, but he told the phone



to cal Moalina. He got the man's answering machine, of course, but made a date with him for dinner the
following night. Not lunch. What he had to do would take more time than alunch bregk. Better to do it
after the working day isfinished, in the dark of night. Be hard, he advised himsdlf. Show no mercy. Drive
out al doubts, dl quams. Be aman of stedl.

Dinner wasn't much, and afterward Danvers and Molinawalked dowly up the gently rising street toward
the building where they both were quartered. The skytower was outlined by safety lights, flashing on and
off likefireflies, trailling upward until they disgppeared into the starry sky. A diver of aMoon wastriding
over the mountainsto the east. The sky was clear, hardly acloud in sight, the night air crigp and chill.

All through dinner Danvers had avoided starting this probe into hisfriend's heart. But asthey gpproached
their building, he redlized he could delay no longer.

"Victor," he began softly, "you and Bracknell and Ms. Tierney seem to be old friends.”
"Weadl went to university together,” Molinareplied evenly.

The lamps dong the street were spaced fairly widely, far apart enough for the two men to strall through
pools of shadow asthey waked along. Danvers saw that Molinakept his eyes down, watching where he
was stepping rather than gazing up at the skytower looming above them.

"Y ou studied biology there?’

"Yes," said Molina. "Mance bounced around from one department to another in the school of
enginegring.”
"And Ms Tierney?'

Through the shadows he could hear Molinas sudden intake of breeth. "Lara? She started out in
sociology, | think. But then she switched to engineering. Aerospace engineering, can you believeit?'

"That was after shed met Brackndl."

"Y eah, right. After she met Mance. She went so goofy over him that she switched her mgor just to be
closer tohim.”

"Y ou were attracted to her yoursdlf, weren't you?'
"Fucking lot of good it did me once she met Mance.”

Danverswalked on for afew stepsin silence. He heard the bitternessin Molinas voice, and now that he
had touched on the sore spot he had to open up that wound again.

"Didyou love her then?' he asked.

Moalinadid not answer.

"You gill love her, don't you?"

"That's none of your damned business, Elliott."

"I think it is, Victor. You're my friend, and | want to help you."

"How the hell can you help me?'Y ou want to pray for amiracle, maybe?'



"Prayer hasits powers.”
"Bullshit!"

Danvers nodded in the darkness. Victor'sin pain, no doubt of it. My task isto use hispain, channdl it into
aproductive course.

"Why did you come here, then? If you knew that Bracknell was heading this project, didn't you expect
her to show up, sooner or later?!

"l suppose | did, subconscioudy. Maybe | thought she wouldn't, that they werefinished. | don't know!"
"But you came here, to this project. Did you volunteer or did Bracknell ask to come?"

"Mance caled me when he got the go-ahead for the project. All excited. Said he needed me to make it
work."

"He needed you?'
"Likeanidiot | agreed to take alook at his plans. Next thing | knew | was on aplaneto Quito."
"Why did he need you?'

"I didn't think Larawould come down here," Molinawent on, ignoring the question. "I figured Mance
would be so fucking busy with this crazy scheme of histhat he wouldn't have time for her. Maybe hed
even forgotten her. Damned fool me."

"But why did he need you?' Danversinssted.
"To make the buckybal fibers," Molinasnapped, "what the fuck do you think?"
Ignoring Molina's deliberate crudities, Danvers pressed, "A biologist to build the fibers?’

"A biologist, yeah. Somebody who can engineer viruses to assemble buckyballsfor you. Y ou need a
damned smart biologist to work down at the nanometer scale.”

Danvers sucked in his breath. "Nanomachines?"

They were under a streetlamp now and Danvers could see the pain and anguish in Molinasface. For
severd long momentsthe biologist struggled for self-control. At last he said camly, coldly:

"Not nanomeachines, Elliott. Viruses. Living creatures. Isthiswhat you're after? Trying to find out if were
using nanoteeh so you can turn usin to the authorities?”

"No, Victor, not at dl," Danvershdf-lied. "I'm trying to find out what's troubling you. | want to help you,
| truly do."

"Great. Y ou want to help me? Find some way to get Mance out of the picture. Get him away from Lara
That'sthe kind of help | need.”

ATLANTA

The headquarters building of the New Morality was not as large asthe capital of asecular government,
nor as ornate as a cathedral. But it was, in fact, the seat of apower that stretched across all of the North
American continent north of the Rio Grande and extended its influence into Mexico and Central America



In the days before the greenhouse floods, the New Mordity waslittle more than afundamentalist
Christian sect, sterner than most others, that concentrated its work in the rundown cores of cities such as
Atlanta, Philadelphia, Detroit, and other urban blights. It did good works: rescuing lost souls, driving drug
dedlersout of dum neighborhoods, rebuilding decaying houses, making certain thet children learned to
read and write in the schools it had ingtalled in abandoned storefronts. In return for these good works,
the New Morality insisted on iron discipline and obedience. Above all, obedience.

Then the Earth's climate tumbled over the greenhouse dliff. After haf acentury of warningsfrom
climatologigsthat were ignored by temporizing politicians and ridiculed by disbelieving pundits, the globa
climate abruptly switched from posiglacial to the kind of semi-tropica environment that had ruled the
Earthin earlier eons. |cecaps melted. Sealevelsrose by twenty meters over afew years. Coastal cities
everywhere were flooded. The electrical power grid that sustained modern civilization collgpsed. Killer
sormsraged while farmlands eroded into dust. Hundreds of millions of men, women, and children were
driven from their homes, their jobs, their lives, dl of them hungry, frightened, desperate.

The New Mordlity rejoiced. "Thisisthe wrath of God that has been caled down upon us!™ thundered the
Reverend Harold Carnaby. "Thisis our just punishment for generations of sinful licentiousness.”

Governments across the world turned authoritarian, backed by fundamentalist organizations such asthe
Holy Disciplesin Europe and the Flower Dragon in the Far East. Even the fractious Modems came
together under the banner of the Sword of 1dam once Israel was obliterated.

After decades of authoritarian rule, however, people al across the Earth were growing restive. The
climate had stabilized, athough once again scientists were issuing dire warnings, thistime of acoming Ice
Age. They wereignored once again as the average family moved toward economic well-being and a
better life. Progperity was cregping across the world once more. Church attendance was dipping.

Carnaby, now a sl f-gppointed archbishop, mulled these factorsin hismind as he sat in his powered
whedchair and gazed out across the skyline of Atlanta's high-rise towers.

"We saved thiscity," he grumbled.
"Yes, dr," said one of the aides standing behind him respectfully. "We surely did.”

"We saved the nation when it was sinking into crime and depravity,” Carnaby added. "Now that the
people are growing richer, they're turning away from God. They're more interested in buying the latest
virtud redity gamesthan in saving their souls.”

"Too true," said the second aide.

Carnaby pivoted hiswhedlchair to face them. They were standing before his desk, arms at their sdes,
eyes focused on the archbishop.

"Sir, about the medicd report..."

"I'm not interested in saving my morta body," Carnaby said, frowning up a them through his dead-white
eyebrows.

"But you must, Sir! The Movement needs your guidance, your leadership!”
"I'm ready to meet my Maker whenever He calsme.”

The one ade glanced at the other, obvioudy seeking support. The two of them were asdike aspeasina
pod in their dark suits and starched white shirts. Carnaby wondered if they weretwins.



"Sir," sad the other one, hisvoice dightly deeper than his companion's, "the physicians are unanimousin
their diagnosis. Y ou must accept aheart implant. Otherwise ..." Heleft the conclusion unspoken.

"Put aman-made pump into my chest and remove the heart that God gave me? Never!"

"No, gr, that in'tit a dl. It'smerely abooster pump, an auxiliary deviceto assst your heart. Y our
natural heart will be untouched,” the deeper-voiced aide coaxed. "It'sredly rather minor surgery, Sir.
They insert it through an artery in the thigh.”

"They won't open my chest?'
"No, gr," both aides said in chorus.

Carnaby huffed. He had accepted other medical devices. One day, held been told, he would have to get
artificid kidneys. Ninety-two years old, he told himsdlf, and I've never taken arguvenation treatment.
Not many my age can say that. God iswatching over me.

"Anauxiliary pump, isit?"
"Yes gr."

"You need it, Sir. With all the burdens of work and the pressures you face every day, it'samiracle that
your heart has lasted thislong without assistance.”

Carnaby huffed again to make sure that they understood that he didn't like the idea. But then he lowered
his head and said humbly, "God's will be done."

The ades scampered out of his office, delighted that he had acquiesced, and more than alittle awed at
the archbishop's willingness to sacrifice his obvious distaste of medica proceduresfor the good of the
Movement.

Alone at hisdesk, Carnaby caled up the latest computer figures on church attendance. The New
Mordity was officidly anonsectarian organization. The bar graph that sprang up on his smart wall screen
showed attendance reports for nearly every denomination in North and South America. The numbers
were down-not by much, but the trend was clear. Even the Catholics were faling avay from God.

His desktop intercom chimed. "Deacon Gillette calling, Archbishop,” said the phone's angel-sweet voice.
"Urgent."

"Urgent? What's so urgent?'
The phone remained sllent for amoment, then repeated, " Deacon Gillette cdling-"
"All right,” Carnaby interrupted the synthesized voice, irked &t itslimited abilities. "Put him through.”

Gillette's face replaced the attendance Statistics. He was an African-American, his skin so dark it seemed
to shine asif he were perspiring. His deepset brown eyes always looked wary, asif he expected some

enemy to spring upon him.
"Deacon,” said Carnaby, by way of greeting.
"Archbishop. I've received adisturbing report from our man in Ecuador.”

"We have aman in Ecuador?'



"At the skytower project, Sr,” said Gillette,
"Ah, yes. A disturbing report, you say?"

"According to Rev. Danvers, the scientists of the skytower project are using aform of nanotechnology to
build their sructure.

"Nanotechnololgy!" Carnaby felt apang of dlarm. "Nanomachines are outlawed, even in South America”

Gillette closed his heavy-lidded eyes briefly, then explained, "They are not using nanomachines, exactly.
Instead, they have devel oped genetically engineered virusesto work as nanomachines would, assembling
the structura components of their tower."

Carnaby felt the cords at the back of his neck tense and knew he would soon be suffering a headache.
"Tdl Danversto natify the authorities down there”

"What they're doing isnot illegal, Archbishop. They're using natura cregtures, not artificial machines.”
"But you said these creatures have been genetically engineered, didn't you?”'

"Genetic engineering isnot outlawed, Sir," Gillette replied, then quickly added, "Unfortunately.”
Carnaby sucked in abreath. "Then what can we do about it?"

With asad shake of hishead, Gillette answered, "I don't know, Sir. | was hoping that you would think of
asolution.”

Fumbling for the oxygen mask in the compartment built into the wheelchair's sde, Carnaby groused, "All
right, let methink about it." He abruptly cut the phone connection and hiswall returned to its underlying
restful shade of pastel blue.

Carnaby held the plastic mask over hisface for severa silent moments. Theflow of cool oxygen eased
the tenson that was racking his bodly.

Sudden thunder shook the building, startling Carnaby so badly that he dropped his oxygen mask. Then
he redlized it was another of those damnable rockets taking off from the old Hartsfield Airport.

He spun his chair to the window once again and craned his dewlapped neck, but there was nothing to
see. Notrail of smoke. No pillar of fire. The rockets used some kind of clean fuel: hydrogen, he'd been
told. Doesn't hurt the environmen.

He dumped back in hiswheelchair, feding old and tired. I've spent my lifetrying to savetheir souls. I've
rescued them from sin and the palpable wrath of God. And what do they do as soon asthings begin to
go smoothly again? They complain about our strict laws. They want more freedom, more license to grow
fat and progperous and sinful.

Then helooked out at the empty sky again. They're getting richer because those rockets are bringing in
metals and stuff from the asteroids. And they've built those infernal solar satellites up in orbit to beam
electrical power to the ground.

Those space people. Scientists and engineers. Godless secularists, dl of 'em. Poking around on other
worlds. Claiming they've found living creatures. Contradicting Genesis every chance they get.

And now, Carnaby thought, those space people are building a high-tech Tower of Babel. They're going



to makeit easier to get into space, easer to make money out there. And using nanotechnology to do it.
Devil'stoals. Evil, through and through.

They're building their blasphemous tower in South Americasomeplace, right in the middie of dl those
Catholics.

They've got to be stopped, Carnaby told himsdlf, clenching his blue-veined handsinto bony fists. But
how? How?

RIDING THE ELEVATOR
"How high arewe?" Laraasked, her eyes wide with excitement.

Bracknell glanced at the readout screen set next to the elevator's double doors, where Victor Molinawas
gtanding. "Eighty-two kilometers, no, now it's eighty-three.”

"l don't fed anything," she said. "No sense of motion at al.”

For nearly amonth Bracknell had resisted Laras pleasfor aridein the space eevator. Theingtant he had
told her thefirst elevator tube had completed al itstests and was officialy operational, she had begged
him for aride. Bracknell had temporized, delayed, tried to put her off. To hissurprise, he found that he
was worried about the elevator's safety. All these years I've drafted the plans, laid out the schematics,
overseen the construction, he castigated himsdlf, and when we get right down to it, | don't trust my own
work. Not with Laraslife. I'm afraid to let her ride the elevator.

That redization stunned him. All the number crunching, dl thetests, and | don't trust my own work. I'm
willing to let othersride the devator, I'm even willing to ride it mysdf, but when it comesto Lara-I'm
afraid. Superdtition, pure and smple, hetold himsdf. Y et he found excusesto keep her from his

skytower.

The elevator worked fine, day after day, week after week, hauling technicians and cargo up to the
stations at the various levels of the tower. Brackndll's confidence in the system grew, and Laras
importunings did not abate. If anything, she became even more insstent.

"Y ou've been up and down adozen times," she whispered to him asthey lay together in the shadows of
their darkened bedroom, her head on his naked chest. "It's not fair for you to keep me from going with
you. Just once, at least.”

Despite hisinner tension, he grinned in the darkness. "It's not fair? Y ou're sarting to sound like akid
arguing with his parents.”

"Was| whining?' she asked.
"No," he had to admit. "I've never heard you whine."

Shelay slent for severa moments. He could fed her breathing dowly, rhythmicaly, as shelay against
him.

"Okay," he heard himsdlf say. "WEell go up to the LEO deck," he conceded.

Laraknew the Low Earth Orbit station was five hundred kilometers up. Her eation wasimmediately
tinged with disappointment.

"Not al theway?' she asked. "Not to the geostationary level ?*



Bracknell shook hishead. "That's up on the edge of the Van Allen Belt radiation. The crew hasn't
ingaled the shidding yet. They work up therein armored suits.”

"But if they-"

"No," hesad firmly, grasping her bare shoulders. " Some day we're going to have children. I'm not
exposing you to a high-radiation environment, even in ashielded spacesuit.”

He sensed her amiling at him. " The ultimate argument,” she said. "It'sfor the good of our unborn children.”
"Well, itis"
"Yesdear," sheteased. Then shekissed him.

They madelove dowly, languoroudy. Afterward, asthey lay spent and sticky in their sweaty sheets,
Brackndl thought: Thisisthered test. Do you trust your work enough to risk her life on it?

And Laraunderstood: He worries about me s0. He lets others ride the devator but he's worried about
me

The next day was a Sunday, and athough afull team of technicianswas a work, as usud, Brackndl|
walked over to the operations office and told the woman on duty there that he and Larawould beriding
up to the LEO platform.

The operations chief that Sunday morning was a portly woman who wore her ash-blonde hair pulled
back in atight bun, and a square gold ring on her left middle finger.

"Il tell Jakosky," shesad, grinning. "He'swon thelottery.”
"What lottery?* Bracknell asked, surprised.

"Weve been making book about when you'd let your lady take aride up,” said the operations chief.
"Jackpot's up to damn near athousand Y ankee dollars.”

Bracknell grinned weakly to cover his surprise and a pang of embarrassment. As heleft the building and
started back up toward his quarters, he saw Molina coming down the street, heading toward him.
Victor's going to be leaving, Bracknell knew. Going to Australiato start anew career in astrobiology.
And he's sore at me for not letting him publish the work he's done here.

"Hdlo, Victor," he called asthe biologist neared. He knew that Molina despised being called Vic.
"Hi, Mance," Molinareplied, without dowing his pace.

Brackndll grasped hisarm, stopping him. "Laraand | areriding up to the LEO deck. Want to come with
LS?I

Molinas eyeswidened. "Y ou're taking her up?'
"Judt to the lowest leve."

"But the safety certification...”

"Came through aweek ago. For the LEO platform.”
"o



"Comewith us" Bracknell urged. "Y ou're not doing anything vital this morning, are you?"
Moalinagtiffened. "I'm finishing up my find report.”

"You can do that later. Y ou don't want to head off to Australiawithout riding in the tower you helped to
build, do you? Come on with us."

With ashake of hishead, Molinasaid, "No, I've got so much to do beforel leave..."
Bracknell teased, "Y ou're not scared, are you?"

"Scared? Hell no!"

"Then come on dong. Thethree of us. Like old times."

"Likeoldtimes," Molinaechoed, hisface grim.

Bracknell knew that he himself wasfrightened, alittle. If we bring Victor dong I'll have him to talk to, to
keep me from worrying about Laras safety. But he knew that was an excuse. Superdtition again: nothing
bad will happen if it isn't just Laraand meriding the tube.

Molina, who hadn't been done with Lara since he'd confessed that he wasin love with her, dlowed
Brackndll to turn him around and lead him back to their apartment building. What the fuck, he said to
himsalf. Thismay bethelast timel seeher.

"It'slike were standing till," Lara said asthe eevator rose smoothly past the hundred-kilometer mark.
"Like Eingein's old thought experiment about the equivaence of gravity and acceleration,” Bracknell said.

The devator cab was big enough to handle freight and new enough to till look sparkling and shiny. An
uphol stered bench ran along its rear wall, but Lara and the two men remained standing. Thewalsand
floor of the cab were buckyball sheets, hard as diamond but not as brittle, coated with scuff-resistant
epoxy. The calling was agrill-work through which Lara could see the shining inner wals of the tube

gpeeding smoothly by.

No cables, she knew. No pulleys or reelslike an ordinary elevator. The entire tube was avertical eectric
rail gun; the elevator cab was being lifted by e ectromagnetic forces, like aparticlein aphysicslab's
accelerator or apayload launched off the Moon by an dectric mass driver. Pretty dow for abullet, Lara
thought, but they were acceerating al the way up to the halfway point, where they would start
decelerating until the cab braked to astop at the LEO level.

Molinastayed tensely silent. He hadn't said more than two words to either of them since Larahad joined
them for thisbrief trip into space.

LEO PLATFORM

"Y ou should have windows," Larasaid as she walked to the bench along the cab'srear wal and sat
down. "It'sboring without aview."

Brackndll sat beside her and glanced at hiswristwatch. " Another twenty minutes.”

Molinahad not spoken aword since they'd boarded the elevator, more than a haf hour earlier. He
remained standing, pecking away at his pamcomp.

"Y ou need awindow," Lararepeated. "The view would be spectacular.”



"If you didn't get nauseous watching the Earth fall away from you. Some people are afraid of glass
elevatorsin hotels, you know."

"They wouldn't haveto look," Larareplied primly. "I think the view would be amarve ous attraction,
epecidly for tourigts.”

Conceding her point with anod, Brackndll said, "Well be adding severa more elevator tubes. I'll look
into the possibilities of glassing in &t least one of them."”

"Arewe dowing down?' Laraasked.
"Should be"
"| get no sensation of movement a al.”

"That's because we've kept the cab's accel eration down to aminimum. We could go alot faster if we
need to."

"No," she said, with adight shake of her head. "Thisisfine. I'm not complaining.”

Ashe sat next to Lara, Brackndl got a sudden urge to take her in hisarms and kiss her. But there was
Molinastanding afew meters away, like adour-faced duenna, his nose dmost touching his handheld's
screen.

"Victor," he called, "come and sit down. Y ou don't have to work all thetime."
"Yes, | do," Molinasnapped.

Turning back to Lara, "Tdl him to put away that digitd taskmaster of hisand come over hereand join
LEIll

To hissurprise, Lararesponded, "L eave Victor done. He's doing what he feels he hasto do.”

Fedling alittle puzzled, Bracknell clasped his hands behind his head and leaned back against the cab's
rear wall. It felt cool and very hard. We ought to put some cushioning adong here, he thought, making a
mental note to suggest it to the people who were handling interior design. And look into glassing in one of
the outer tubes, he added silently.

When the cab findly stopped, a chime sounded and a synthesized femal e voice announced, "Level one:
Low Earth Orbit."

And dl three of them floated dowly upward toward the ceiling.

"Werein orbit now," Bracknd| said, pushing lightly againgt thewall to force himsdlf down. "Zero-g.
Weghtless™

Laralooked fine, but Molinawas pale. Brackndll fished a pillbox out of histrousers pocket. "Here,
Victor. Take one of these. It'll help get your ssomach out of your throat.”

The elevator doors did open and the din of work teamsimmediately led their ears asthey floated

out of the evator cab. Bracknell hooked afloor loop with the toe of his boot and pulled Laradown to
the floor, then Molina. Standing there anchored to the floor and weaving dightly like a seaanemone, Lara
saw awide expanse of bare decking topped by adome that |ooked hazy in the dust-filled air. A drill was
screeching annoyingly in the distance and the high-pitched whine of an eectrical power generator made
her teeth ache: Sparks from welding torches hissed off to her right. The dust-laden air smelled of burnt



insulation and stranger odors she could not place. Men and women in coveralswere putting up
partitions, most of them working in smal groups and tethered to the deck, athough she spotted severd
floating weightlesdy aong the scaffolding, high above. An éectricaly powered cart scurried past on arall
fastened to the deck plates, its cargo bed piled high with bouncing sheets of what looked like honeycomb
metd. Everyone seemed to beyeling at everyone ese

"Hold it there! That'sit!"

"l need more light up here; it's darker than afive-star restaurant, fer chrissakes!"
"When the hell wereyou ever in afive-star restaurant, bozo?'

"I'vegot it. Easeup onyour line"

Bracknell made a sweeping gesture and hollered over the din, "Welcometo level one.”

Molinascowled out at the noisy activity, hisface still dightly green. Lara clapped her hands over her ears;
the motion made her bob sidewaysin her floor loops.

Pointing off to their left, Bracknell led them carefully, one set of loopsto the next, past agaggle of
workers gathered around asmall table that held alarge Sainless sted urn of coffee. At least, Lara
assumed it was coffee. Severd of the workersraised their covered plastic squeeze bulbs to Bracknell as
he led them past. Mance nodded and grinned at them in return.

"Sippy cups,” Larasaid, withagiggle. "Like babiesuse.”
"Y ou need themin zero g," Brackndll said.

There were curved partitionsin place here, and the noise abated allittle. Asthey waked onward, the
partitions became roofed over like an arched tunnel and the din diminished considerably.

"Asyou can see-and hear," Brackndll said, "level oneistill very much under congtruction.”
"My earsareringing,” Larasad.

"They'reanoisy bunch, al right," Bracknell conceded. "But if they were quiet they wouldn't be getting
any work done."

Molinagave ahdf-hearted nod.

Pointing to the curved metd overhead, Bracknell said with ahint of pridein hisvoice, "These partitions
were scavenged from the heavy-lift boosters that brought most of the materials up here.”

Laragrinned at him. "Waste not, want not."
"In spades. Nothing of the boosters was returned to Earth except their rocket engines.”
She pointed to the floor. "There aren't any floor loops set into the floor."

With anod that sent his whole body bobbing, Bracknell said, "The crew hasn't gotten thisfar yet. We
swvim therest of theway."

"Smm?'

"Just push yourself dong the wal with your fingertips. It'seasy.” Then Brackndl saw Molinasgrim



expresson. "Victor, will you be okay?'
"I think s0," Molinasaid, without much conviction.

Asthey floated aong the bare decking of the corridor, brushing the curving metal wall with their fingers,
Bracknell explained, "Back there where we camein, the biggest areawill be a preparation center for
launching satellites”

Larasaid, "Youll carry them up here on the e evators and then launch them at this dtitude?"

"It be alot chegper than launching them from the ground with rockets,” Brackndl said. "All weneed isa
little kick booster to place the satellite in the orbit its owners want.”

"Y ou'll launch geostationary satellites from the platform up at that level, right?’ Laraasked.
"Right. Again, with alittle maneuvering thrust to place them in their proper dots.”
"Masterson Aerospace and the other rocket companies aren't going to like you," she said.
"I guess not. The buggywhip makers must have hated Henry Ford.”

Laralaughed.

The noise was far behind them now, still discernable, but down to abackground level. They cameto a
heavy-looking hatch set into awall. Bracknell tapped out the proper code on the keypad set into the wall
and the hatch sighed open. Larafelt adight whisper of air brush past her from behind.

"Y ou wanted awindow?" Bracknell said to her. "Here'sawindow for you."

They stepped through and Laras breath caught in her throat. They werein anarrow darkened
compartment. One entire wall was transparent. Beyond it curved the gigantic bulk of Earth, sparkling
blue oceans gleaming in the sunlight, brilliant white clouds hugging the surface, wrinkles of brown
mountains

"Ohmy god," Laragasped, gliding to the long window.

Molinahung back.

Brackndll rapped his knuckles againgt the window. "Glassted," he said. "Imported from Sdlene.”
"It'sso beautiful!" Laraexclaimed. "Look! | think | can see the Panama Canal.”

"That's Central America, dl right,” Bracknell said. Pointing to awide swirl of clouds, "And that looks like
atropica sorm off in the Pacific."

Molina pushed up behind him and peered at the curling swath of clouds. "Will it affect the tower?"

"Not likely. Tropica stormsdon't come down to the equator, and were well away from the coast
anywey."

"But ill.."

"The tower can take winds of athousand kilometers per hour, Victor. More than three times the most
powerful hurricane on record.”

"| can't see straight down,” Larasaid, amost like adisappointed child. "I can't see the base of the tower."



"L ook out to the horizon,” said Bracknell. "That'sthe Y ucatan peninsula, where the ancient Mayas built
their temples”

"And those mountainsto our right, they must be the Andes," she said. The peaks were bare, gray granite,
snowless since the greenhouse warming had struck.

"Mance" said Lara, "you could use glassted to build atransparent elevator tube.”
He snorted. "Not at the prices Selene chargesfor the Suff.”
Molinaglided back toward the open hatch. "Thisdoor isan airtight sedl, isn't it?"

"That'sright," Brackndl answered. "If the outside wdll of this compartment is punctured and theré's aloss
of ar pressure, that hatch automatically closes and seds off the lesk.”

"And traps anybody in this compartment,” Molinasaid.
"That'sright," Bracknel replied gravely.
Larasaid, "But you have spacesuitsin here so they can save themsalves. Don't you?”

Brackndll shook his head. "It would take too long to get into the suits. Even the new nanofiber soft suits
would take too long."

"What you'retdling us" Molinasaid, "isthat werein danger in here.”
"Only if the outer shdll is penetrated.”
"How likely isthat?' said Lara

Smiling tightly, Brackndll said, "The tower's been dinged by micrometeorites thousands of times. Mostly
up a higher dtitudes. No penetrations, though."

"Waan't there asatdlite collison?' Molinaasked.

"Every satdlite launch is planned so that the bird's orbit doesn't come closer than ahundred kilometers of
thetower. The lAA's been very drict about that.”

"But asatdlite actudly hit thetower?' Laralooked more curious than afraid.

With anod, Bracknell replied, "Some damnfool paramilitary outfit launched a spy satdllite without
clearing it with the IAA. 1t smacked into the tower on its second orbit.”

"Ard?'

"Hardly scratched the buckyball cables, but it wrecked the spysat completely. Mot of the junk fell down
and burned up in the atmosphere. We had to send ateam outside to clean off the remaining debris and
inspect the areawhere it hit. The damage was very superficid.”

"When you stop to think about it,” Larasaid, "the impact of even abig satellite hitting this tower would be
likeamosquito ramming an eephant.”

Brackndll laughed as he turned back toward the open hatch.

"The only way to hurt this beanstalk," said Molina, "would be to somehow disconnect it up at the
geodationary leve."



Brackndll looked over his shoulder a the biologist. "That'sright, Victor. Do that, and the lower half of the
tower collgpsesto the ground, while the upper haf goes spinning off into deep space.”

"The tower would collapse?' Laraasked. "It would fal down to the ground?
Bracknell nodded. "Only if it's disconnected from the geostationary platform.”
"That would destroy everything?' Lara asked.

"Quite completely,” said Bracknell. "But don't worry, we've built that section with a two-hundred-percent
overload capacity. It can't happen.”

YAMAGATA ESTATE

Nobuhiko Y amagata's knees ached as he sat on the tatami mat facing this, this ... fanatic. There was no
other way to describe the leader of the Flower Dragon movement. Like aninjaof old, he thought, this
man isafanatic.

Y oshijiro Umetzu was named after a shamed ancestor, a general who had surrendered hisarmy rather
than fight to the desth. From earliest childhood his stern father and uncles had drilled into him their
expectation that he would grow up to erase this century-old stain on the family's honor. While upstarts
like Saito Y amagata made vast fortunesin business and Japanese scientists earned world recognition for
their research work, Umetzu knew that only blood could bring true respect. Respect is based on fear, he
wastold endlesdy. Nothing less.

By the time he was a teenager, the world was racked with terrorism. The poor peoples of the world
struck almogt blindly against therich, attempting to destroy the wedlth that they themsalves could never
attain. Japan wasthe target of many terrorist atacks: poison gaskilled thousandsin Tokyo; biologica
wegpons daughtered tens of thousands in Osaka. The nanomachine plague that nearly destroyed the
entireidand of Kyushu, killing millions, led directly to theinternationd treaty banning nanotechnology
everywhere on Earth.

When the greenhouse cliff toppled the world's climate, coastal cities everywhere were drowned by the
suddenly rising seas. But an even worse fate befell Japan: in addition to the devastating floods,
earthquakes demolished the homeidands.

Out of the ashes, though, rose anew Japan. The century-long experiment in democracy was swept aside
and anew government, strong and unyielding, came to power. The true strength of that government was
the FHlower Dragon movement, astrange mix of religion and zedl, of Buddhist acceptance and disciplined
politica action. Like other fundamentalist movements e sawhere in the world, the Flower Dragon
movement spread beyond its place of origin: Korea, China, Thailand, Indochina On the vast and
miserable Indian subcontinent, decimated by biowar and decades-long droughts brought on by the
collapse of the monsoons, followers of the Flower Dragon clashed bloodily with the Sword of Idam.

Now the leader of the Flower Dragon movement sat on the other side of the exquisite tea set from
Nobuhiko. Umetzu wore amodern business suit, as did Y amagata. The leader of the FHower Dragon
movement had the lean, parched face of an ascetic, his head shaved bald, athin dark moustache
drooping down the corners of his mouth almost to hisjawline. The expresson on hisface was severe,
disapproving. Nobuhiko felt distinctly uneasy in his presence, dmost ashamed of hiswell-fed girth.

Y et Nobu understood that Umetzu had cometo him. | called and he came, Y amagatatold himsdf. I'm
not without power here. The fact that Umetzu was apparently afew years younger than he should have
made Nobu fed even morein command of thismeeting. But it didn't.



Umetzu had arrived & the Y amagatafamily estate in an unmarked helicopter, accompanied by four
younger men. Nobu had chosen hisfamily's home for this meeting so that they would be safe from the
prying eyes and news media snoops that were unavoidable in the corporate officesin New Kyoto. Here,
on his spacious estate up in the hills, surrounded by servants who had been with the family for
generations, he could have airtight security.

They sat in asmal room panded in polished oak, the tea set between them. The wall to Nobu's right was
adiding shoji screen; to hisleft awindow looked out on asmall, enclosed courtyard and raked stone
garden. The kimono-clad women who had served the tea had |eft the room. Umetzu's aides were being
fed in another room, far enough away so that they could not overhear their master's discussion with

Y amagata, close enough so that they could reach him quickly if they had to. Nobu understood without
being told that those young men were bodyguards.

"What do you want of me?' Umetzu asked, dropping al pretense of polite conversation. He had not
touched the lacquered cup before him.

Nobu took asip of the hot, soothing tea before answering. "Thereisatask that must be donein
complete secrecy.”

Umetzu said nothing.

"I had thought of negotiating with one of the Idamic groups," Nobu went on. "They are accustomed to
the concept of martyrdom.”

"Y et you have asked to speak with me. In private.”

"Itisavery delicate matter.”

Umetzu took in along, dow breath. "A matter that involves deeth.”

"Many degths, most likdly."

"The followers of the Flower Dragon'sway do not fear deeth. Many of them believe in reincarnation.”
"Y ou do not?' Nobuhiko asked.

"My bdliefs are not the subject of thismesting.”

Nobu bowed his head a centimeter or so.

"Just what isit that you require?’ asked Umetzu.

Now Nobuhiko hesitated, trying to fathom what lay behind his guest's hooded eyes. Can | trust him?1s
this the best way for me to go? He wished he had hisfather here to advise him, but the elder Y amagata
was gill locked away inthe Himalayas, playing a being alama.

"What | require,”" Nobu said at last, "must never be traced back to me or to Y amagata Corporation. Is
that clear? Never."

Umetzu dmost smiled. "1t must betruly horrible, for you to be so afraid.”
"Horrible enough,” said Nobu. "Horrible enough.”

"Thenwhat isit?'



"The skytower. It must be destroyed.”
Umetzu drew in abreeth. "I have been informed that the skytower isbeing built by nanomachines.”
Surprised, Nobuhiko blurted, "Where did you hear that?"

Allowing himsdf athin smile, Umetzu replied, "Flower Dragon has contactsin many places, including the
New Mordity."

"| did not redize that they are usng nanomachines.
"Of asort. They are within the law, apparently, but just barely.”
"Perhaps we could stop them legally, through the internationa courts.”

Umetzu shook his head the barest fraction of a centimeter. "Do not put your faith in the courts. Direct
actionisbetter."

"Then you arewilling to help me?' Nobuhiko asked.
"Of course. The skytower must be destroyed.”

"Yes. And it must be destroyed in amanner that will discredit the very ideaof building such towers. It
must be brought down in adisaster so stunning that no one will ever dareto bring up the idea of building
another.”

Nobuhiko felt his cheeks flushing and realized that he was squeezing his miniature teacup so hard its edge
was cutting into the flesh of hispam.

Umetzu seemed unmoved. "How do you intend to accomplish this tremendous feat?"

Regaining his self-control, Nobuhiko put the lacquered cup back onitstray as he answered, "My
technica people know how to bring it down. They have dl the information we require. What | need is
men who will do the task.”

"Men who will become martyrs.”
Nobuhiko bowed his head once again.

"That isnot terribly difficult,” said Umetzu. "There are those who welcome degth, especidly if they
believethey will accomplish something of worthin their dying.”

"But it must be kept absolutely secret,” Nobuhiko repeated in an urgent hiss. "It must never be traced
back to Y amagata Corporation.”

Umetzu closed hiseyes briefly. "We can recruit martyrsfrom el sewhere: even the fat Americans have
fanaticsamong their New Mordity groups.”

"Truly?' Nobuhiko asked.
"But what of your own technicians? Will they be martyred dso?"
"That will not be necessary.”

"Y et they will have the knowledge that you wish kept secret. Once the tower fals, they will know that
you have doneit.”



"They will befar from Earth when that happens,” Nobuhiko said. "I have aready had them transferred to
Y amagata operationsin the Ageroid Belt.”

Umetzu consdered thisfor amoment. "I have heard that the Asteroid Belt isavery dangerous place.”
"It can be."

"Wars have been fought there. Many werekilled."

"l have heard that the Flower Dragon hasfollowers evenin the Belt. Loyd followers”

Umetzu understood Nobu's unspoken request. Thistime he did smilethinly. "So your peoplewill not be
martyrs. Ingtead they will fal victimsto accidents."

"Asyou sad," Nobu replied, "the Bdt isavery dangerous place.”
CIUDAD DE CIELO

Elliott Danverswas londly after Molinaleft for Australia. He missed their mealstogether, their adversaria
chats, the verba cut and parry that kept hismind stimulated.

Over the weeks that followed Molina's departure, Danverstried to forget his own needs and buried
himsdlf in hiswork. No, he reminded himsdf time and again. Not my work. God'swork. Hefet puzzled
that Atlanta had shown no visible reaction to hisreport that nanotechnology was being used to build the
skytower. He had expected some action, or at least an acknowledgement of hisintelligence. Nothing.
Not aword of thanks or congratulations on ajob well done. Well, hetold himsdlf, agood conscienceis
our only sure reward. And he plunged himself deeper into hiswork. Still, he felt nettled, disgppointed,
ignored.

He went to Bracknell and asked permission to convert one of the warehouse buildingsinto a
nondenominational chapel. Asthe sky-tower neared completion, some of the buildingsfdl into disuse,
some of the workers departed for their homes. Danvers noted that there seemed to be fewer Y ankee
and Latino congtruction workersin the streets, and more Asian computer and el ectronics technicians.

"A chape?' Bracknell looked surprised when Danversraised the question.

Standing in front of Bracknell's desk, Danvers nodded. ™Y ou have several empty buildings available. |
won't need much in way of-"

"Y ou mean you've been working here dl thistime without a church building?' Bracknell looked genuindy
surprised. "Where do you hold your services?'

"QOutdoors, mostly. Sometimesin my quarters, for smaler groups.”

Brackndll's office was far from imposing. Nothing more than a corner room in the corrugated-meta
operations building. He sat at a scuffed and dented stedd desk. Onewall held asmart screen that nearly
reached the low celling. Another had photos of the tower at various stages of its construction pasted to it.
Two windows looked out on the streets and, beyond one of them, the dark trunk of the tower, risng
above the distant green hills and into the heavens.

Gesturing to the plain plastic chair in front of hisdesk, Brackndll said, "1 thought we dready had achurch
here, someplace.”

Danvers smiled hitterly as he settled hisbulk in the creaking little chair. ™Y ou're not achurchgoer.”



With an dmost sheepish grin, Brackndl admitted, "'Y ou've got me there.”
"Areyou aBdiever?'

Bracknell thought it over for amoment, his head cocked dightly. "Yes, | think | can truthfully say that |
am. Not in any organized religion, understand. But-well, the universeis so blasted orderly. | guess| do
believe there's some kind of presence overseeing everything. Childhood upbringing, | suppose. It's hard
to overcome.”

"Y ou don't have to gpologize about it," Danverssad, alittle testily. He was thinking, Not in any
organized religion, the man says. He's one of those intellectua esthetes who rationalizes everything and
thinksthat that's religion. Nothing more than adamnable Delst, at best.

Bracknell caled up amap of the city and told his computer to highlight the unused buildings. Thewall
screen showed four of them in red.

"Takeyour pick," he said to Danvers, gesturing to the screen.

Danvers stood up and walked to the map, studying it for severad moments. "Thisone,” he said at la,
rapping his knuckles againg the screen.

"That'sthe smdlest one" said Brackndll.

"My congregations have not been overwhelming. Besides, the location is good, close to the city's center.
More people will see their friends and associates going to services. It'saproven fact that people tend to
follow acrowd."

"It'sthe curious monkey in our genes,” Brackndll said eeslly.

Danverstried to erase the frown that immediately came over him.

"Wasthat too Darwinian for you?'

"We arefar more than monkeys," Danverssaid tightly.

"l suppose we are. But were mamma's, we enjoy the companionship of others. We need it.”

"That's true enough, | suppose.”

"So why don't you join Laraand me at dinner tonight? We can talk over the details of your new chapel.”

Danverswas surprised a the invitation. He knew, in hismind, that a man could be anon-Bdiever and
gtill be adecent human being. But this man Bracknell, he'sleading this nearly blasphemous skytower
project. | mustn't let him lull meinto friendship, Danverstold himself. He may be a pleasant enough
felow, but heisthe enemy. Y ou either do God'swork or the devil's. There isno neutrdity in the struggle
between good and evil.

The restaurant was only haf full, Bracknell saw as he came through the wide-open double doorswith
Lara. A lot of the construction people had aready |eft. Once the geostationary platform was finished,
they would shift entirely to operationa status.

He saw that Rev. Danvers was dready seated at atable, chatting with the restaurant's owner and host, a
tall suave Albanian who towered over his mestizo kitchen staff. As soon as the host saw Brackndl and
Laraenter, heleft Danversin midsentence and rushed to them.



"Sow night tonight,” he said by way of greeting.

Brackndll said, "Not for much longer. Lots of people heading here. By thistime next year you'l haveto
doublethe sze of thisplace.

The host smiled and pointed out new paintings, dl by locd artigts, hanging on the corrugated meta walls.
Village scenes. Cityscapes of Quito. One showed the mountains and the skytower in Dayglo orange.
Bracknell thought they were pretty ordinary and said nothing, while Laracommented cheerfully on their
bright colors.

The dinner with Rev. Danvers started off rather awkwardly. For some reason the minister seemed
guarded, tight-lipped. But then Laragot him to talking about his childhood, his early daysin the dums of
Detroit.

'Y ou have no idea of what it was like growing up in that cesspool of sin and violence. If it weren't for the
New Moradlity, Lord knowswhere I'd be," Danvers said over agood-sized ribeye steak. "They worked
hard to clean up the streets, get rid of the crooks and drug pushers. They worked hard to clean me up.”

Laraasked lightly, "Wereyou dl that dirty?"

Danverspaed dightly. "1 was a prizefighter back then," he said, hisvoice snking low. "People actudly
paid money to see two men try to hurt each other, try to pound one another into unconsciousness.”

"Redly?'
"Women, too. Women fought in the ring and the crowds cheered and screamed, like animas.”

Bracknell saw that Danverss hands were trembling. But Lara pushed further, asking, "And the New
Mordlity changed dl that?"

"Yes, praise God. Thanksto their workers, cities like Detroit became safer, more orderly. Criminas
werejaled.”

"And their lawyers, too, fromwhat | hear," Bracknell said. He meant it as ajoke, but Danversdid not
laugh and Larashot him adisapproving glance.

"Many lawvyerswent tojail,” Danvers sad, totaly serious, "or to retraining centers. They were protecting
the criminasingtead of the innocent victims! They deserved whatever they got.”

"Withyour size" Larasaid, "I'll bet you were avery good prizefighter.”
Danvers amiled ruefully. "They could dways find someone bigger.”
"But you best them, didn't you?'

"No," he answered truthfully. "Not very many of them.”

"And now you fight for peoples souls,” Larasaid.

"es"

"That's much better, isnt it?"

"Y$"



Brackndll looked around the restaurant. Only about haf the tables were taken. "L ookslike adow night,”
he said, trying to change the subject.

"Mondaysaredwaysdow," sad Lara

"Not for us," Bracknell said. "We topped off the LEO platform today. It'sal finished and ready to open
for busness”

"Redly!" Larabeamed at him. "That's ahead of schedule, isn't it?"

Brackndl | nodded happily. " Skytower Corporation's going to make a public announcement about it at
their board meeting next month. Big news push. I'm going to be on the nets™

"That'swonderful!"

Danverswasless enthusiagtic. "Does this mean that you're ready to launch satellitesfrom the LEO
platform?’

"We aready have contracts for four launches.”

"But the geodtationary platform isn't finished yet, isit?"
"We're ahead of schedule there, too."

"Butitsnot finished.”

"Not for another sx months," Brackndll said, feding dmost asif he were admitting awrongdoing.
Somehow Danvers had let the air out of his baloon.

By thetimethey finished their desserts and coffee, theirs was the only occupied table in the restaurant.
The robot waiter was dready sweeping the floor and two of the guys from the kitchen were stacking
chairs atop tablesto give the robot leeway for its chore.

Danvers bade them good night out on the sidewalk and headed for his quarters. Bracknell walked with
Lara, aminam.

Asthey passed through the pools of light and shadow cast by the Streetlamps, Larasaid, "Rev. Danvers
seemsalittle uncomfortable with the ideaithat wereliving insn.”

Bracknell grinned down at her. "Best placeto live, dl things considered.”
"Redly?|sthat what you think?*

Looking up & the glowing lights of the tower that split the night in half, Brackndl murmured, "Urn ... Paris
is probably better."

"That's where the board meeting's going to be, isn't it?"

"Right," said Bracknell. "That's where Skytower Corporation turns meinto anews mediasar.”
"My handsome hero.”

"Want to come with me?" he asked.

"To Paris?'



"Sure. Y ou can do some clothes shopping there.”
"Areyou saying | need new clothes?"

He stopped in the darkness between streetlamps and dipped hisarms around her waist. "Y ou'll need a
new dressfor the wedding, won't you?'

"Wedding?' Even in the shadows he could see her eyes go wide with surprise.

Bracknell said, "With the tower dmost finished and all this publicity the corporation's going to generate, |
figure | ought to make an honest woman of you."

"You chawvinig pig!"

"Besides," hewent on, "it'll make Danversfed better."

"You're serious?' Laraasked. "Thisisn't ajoke?"

He kissed her lightly. "Dead serious, darling. Will you marry me?"

"In Pais?'

"If that'swhat you want.”

Laraflung her arms around his neck and kissed him as hard as she could.

GEOSTATIONARY PLATFORM

"Look on my works, ye mighty," quoted Ralph Wado Emerson, the chief engineer, "and despair.”

In amoment of whimsy brought on by their joy at hisbirth, his parents had named him after the poet.
Emerson suspected their euphoriawas helped aong by the recreationa drugsthey used; certainly he saw
enough evidence of that while he was growing up in the caravan city that trundled through the
drought-dessicated former wheat belt of Midwestern America

Hisfather was amechanic, his mother anurse: both highly prized skillsin the nomadic community. And
both of them loved poetry. Hence his name.

Everybody cdled him Wado. Helearned to love things mechanica from hisfather and studied
mechanica engineering through the computer webs and satdllite links that sometimes worked and
sometimes didn't. Once he grew into manhood Emerson |eft the caravan and entered aredl,
bricks-and-mortar engineering college. All he wanted was a genuine degree so that he would havered
credentials to show prospective employers. No caravan life for Wado. He wanted to settle down, get
rich (or at least moderately prosperous), be respectable, and build new things for people.

Hislife didn't quite work out that way. There was plenty of work for abright young engineer, rebuilding
the shattered eectrica power grid, erecting whole new cities to house the refugees driven from their
homes by the greenhouse floods, designing solar power farmsin the clear desert skies of the Southwest.
But the variousjobs took him from one place to another. He was still anomad; he just stayed in one
place abit longer than his gypsying parents did.

He never got rich, or even very progperous. Much of the work he did was commissioned by the federa
or state government at minimum wage. Often enough he was conscripted by loca chapters of the New
Mordity and he was paid nothing more than room, board, and a pious sermon or two about doing God's
work. He married twice, divorced twice, and then gave up the idea of marriage.



Until aguy named Bracknell cameto him with awild ideaand agleam in hiseye. Raph Wado Emerson
fdl inlove with the skytower project.

Now that it was nearly finished he dmost felt sad. He had spent more years in Ecuador than anywhere
elsein hiswholelife. He was becoming fond of Spanish poetry. He no longer got nauseousin zero
gravity. He gloried in thismonumental piece of architecture, thistower stretching toward heaven. He had
even emblazoned his nameinto one of the outsde panelsthat sheathed the tower up here at the
geodtationary leve, insulating the tower from the tremendous e ectricd flux of the Van Allen belt.
Working in an armored spacesuit and using an eectron gun, he laborioudy wrote his full name on one of
the buckyball panels.

Helaughed at his private joke. Someday some maintenance dweeb is going to seeit, he thought, and
wonder who the hell wrote the name of a poet on this tower'sinsulation skin.

Now he stood at the control board in the compact oval chamber that would soon be the geosynch level's
operations center. His feet were ensconced in plastic floor loops so that he wouldn't float off weightlessly
inthe zero gravity of the Sation. Surrounding him were display screensthat lined thewalslike the
multifaceted eyes of some giant insect. Techniciansin gray coverals bobbed in midair asthey labored to
connect the screens and get them running. One by one, the colored lights on the control board winked on
and anew screen lit up. Emerson could see adozen different sections of the mammoth geostationary
structure. There was still a considerable amount of work to do, of course, but it was mostly just amatter
of bringing in equipment and setting it up. Furnishing the hotel built into the platform’s upper leve.
Checking out the radiation shielding and the eectrica insulation and the airlocks. Making certain the
zero-g toiletsworked. Monkey work. Not crestive. Not challenging.

Therewastalk of starting anew skytower in Borneo or centra Africa
" 'Tisnot too late to seek anewer world," he muttered to himsdlf. "To sail beyond the sunset.”

"Hey, Wado," the voice of one of his assstants grated annoyingly in the communication plug in hisright
ear, "the supply shipiscomingin.”

"It'searly,” Emerson said, without needing to look at the digital clock set into the control board.
"Early or late, they're here and they want a docking port.”

Emerson glanced up at the working screens, then played hisfingers across the keyboard on the pand.
One of the screensflicked from an interior view of the bare and empty hotel level upstairsto an outside
cameraview of aconica Masterson Clippership hovering in co-orbit afew hundred metersfrom the
platform. He frowned at theimage.

"We were expecting an uncrewed supply module,” he said into hislip mike.

"And we got anice shiny Clippership,” hisassstant replied. "They got our cargo and they want to offload
it and go home."

Shaking his head dightly, Emerson checked the manifest that the Clippership automaticaly relayed to the
platform's logigtics program. It matched what they were expecting.

"Why'd they use a Clipper?' he wondered aoud.

"They said the freight booster had a maf and they swapped out the supply module with the Clippership's
passenger module.”



It didn't make sense to Emerson, but there was the Clippership waiting to dock and offload its cargo, and
the manifest was exactly what they expected.

"Ours not to reason why," Emerson misquoted. "Hook 'em to docking port three; it's closest to them.”
"Will do."

Franklin Zachariah hummed a cheerful tune to himself as he sat shoe-homed into the cramped cockpit of
the Clippership. The pilot, a Japanese or Vietnamese or some kind of Asian gook, shot an annoyed
glance over his shoulder. Hard to tell his nationality, Zach thought, with those black shades he'swearing.
Like amask or some macho android out of a banned terminator flick.

Zachariah stopped his humming but continued to play the tunein his head. 1t helped to pass the boring
time. He had expected to get spacesick when the rocket went into orbit, but the medication they'd given
him wasworking fine. Zero gravity didn't bother him at al. No upchucks, not even dizziness.

Zachariah was an American. He did not belong to the New Morality or the Flower Dragon or any other
fundamentaist movement. He did not even follow the religion of hisforefathers. He found that he couldn't
believein agod who made so many mistakes. He himsdlf was avery clever young man-everyone who
had ever met him said so. What they didn't know wasthat he was aso avery destructive fellow.

Although heid been born in Brooklyn, when hewas six years old and therising sealevel caused by the
greenhouse warming finadly overwhemed the city's flood control dams, Zachariah'sfamily fled to distant
cousinsin the mountains near Charleston, West Virginia. There young Zach, as everyone called him,
learned what it meant to be a Jew. At school, the other young boys dternately beat him up and
demanded help with their classwork from him. His father, aprofessor in New Y ork, had to settlefor a
job as abookkeeper for hisyounger cousin, ajeweler in downtown Charleston who was ultimately shot
to death in aholdup.

Zach learned how to avoid beatings by hiring the toughest thugsin school to be his bodyguards. He paid
them with money he made from sdlling illicit drugsthat he cooked up in the moldy basement of the house
they shared with four other families.

By the time Zach was ateenager he had become a very accomplished computer hacker. Unlike his
acne-ridden friends, who delved into illegal pornographic sites or shut down the entire public school
system with acomputer virus, Zach used his computer finesse in more secretive and lucrative ways. He
pilfered bank accounts. He jiggered police records. He even got the oafish schoolmate who'd been his
worst tormentor years earlier arrested by the state police for abetting an abortion. The kid went to jail
protesting hisinnocence, but his own compuiter files proved his guilt. Cool, Zach said to himself asthe
bewildered lout was hauled off to aNew Morality work camp.

Zach disdained college. He was having too much fun twesking the rest of the world. He wasthe lone
genius behind the smallpox scare that forced the head of the Center for Disease Control to resign. He
even reached into the files of a careless White House speechwriter and leaked the contents of awhole
sheaf of confidential memos, causing mad panic among the president’s closest advisors. Way cool.

Then he discovered the thrill of true destruction. It happened while he was watching a pirated video of
the as-yet-unreleased Hollywood re-re-remake of Phantom of the Opera. Zach sat in open-mouthed
awe as the Phantom sawed through the chain supporting the opera house's massive chanddlier. Cooler
than cool! he thought as the ornate collection of crystal crashed into the audience, splattering fat old
ladiesin their gowns and jewe s and fatter old men in black tuxes.

Franklin Zachariah learned the sheer beauty, the sexua rush, of red destruction. Using acid to weaken a



highway bridge so that it collgpsed when the morning's traffic of overloaded semisrolled over it. Shorting
out an airport's electrica power supply-and its backup emergency generator-in the midst of the evening's
busiest hour. Quietly disconnecting the motors that moved the floodgates along a stretch of the lower
Potomac so that the storm surge from the approaching hurricane flooded the capitd's streets and sent
those sdf-important politicians screaming to pin the blame on someone. Coolissmo.

Most of the time he worked aone, living off bank accounts here and there that he nibbled at,
electronicaly. For some of the bigger jobs, like the Potomac floodgates, he needed accomplices, of
course. But he dways kept hisidentity a secret, meeting his accomplices only through carefully buffered
computer linksthat could not, he was sure, be traced back to him.

It was ashock, then, when arepresentative of the Flower Dragon movement contacted him about the
skytower. But Zach got over his shock when they described to him the coolest project of them all. He
quickly asked for the detailed schematics of the skytower and began to study hard.

THE APPROACH

Laraand Bracknell were driving one of the project's el ectric-powered minivans to the Quito airport.
Bracknell planned to attend Skytower Corporation's board meeting and the news conference at which
they would make the announcement that the tower was ready for operations. Then they would stay for a
weekend of interviews and publicity events and return to Quito the following Monday.

"Y ou sure you don't want to get married in Paris?' he asked her, grinning happily as he drove the quiet
minivan down the steep, grave-surfaced road. "We could have the ceremony at the top of the Eiffd
Tower. Bekind of symbolic.”

Trucks and buses ground by in the opposite direction, raising clouds of gritty gray dust asthey headed
uphill toward Sky City.

Larashook her head. "I tried to get through all the red tape on the computer link, Mance, but it's
hopeless. We'd have to stay two weeks, at least.”

"The French want our touris dollars."

"And they want to do their own blood tests, their own searches of our citizenship data. | think they even
check Interpal for crimind records.”

"So welll get married when we come back,” he said eedlly.

"And we can invite our familiesand friends"

"I'll ask Victor if he can come back for the occasion and be my best man.”
Laramade no reply.

"Hey! Why don't we ask Rev. Danversto perform the ceremony?'

"At hisnew chapd?"

"Unlessyou'd rather do it in the cathedra in Quito."

"No," Larasaid. "Let'sdo it at the base of the tower. Rev. Danverswill befine."

He wanted to kiss her; he even considered pulling off on the shoulder of theroad to do it. Instead, he
drovein slence for awhile, grinning happily. The road became paved asthey neared Quito's airport.



Traffic built up. Laraturned in her seat and |ooked out the rear window.
"It'sgoing to fed strange not seeing the tower in the ky,” she said.

"It1l be there when we get back,” Bracknell said easily. "For the next few daysyoull just haveto settle
for the Eiffd Tower."

"Docking confirmed,” said the Clippership's copilot. He was wearing dark glasses, too, like the pilot.
Zach thought he looked kind of like an Asian, but his accent sounded Californiaor some other part of the
States.

"Tdl thetower crew they can begin unloading,” the pilot replied.

Zach knew what that meant. The Clipper was attached to the sky-tower now by a docking adaptor, a
short piece of insulated tunndl that linked the tower's airlock to the Clipper's cargo hatch. A team of
technicians from the skytower would come through the adaptor and begin unloading the Clipper's cargo
bay. Zach thought of them as chimps doing stupid monkey tasks.

Unseen by the tower personnel, a dozen men and women recruited from god knows where would exit
one of the Clippership's other airlocks, in spacesuits, of course, carrying the Clipper's real cargo: fifty
tiny capsules of nanomachines, gobblers programmed to tear apart carbon molecules such as buckybdls.
Zach had spent months studying the schematics of the skytower that the Flower Dragon people had
supplied him, caculating just how to bring the tower down. They had baked at first when he suggested
gobblers, nanotechnology was anathema to them. But someone higher up in the organization had
overridden their objections and provided the highly dangerous gobblersfor Zach's project of destruction.

Now twelve rdigious fanatics were out there playing with nanomachines that could kill them if they
weren't careful. Each of the EVA team bore aminicam attached to his or her helmet, so Zach could
direct their actions from the safety of the cockpit, securely linked to the outside crew by hair-thin optical
fibersthat carried his radio commands with no chance that they'd be overheard by the guysin the tower.

Now comes the fun part, Zach thought as he powered up the laptop he would use for communicating
with the EVA team.

Ra ph Wado Emerson was dso remotdly watching the unloading, till wondering why the supply
contractor had gone to the expense of hiring ashiny new Clippership instead of sending up another
automated freighter.

"Infaith, ‘twas strange,” he murmured as he stood in the control center, " ‘twas passing strange.”
"Y ou spouting poetry again?' his assistant asked.

Emerson considered yanking the comm plug out of his ear, but knew that would be the wrong thing to
do. Instead he asked, "How'sit going?"

"It'sgoing. Riley and his guys are pushin' the packages through the hatch and I'm checkin' 'em off asthey
comein. Nothing much toit. Just alot of muscle work. Trained chimps could do this.”

Emerson could see the bored team on one of the working screens, gliding the weightless big crates aong
through the adaptor tunndl.

"Wl just be careful inthere,” he said. "Just because we're in zero-g doesn't mean those packages don't
have mass. Get caught between acrate and awall and you'll get your ribs caved in, just like on Earth.”



"I know that." His assistant sounded impatient, waspish.

"Just make sure your chimpanzees know it.”

"What? No poetry for the occasion?’

Emerson immediately snapped, "A fool and his ribcage are soon parted.”

Zach was humming tuneesdy to himsdf as he caled up the schematics and matched them with the
cameraviewsfrom hisEV A team. The connection between the geostationary platform and the tower's
main cableswasthe crucia point. Sever that link and some thirty-five thousand kilometers of skytower
go crashing down to Earth. And the other thirty-five thou, on the other side of the platform, goes spinning
off into space, carrying the platform withit.

He suppressed the urge to giggle, knowing it would annoy the sour-faced pilots Sitting asimmobile as
satues an arm'sreach in front of him. I'm going to wipe out the biggest structure anybody's ever built!
Wham! And down it goes.

It probably fall onto Quito, Zach reasoned. Kill amillion people, maybe. Like the hammer of god
damming them fla. Likeabig boot squishing bugs.

The culmination of my career, Zach thought. But nobody will know that | did it. Nobody redly knows
who | am. Not anybody who counts. But they will after this. I'm going to stand up and tell the world that
| did this. Me. Franklin Zachariah. Theterror of terrors. Dr. Destruction.

Larawas wearing open-weave huaraches instead of regular shoes, Bracknell redlized as they inched
aongtheline at the airport's security Ste. He frowned as he thought that they'd probably want him to
take off his boots before going through the metal detector.

Damned foolishness, he said to himself. There hasn't been aterrorist threat a an airport in more than
twenty years but they still go through this goddamned nonsense.

Sure enough, the stocky, stern-faced security guard pointed silently to Bracknell'sboots as Lara sailed
unbothered through the metal detector's arch. Grumbling, Bracknell tugged the boots off and thumped
them down on the conveyor belt that ran through the X-ray machine.

He st off the metal detector's alarm anyway and had to be searched by apair of grim-looking guards.
He had forgotten the handhel d computer/phone he was carrying in his shirt pocket.

"No, no," Zach said sharply into hislaptop's microphone. " Just open the capsule and wedge it into the
cable. That'sdl you have to do, the nanobugsl! do therest.”

The job was taking much longer than held expected. Fifty cables, that's al we have to break, Zach
grumbled slently, and these chimps aretaking dl fucking day to doit.

The underside of the geostationary platform looked like an immense spiderweb to Zach as he peered at it
through the cameras of hisEV A team. It matched the specsin hisfilesamost exactly; there were dways
dight deviations between the blueprints and the actua congtruction. Nobody can build anything thisbig
without straying from the plans here and there, at least alittle bit.

Zach knew that the tower's main support came from these cables, stretched taught by centrifugal force as
the whole gigantic assembly swung through space in synchrony with the Earth's daily spin. Bresk that
connection here at the geostationary level and the stretching force disappears. The tower will collapseto
the ground while the equaly-long upper section goes spinning out into space.



Fifty cables, he repeated to himsalf. Let those nanobugs eat through fifty cables and the otherswon't have
the strength to hold the rig together. Fifty cables.

Emerson's ear plug chimed softly with the tone he knew came from the safety officer.
"Go ahead," hesaid into hislip mike.

"Got something strange goin' on here.”

What?"

"That Clipper you've got docked. It's venting gases.”

"Verting?"

"Hydrogen and oxygen, from what the laser spectrometer tellsme.”

Emerson thought amoment. " Bleeding a nearly-empty tank, maybe?

The safety officer's voice sounded troubled. "Thisisn't ableed. They're pumpin’ out alot of gas. Likethe
prope lant they'd be using for their return trip.”

"Curiouser and curiouser,” Emerson quoted.

Zach licked hislips. Thefifty cableswere now being eaten away by the gobblers. He had calculated that
blowing thirty of the cableswould be enough to do the job, but held gone for fifty as an extra precaution.
Okay, weve got fifty and we're all set.

Helooked up at the two Asian pilots, ftill wearing those cool dark shades. " The nanomachinesarein
place”

"Good."
"All the EVA guysare back ingde?'
"That isnot your respongbility.”

Zach fdt the pilot was being snotty. "Okay," he said, "if any of them get eaten by the bugs, you write the
condolence |etters.”

"Start the nanomachines working," the pilot said, without turning to look at Zach.
"They areworking."

"Very wdl."

"Shouldn't we disconnect from the dock now?!

"No. Not yet."

THE COLLAPSE

Zach thought it was alittle weird to stay connected to the tower's geostationary docking tunnd while the
nanomachines were chewing away at the cables, but he figured the pilot knew what hewas doing. The
bugs won't get the chance to damage the Clippership; well disconnect before were in any danger, he
was pretty certain.



Besides, these two black-goggled pilots aren't going to kill themsalves, Zach further assured himself. Not
knowingly.

Outsde the ship there was no sound. No vibration. Nothing.

For thefirst time, the pilot turned in his seat and lifted his glassesto glare directly at Zach. "Well? Have
you doneit?'

"Yeah," Zach replied, fedling nettled. "It's done. Now get usthe hell out of here before the upper half of
the tower starts spinning off to Alpha Centauri.”

"That won't be necessary,” said the pilot.

In the geostationary operations center, Emerson felt adight tremor, abarely sensed vibration, asif a
subway train had passed below the floor he stood on.

"What wasthat?' he wondered aoud.
Hisassgtant's voice responded, "Y eah, | felt it too."

Tremors and vibrations were not good. In dl the hours hed spent in the tower at itsvariouslevels, it had
aways been as solid and un-moving as amountain. What the hell could causeit to shake?

"Whatever it was," hisassstant said, "it stopped.”

But Emerson was busy flicking his fingers along his keyboard, checking the safety program. No lesks, no
lossof air pressure. Electrical systemsin the green. Power systems functioning normally. Structural

integrity-
Hiseyesgoggled at the screen. Red lights cluttered the screen. Forty, no fifty of the one hundred and

twenty main cables had been severed. For long moments he could not speak, could hardly breathe. His
brain refused to function. Fifty cables. We're going to die.

As he stared at the screen's display, another cable tore loose. And another. He could fell the deck
benesath hisfeet shuddering.

"Hey, what's going on?" one of the technicians yeled from across the chamber.

"Let'stoit, pel mdl," Emerson whispered, more to himself than anyone who might hear him. "If not to
heaven, then hand in hand to hdll.”

Bracknd| was standing by the ceiling-high window &t the Quito airport termind gate, waiting for the
Clippership for Paristo begin boarding. It sat out on its blast-scarred concrete pad, a squat cone
constructed of diamond pands, manufactured by lunar nanomachines at Selene. They can use
nanomachines up there but we can't here, Bracknell thought. Well, we've gotten around that stupid law.
Once we get the patent-

A flash of light caught hiseye. It was bright, brilliant even, but so quick that he wasn't certain if held
actualy seen anything redl. Like abalt of lightning. It seemed to come from the skytower, standing
graight and dim, rising from the mountains and through the white clouds that swept over their peaks.

Laracame up beside him, complaining, "They can fly from Quito to Parisin less than an hour, but it takes
longer than that to board the Clipper.”

Brackndl smiled at her. "Patienceisavirtue, as Rev. Danverswould say."



"I don't care. I'm getting-" Her words broke off. She was staring at the skytower. "Mance ... look!"

He saw it, too. The tower was no longer a straight line bisecting the sky. It seemed to berippling, like a
rope that isflicked back and forth at one end.

Hismind racing, Brackndll stared at the tower. It can't fal! It can't! But if it does...

He grabbed Laraaround the shoulders and began running, dragging her, away from the big windows.
"Get away from thewindows!" he bellowed. "Quitarse las ventanas! Run! Vamos!"”

"Nothing ishappening,” said the pilot accusingly.

"Yesitis" Zach answered. He was getting tired of the Asian's stupidity. These guys are supposed to be
patient; didn't anybody ever give them Zen lessons?"Give it afew minutes. Those cables are popping,
one by one. The more that snap, the faster the rest of 'em go.”

"l see nothing,” insisted the pilot, pointing toward the cockpit window.

Maybeif you took off those flicking glasses you could see better, creep, Zach grumbled silently. Aloud,
he snapped, "Y ou're gonna see plenty in two-three minutes. Now get usthe flick outtahere or elsewere

gonnago flipping out into deep space!™
"Soyou say."

A blinding flash of light seared Zach's eyes. He heard both pilots shriek. What the fuck wasthat? Zach
wondered, pawing at his eyes. Through burning tears he saw the Clippership's cockpit, blurred,
darkened, everything tinged in red. Rubbing his eyes again Zach squinted down at his laptop. The screen
was dark, dead.

Then heredized that both pilots were jabbering in their Asan language.
"What happened?' he screeched.

"Electricd discharge." The pilot's voice sounded edgy for thefirst time. "An enormous dectrical
discharge.”

"Even though we expected it,” said the copilat, "it wasahelluvajolt.”
"Arewe okay?' Zach demanded.

"Checking..."

"Get usout of here!" Zach screamed.

"All sysemsare down," the copilot said. "Complete power failure.”
"Do something!"

"Thereisnothing to be done."

"But well digl"

"Of course.”

Zach began blubbering, babbling incoherently at these two lunatics.



Removing his glasses and rubbing at his burning eyes, the pilot turned to his copilot and said in Japanese,
"The American genius doesn't want to be amartyr.”

The copilot's |ean face was sheened with perspiration. "No one told him he would be."

"Will that affect hisnext life, | wonder? Will he be reborn as another human being or something less? A
cockroach, perhaps.”

"He doesn't believe in reincarnation. He doesn't believe in anything except destruction and his own ego.”
Thepilot said, "In that case, he has succeeded admirably. He has destroyed his own ego.”

Neither man laughed. They sat strapped into their seats awaiting their fate with tense resignation while
Zach screamed at them to no avall.

The massive electrica discharge released when some of the skytower's insulating panels were egten away
completed the destruction of the connectorsthat held the tower's two segments together at the

geodationary leve.

Although buckybal| fibers arelighter in weight than any materid thet is even hdf their tengle srength, a
gructure of more than thirty-five thousand kilometers length weighs millions of metric tons.

The skytower wavered asit tore loose from the geostationary platform, disconnected from the centrifugal
force that had pulled it taut. One end suddenly free of its mooring, its other end still tethered to the
ground, the lower half of the tower staggered like a prizefighter suddenly struck by aknockout blow,
then began itslong, dow-moation catastrophic collapse.

The upper end of the tower, equally aslong asthe lower, was a so suddenly rel eased from the force that
held it taut. It reacted to the inertiathat made it spin around the Earth each twenty-four hours. It
continued to spin, but now free of its anchor it swung dowly, inexorably, unstoppably, away from Earth
and into the black silent depths of space.

In the geostationary ops center Emerson saw every damned screen suddenly go dark; his control panel
went dead. Hefdt himsdf diding out of hisfoot restraints and sailing in dow motion across the operations
center while the technicians who had been working on ingtaling the new equipment were yanked to the
ends of their tethers, hanging in midair, more shocked and surprised than frightened.

"What the shit isgoing on, Waldo?" one of them hollered.

He banged his shoulder painfully against the wall and did to the floor. Soon enough, he knew, the
immense structure would swing around and well al be dung in the opposite direction.

"Waldo, what the fuck's happening?’ He heard panic creeping into their voices now.
We're dead, he knew. There's not athing that anybody can do. Nor al thy tears wash out aword of it.
"Wado! What'sgoin' on?"

They were screaming now, horror-struck, aware now that something had gone terribly wrong. Emerson
tried to blank out their yammering, demanding, terrified screams.

"Fear death?" he quoted Browning:

"Tofed thefogin my throat,



Themig inmy face,

When the snows begin, and the blasts denote

| am nearing the place...

The post of thefoe;

Where he stands, the Arch Fear inavisibleform,

Y et the strong man must go..."

And the upper haf of the skytower spun out and away from the Earth forever.

The lower hdf of the skytower dowly, dowly tumbled like amgestic tree suddenly turned to putty. Its
base, attached to the rotating Earth, was moving more than athousand kilometers per hour from west to
eadt. Its enormous length, unsupported now, collapsed westward in along, long, long plungeto Earth.

The operations crew on duty a Sky City saw their screens glare with baleful red lights. Some of them
rushed out into the open, unwilling to believe what their sensors were telling them unlessthey saw it with
their own fear-widened eyes. The skytower was collgpsing. They could seeit! It was wavering and
toppling over like areed blown by the wind.

People on the streetsin Quito looked up and screamed. Villagersin the mountains stared and crossed
themsdlves.

At the Quito airport, Mance Bracknell dragged Lara by the arm as he ran down the terminal’s centra
corridor, screaming, "Keep away from the windows! Quitarse las ventanas!”

He pulled Larainto the first restroom he saw, amen'sroom. Two men, an ederly maintenance worker in
wrinkled coveralls and abusinessman in alinen suit, sood side by side at urinas. They both looked
shocked at the sight of awild-eyed gringo dragging awoman into this place. They began to object but
Manceydled at them, "Down on the floor! Get down on the floor! There's going to an explosion! An
eruption!”

"Eruption?" asked the old man, hadtily zipping hisfly.
"Erupcién grande!" Mance said "Temblor detierral Earthquake!"
The businessman rushed for the exit while the older man stood there, petrified with sudden fear.

Mance pushed Lara onto the cold tiles and dropped down beside her, his arm wrapped protectively
around her.

"Mance, how can-"
"Therésno placeto runto,” he hissed in her ear. "If it hits here we're pulverized."

Sowly at firgt, but then with ever-increasing speed, the skytower'slower half collapsed to the Earth. Its
immense bulk smashed into Ciudad de Cidlo, the tethers at its base snapping like strings, the shock wave
from itsimpact blowing down those buildingsit did not hit directly. The thunder of itsfdl shattered theair
likethe blast of every volcano on Earth exploding a once. Seconds later the falling tower smashed down
on the northern suburbs of Quito like agigantic tree crushing an ant hill. The city's modern high-rise glass
and stedl towers, built to withstand earthquakes, wavered and shuddered. Their safety-glass facades
blew out in showers of pellets. Ordinary windows shattered into razor-sharp shards that dashed to



bloody ribbons the people who crowded the streets, screaming in terror. Older buildings were torn from
their foundations asif anuclear explosion had ripped through the city. The old cathedra's thick masonry
walls cracked and its stained glass windows shattered, each and every one of them. Water pipes
ruptured and gas mains broke. Fire and flood took up their deadly work where the sheer explosive
impact of the collapse | eft off.

And ill thetower fdl.

Down the dope that led to the sea, villages and roads and farms and open fields and trees were smashed
flat, pulverized, while the shock wave from the impact blew down woodlands and buildings for ahundred
kilometers and morein either direction, asif agiant meteor had struck out of the sky. A fishing village fell
under the shadow of sudden doom, itsinhabitants|ooking up to see thisimmense arm of God swinging
down on them like the mighty bludgeon of the angdl of deeth.

And sill the tower fdl.

Its length splashed into the Pacific Ocean with aroar that broke eardrums and ruptured the innards of
men, beasts, birds, and fish. Acrossthe coastal shelf it plunged and out beyond into the abyssal depths.
Wha es migrating hundreds of kilometers out to seawere pulped to jelly by the shock wave that raced
through the water. The tsunami it raised washed away shoreline settlements up and down the coast and
rushed across the Pecific, flooding the Galapagos Idands, aready half-drowned by the greenhouse
warming. The Pacific coast of Centrd Americawas devastated. Hawaii and Japan were struck before
their warning systems could get people to move inland. Samoaand Tahiti were hit by awall of water
nearly fifteen meters high that tore away villages and whole cities. Peoplein Los Angeles and Sydney
heard the mighty thunderclap and wondered if it was a sonic boom.

And ill thetower fell, splashing al the way across the Pecific, groaning as part of itsglobe-girdling
length sank dowly into the dark abyssal depths. When it hit the spiny tree-covered mountain backbone of
Borneo it snapped in two, one part diding down the rugged dopes, tearing away forests and villages and
plantations asit dithered snake-like acrosstheidand.

The other part plunged across Sumatraand into the Indian Ocean, narrowly missing the long green finger
of Mdaysiabut sending atsunami washing across the drowned ruins of Singapore. Along the breadth of
equatoria Africait fell, smashing across Kenya, ploughed into the northern reaches of Lake Victoria,
drowning the city of Kampaawith atidad wave, and continued westward, crushing cities and forests
dike, igniting mammoth forest fires, driving vast herds of animasinto panicked, screaming stampedes. Its
upper end, still smoking from thetitanic eectrica discharge that had severed it, plunged hissing into the
Atlantic, sinking deep down into the jagged rift where hot magma from the Earth's core embraced the
man-made structure that had, mere minutes earlier, sood among the stars.

Acrossthe world the once-proud skytower lay amidst a swath of death and desolation and smoking ruin,
crushing the life from people, animals, plants, crushing human ambition, human dreams, crushing hope
itsdf.

Lying flat on thetiles of the airport men's room, Bracknell felt the floor jump asarall of thunder boomed
over them, so loud that his earsrang. Even so, he heard screams and terrified cries.

"Areyou dl right?" he asked Lara, hisvoice sounding strange, muffled, inside his head.

She nodded weekly. He saw that her nose was bleeding dightly. Bracknell climbed dowly to hisfedt.
The old man was il lying on the floor, facedown. Bracknell called to him, then nudged his shoulder. The
man did not move. Rolling him over, Brackndll saw his soft brown eyes staring out Sghtlesdly.



"He'sdead,” Larasaid. Brackndl could barely hear her over the buzzing in his head.

Fedling stunned, thick-witted, Bracknell gazed around the windowless men's room. One of thetiled walls
had cracked. Or had it been that way when they had rushed in here?

"Dead?' he echoed numbly.

"A heart attack, maybe," Larasaid. She clung closeto Bracknell. He could fed her trembling.
"He'slucky," said Bracknell.

THE RUINS

It took three days before they arrested Bracknell. He had made hisway back to the shattered ruins of
the Sky City, fighting through the panicked crowd at the airport, holding Laracloseto him. Thevast
parking lot outside the airport seemed undamaged, except for the gritty dust that covered everything and
crunched under their feet asthey walked, tottering, for what seemed like hours until they found the
minivan Stting there where they'd | eft it. Other people were milling around the parking lot, looking dazed,
shocked.

A pdl of smoke was rising from the city. Soon enough the looting would begin, Bracknell redlized. For
the moment they're too stunned to do much of anything, but that'll pass and they'll start looting and
geding. And raping.

The minivan looked asif it had gone athousand klicks without being washed. Bracknell helped Larainto
the right-hand seat, then went around and got in himself. The car sarted smoothly enough. He used the
windshield wipersto clear away enough of the dust so he could seeto drive, then started dowly out
toward the road that led back up into the hills. A few people waved patheticaly to him, seeking aride.
Towhere? Bracknd| asked himsdlf sllently as he drove past them, accelerating now. A couple of young
men trotted toward the minivan and he pushed the accelerator harder. Thetoll gate at the exit was
unoccupied, itsarm raised, so he drove right through. In the rear mirror he saw a uniformed guard or
policeman or something waving angrily a him. He drove on.

When they findlly reached Ciudad de Cidlo, they saw that most of it wasflattened. Buildingswere
crushed beneath the skytower's fallen bulk or blown flat by the shock wave of its collgpse. Trucks
overturned, lampposts bent and twisted. Dust hung in the air and the stench of death was everywhere,

inescapable.

For three days Bracknell and Lara did nothing but dig bodies out of the collgpsed buildings of the base
city. Thetower lay acrossthe ruinslike an immense black worm, dead and till, strangely warm to the
touch. It had ripped out of al but one of its base tethers. In adistant corner of his mind Bracknell thought
that they had designed the tethers pretty well to stand up even partialy to the stress.

Heworked blindly, numbly, side by sde with the few surviving technicians, clerks, maintenance people,
cooks, and others who had once been a proud team of builders. Laraworked aongside him, never
complaining, like Bracknell and al the others too tired and shocked and disheartened to do much of
anything except scrabble in the debris, eat whatever meager rationsthey could find, and deep when they
weretoo tired to stand any longer. Grimy, her face smeared with soot, her fingers bloody from digging,
her clothes sodden with perspiration, Lara still worked doggedly at rescuing the few who were ill alive
and dragging out the mangled bodies of the dead.

Thethird night they saw torches lining the road from Quito, heading toward them.



"Volunteers?' Lara asked, her voice ragged with exhaustion.
"Morelikely alynch mob," said Bracknell, getting up from the rubble held been digging in.

"Can you blame them?' said Danvers who was working beside them. "They're coming to kill everyone
here"

"No," Brackndl| replied, standing up straighter. "'It's me they want. I'm the one responsible for this"

Lara, her weariness suddenly forgotten, turned her smudged face to Danvers. "Y ou're aman of god! Do
something! Tak to them! Stop them!”

Danverslooked terrified. "Me?"

"Therédsnoonedse" Laraingsted.

"Il go," Brackndl said grimly. "I'm the one they want."
"I'll... 'l gowith you," Danvers ssammered.

"You stay here," Bracknell saidto Lara

"Thehdl | will!"

"Thisisgoing to beugly.”

"I'm going where you go, Mance."

The three of them walked-tottered, really-down the rubble-strewn street to the main road, where the
torch-waving mob was marching toward them. Farther down the road, Bracknell could see the headlights
of agpproaching trucks.

The crowd was mainly young men, al of them looking tired and grimy, clothes torn, faces blackened with
soot and dirt. They carried shovels, picks, planks of wood. Chrigt, they look like us, Bracknell said to
himself. They've been digging for survivors, too.

Danversfished asmdl slver crucifix out of his pocket and held it up. In the flickering torchlight it gleamed
fitfully. The mob stopped uncertainly.

"My sons," he began.

One of the men, taler than the others, his eyes glittering with anger and hatred, spat out a string of rapid
Spanish. Bracknel caught his drift: We want the men who killed our families. We want justice.

Danversraised hisvoice, "Do any of you spesk English?!
"Wewant justicel" avoice yelled from the crowd.
"Judticeisthe Lord's" Danvers belowed. "God will avenge.”

The crowd surged forward dangeroudy. Danvers backed up several steps. Bracknell saw that it was
going to be no use. Thetrucks were inching through the rear of the mob now. Bringing reinforcements, he
thought. He stepped forward. "1'm the one you want," he said in Spanish. "I'm the man responsible.”

An older man scurried up to Bracknell and peered at him. Turning back to the others, he shouted, "This
ishe! Thisisthe chief of the skytower!"



The mob flowed forward, surrounding Bracknell. Lara screamed as Danvers dragged her back into the
shadows, toward safety. The leader of the mob spat in Bracknell's face and raised his shove high inthe
ar.

A shot cracked through the night. Everyone froze into immohility. Bracknell could fedl hisheart pounding
againg hisribs. Then he saw soldiers pouring out of the trucks, each of them armed with assault rifles. An
officer waved a pistol angrily and told the men of the mob to back away.

"Thismanisunder arrest,” the officer announced loudly. "Heisgoing tojail.”

Brackndl'sknees nearly gave way. Jail seemed much better than having his brains splattered with a
shovd.

THETRIAL

Asthe crigply uniformed soldiers with their polished helmets and |oaded guns bundled Brackndll into one
of the trucks, he thought, Of course. They need to blame someone for this catastrophe. Who ese?I'm
the onein charge. I'm the one a faullt.

He was treated with careful respect, asif hewereavia of nitroglycerine that might explode if

mishandled. They placed him in the prison hospital, where ateam of physicians and psychologists
diagnosed Brackndl| as suffering from physical exhaustion and severe emotional depression. Hewas
dosed with psychotropic drugs for five of the sx months between hisarrest and histrid. During those five
months, he was alowed no vistors, no television, nor any contact with the outside world, athough police
investigators questioned him for hours each day.

Skytower Corporation declared bankruptcy. Its board of directorsissued a statement blaming the
tower's collgpse on the technical director who headed the construction project in Ecuador, the American
engineer Mance Bracknell. Severd of the board membersfled to the lunar city of Selene, where Earthly
legd jurisdiction could not reach them.

After five months of imprisonment Bracknell's interrogators flushed his body of the drugs they had used
on him and showed him the written record of his confesson. He sgned it without argument. Only then
was he alowed to speak to an attorney whom the government of Ecuador had appointed to represent
him. When Larawas at |ast alowed to visit him, he had only the haziest of notions about what had
happened to him since hisarrest. Physically he wasin good condition, except that he had lost more than
five kilosin weight, his deep tan had faded, and his voice had withered to awhisper. Emotiondly hewas
awreck.

"I'll get you the best lawyerson Earth," Laratold him urgently.
Bracknell shrugged listlesdy. "What difference doesit make?"

Thewhole world watched histrid, in the high court in what was | eft of Quito. The court building had
escaped mgor damage, athough there were sill engineers who had been brought in from Brazil poking
around the building's foundations, most of the court's high stately windows, blown out by the shock of the
tower's collapse, had been replaced by sheets of clear pladtic.

Skytower Corporation dissolved itsdf in the face of trillions of dollars of damage claims. Bracknell was
too guilt-ridden even to attempt to find himsalf alawyer other than the government-appointed lackey.
Laracoaxed afamily friend to help represent him. The old man came out of retirement reluctantly and
told Bracknell at their first meeting that his highest hope wasto avoid the death pendlty.



Larawas shocked. "I thought internationa law forbids the degth pendty.”

"More than four million deeths are being blamed on you," the old man said, frowning disgpprovingly at
Brackndl. "Mass murder, they're calling it. They want to make an example of you."

"Why not?" Brackndl |l whispered.

Although thetrid took placein Quito, it was held under the international legal regime. Y ears earlier,
Laraslawyer had helped to writethe international legal regime's guiding rules. That did not help much.
Nor did Bracknell do much to hep himsdf.

"It'smy fault," he kept repeating. "My fault.”

"No, itisn't," Laraingsted.

"The structurefailed,” hetold Laraand her lawyer, time and again. "1 wasin charge of the project, soit's
my respongbility.”

"But you're not to blame," Laraingsted each time. "'Y ou didn't deliberately destroy the tower."

"I'm the only oneleft to blame," Brackndl pointed out morosely. "All the otherswerekilled in the
collgps=”

"No, that's not true," said Lara. "Victor isin Mebourne. Hell help you.”

At Larasimportuning Malinaflew in from Mebourne. Sitting between histwo lawyers on the opening
day of thetrial, dressed in astate-provided suit and a stiffly starched shirt that smelled of detergent,
Bracknell felt aflicker of hope when he saw hisold friend enter the courtroom and sit directly behind him,
beside Lara. But oncethetria began, it became clear that nothing on Earth could save him..

Thefirst witness caled by the three-judge pandl was the Reverend Elliott Danvers.

The prosecuting attorney was adim, dark-haired Ecuadorian of smoldering intensity, dressed in awhite
three-piece suit that fit him without awrinkle. The video cameras loved his handsome face with its dark
moustache, and he knew how to play to the vast globa audience watching thistrial. To Bracknell he
looked like a mustachioed avenging angdl. He tarted by establishing Danverss position as spiritud
advisor to the people of Ciudad de Cielo.

"Most of them are dead now, arethey not?" asked the prosecutor. Since the trial was being held under
theinternational lega regime, and being broadcast even to Selene and the mining center a Ceres, it was
conducted in English.

Danvers answered withalow "Yes."

The prosecutor smoothed his moustache as he gazed up at the cracksin the courtroom's coffered ceiling,
preparing dramaticaly for his next question. "Y ou were troubled by what you learned about this
construction projection, were you not?'

Bit by hit, the prosecutor got Danversto tell the judges that Bracknell had been using genetically
engineered microbes as nanomachines to produce the tower's structura elements.

The state-appointed defense attorney said nothing, but the lawyer that Lara had hired rose dowly to his
feet and called in atired, aged voice, "Objection. Thereisnothing illegal about employing geneticaly
engineered microbes. And referring to them as 'nanomachines is prgudicid.”



The judges conferred in hurried whispers, then upheld the objection.

The prosecutor smiled thinly and bowed his head, accepting their decision, knowing that the dreaded
term would be remembered by everyone.

"Have such geneticaly engineered microbes been used in any other congtruction projects?’
Danvers shrugged his heavy shoulders. "I'm not an enginesr..."
"To the best of your knowledge."

"To the best of my knowledge: no, they have not. The project's biologist, Dr. Molina, seemed quite
proud of the origindity of hiswork. He had applied for a patent.”

The prosecutor turned toward Bracknd |l with athin smile. "Thank you, Rev. Danvers.”

Bracknell's defense attorney got to hisfeet, glanced at the state-gppointed attorney, then said, "'l have no
questionsfor thiswitness at thistime.”

Lara, gtting behind Bracknell, touched his shoulder. He turned to her, saw the worried look on her face.
And said nothing. Molina, Sitting beside her, looked impatient, uncomfortable.

"I cdl Dr. Victor Molinato the stand,” said the prosecutor, with the air of amagician pulling arabbit out
of hishat.

Molinagot to hisfeet and walked dowly to the witness chair; he tried to make asmilefor Bracknell but
grimaced instead.

Once again, the prosecutor spent severd minutes establishing Molinas credentials and his position on the
project. Then he asked:

"Y ou left the skytower project before it was completed, did you not?”

"Yes | did,” ssid Molina

"Why isthat?'

Molina hesitated amoment, his eyesflicking toward Brackndl and Lara, sitting behind him.
"Personal reasons,”" he answered.

"Could you be more specific?'

Again Molinahestated. Then, drawing in abreath, he replied, "l wasn't certain that the Structures
produced by my gengineered microbes were sufficiently strong to stand the stresses imposed by the
tower."

Bracknell blinked and stirred like aman coming out of acoma. "That's not true," he whispered, more to
himsdf thanto hislawvyers.

But Molinawas going on, "I wanted more testing, more checking to make sure that the structure would
be safe. But the project director wouldn't doit."

"The project director was Mr. Mance Bracknell," asked the prosecuting attorney needlesdy. "The
accused?’



"Yes" said Malina. "Heinssted that we push ahead before the necessary tests could be done.”
Brackndll said to hisattorney, "That's not true!” Turning to Lara, he said, "That isn't what happened!”

The chief judge, sitting flanked by his two robed associates at the high banc of polished mahogany,
tapped his stylus on the desktop. "The accused will remain silent,” he said sternly. "1 will tolerate no
disruptionsin thiscourt.”

"Thank you, Y our Honor," said the prosecutor. Then he turned back to Molina, in the witness chair.
"So the accused disregarded your warnings about the safety problems of the tower?”
Molinaglanced toward Bracknell, then looked away. "Y es, hedid.”

"He'slying!" Brackndl said to hislawyer. Jumping to hisfeet, he shouted to Maling, "Victor, why areyou
lying?”

Hislawyer pulled him back down onto his chair while the chief judge leveled an accusatory Stare a
Brackndll. "1 warn you, sir: another such outburst and you will be removed from this courtroom.”

"What difference would that make?' Bracknd | sngpped. "Y ou've convicted me dready."

The judge nodded to the pair of burly soldiers standing to one side of the banc. They pushed past the
attorney on Bracknell'sleft and grabbed him by hisarms, hauling him to hisfest.

He turned to glance back at Laraasthey dragged him out of the courtroom. She was smiling. Smiling!
Bracknd| fdlt his guts churn with sudden hatred.

Larawatched them hustle Mance out of the courtroom, smiling as she thought, At least he'swaking up.
He's not just Sitting there and accepting al the blame. He's starting to defend himself. Or trying to.

THEVERDICT

Thetrid proceeded swiftly. With Bracknell watching the proceedings on video from alocked and
guarded room on the other side of the courthouse, the prosecuting attorney called in along line of
engineers and other technica expertswho testified that the skytower wasinherently dangerous.

"No matter what safety precautions may or may not have been taken," declared the somber, gray-haired
dean of the technology ethics department of Heidelberg University, "such a structure poses an
unacceptable danger to the global environment, aswe can dl seefrom thisterrible tragedy. Itsvery
exigenceisamenaceto theworld.” Bracknell's attorney called in technica witnesses, aso, who testified
that al the specifications and engineering details of the skytower showed that the structure had been built
well within tolerable limits.

"| persondly reviewed the plans before construction ever sarted,” said the grizzled, square-faced
professor of engineering from Caltech. "The plan for that tower was sound.”

"Yet it fl!" snapped the prosecutor, on cross-examination. "It collgpsed and killed millions.”

"That shouldn't have happened,” said the Caltech professor. "It shouldn't have happened,” the prosecutor
repeated, "if the actua congtruction followed the plans.”

"I'm sureit did,” the professor replied.

"Did the plans cdll for nanotechnology to be employed in manufacturing the structurd e ements?”



"No, but-"
"Thank you. | have no further questions.”

AsBracknell sat and seethed in hislocked room, the prosecution built its case swiftly and surely. There
were hardly any of the skytower crew |eft dive to testify to the soundness of the tower's construction.
And when they did the prosecutor harped back to the use of nanotechnology.

"Cal Victor back to the stand,” Bracknell urged his atorney with white-hot fury. " Cross-examine him.
Makehimtdl thetruth!"

"That wouldn't bewise," the old man said. "There's no sense reminding the judges that you used
nanomeachines”

"l didn't! They were naturd organismg!”
"Geneticdly modified."
"But that doesn't make any difference!™

The atorney shook hishead sadly. "If | put Molina back in the witness stand and he sticksto hisstory, it
will destroy you.”

"If you don't, I'm destroyed anyway."

The hardest part of thetrid, for Bracknell, was the fact that the judges would not let him see anyone
except hisattorneys. Every day he sat in that stuffy little isolation room and watched Larain the
courtroom, with Molinanow at her sde. Shewould leave with Victor. On the morning that the verdict
was to be announced she arrived with Victor.

On that morning, before the proceedings began, the chief judge stepped into Bracknell's isolation room,
flanked by two soldiers armed with heavy black pistols at their hips. After weeksof viewing himonly in
his black robe up on his high banc, Bracknell was mildly surprised to see that the man was very short and
stocky. His skin was light, but he was built like atypica mestizo. Hisface bore the heavy, sad features of
aman about to do something unpleasant.

Brackndll got to hisfeet asthe judge entered the little room.

Without preamble, the judge said in barely accented English, "I am to pass sentence on you this morning.
Canyou restrain yoursdf if | dlow you back into the courtroom?"

"Yes" sad Brackndll.
"I have your word of honor on that?'
Almost smiling, Brackndll replied, "If you believe that | have any honor, yes, you have my word."

Thejudge did not smile back. He nodded wearily. "Very well, then.” Turning, hetold the soldiersin rapid
Spanish to escort the prisoner into the courtroom.

The courtroom was jammed, Bracknell saw as he came in, escorted by the soldiers. From the video
screen in hisisolation room held been unable to see how many people attended the tria. Now he redlized
there were reporters and camerapersons from al over the world wedged aong both sde walls. The
benches were packed with people, most of them dour, dark Ecuadorianswho stared a him with
loathing. Looking for my blood, Bracknell redlized.



Larajumped to her feet as he entered; Molinarose more dowly. Both of Bracknell's attorneys stood up,
too, looking asif they were atending afunera. They are, Bracknell thought. Once he got to his chair
Laraleaned across the mahogany railing separating them and threw her arms around his neck.

"I'mwith you, darling," she whispered into his ear. "No matter what happens, I'm with you.”

Bracknd | drank in the warmth of her body, the scent of her. But his eyes bore into Molinas, who glared
back angrily a him.

Why isVictor sore at me? Brackndl | asked himsdlf. What's he got to be pissed about? He betrayed me;
| haven't done anything to him.

"Everyone stand,” called the court announcer.

Thejudgesfiled in, their robes looking newer and darker than Bracknell remembered them. Their faces
were dark, too.

Once everyone was properly seated, the chief judge picked up asingle sheet of paper from the desk
before him. Bracknell noted that his hand trembled dightly.

"The prisoner will gand.”
Bracknell got to hisfeet, feding asif he were about to face afiring squad.

"It isthe judgment of this court that you, Mance Bracknell, are responsible for the deaths of more than
four million human souls, and the destruction of many hundreds of billions of dollarsin property.”

Brackndll felt nothing. It was asif he were outside his own body, watching this foreordained dramafrom
afar distance.

"Since your crime was not willful murder, the death sentence will not be considered.”

A dtir rippled through the packed courtroom. "He killed my whole family!" awoman's voice screeched in
Spanish.

"Silence!” roared the judge, with a power in hisvoice that tilled the crowd. "Thisisacourt of justice.
Thelaw will prevall."

The courtroom went absolutely silent.

"Mance Brackndll, you have been found guilty of more than four million counts of negligent homicide. Itis
the decision of this court that you be exiled from this planet Earth forever, so that you can never again
threeten the lives of innocent men, women, and children.”

Brackndll's knees sagged beneath him. He leaned on the tabletop for support.
"Thiscaseisclosed,” sad thejudge.

BOOK 11

EXILED

Bewarethefury of a patient man.

LEAVING EARTH



They wasted no time hustling Bracknell off the planet. Within two days of histrid'sinevitable concluson,
asguad of hard-faced soldierstook him from his prison cdll to avan and out to the Quito airport, where
aClippership waswaiting to carry himinto orhit.

Thearport looked relatively undamaged, Bracknell saw from the window of the van, except for the big
plywood sheets where the sweeping windows had been. It's awonder the crash didn't trigger
earthquakes, he thought.

The soldiers marched him through the terminal building, people turning to stare at him asthey strode to
the Clippership gate. Bracknell was not shackled, not even handcuffed, but everyone recognized him. He
saw thelook in their eyes, the expressions on their faces: hatred, anger, even fear-asif he were amonster
that terrified their nightmares.

Larawaswaiting at the terminal gate, wearing black, asif she were atending afunerd. Sheis, Bracknell
thought. Mine.

She rushed to him and leaned her head againgt his chest. Brackndll felt awkward, with the grim-faced
soldiersflanking him. He did hisarms around her waist hesitantly, tentatively, then suddenly clung to her
like adrowning man clutching alife preserver.

"Darling, I'll go out to the Belt with you," Larasaid, dl in agush. "Wherever they send you, I'll go there
too."

He pushed her back away from him. "No! Y ou can't throw away your life. They're putting mein some
sort of apena colony; you won't be alowed there.”

"But|-"

"Go back home. Live your life. Forget about me. I'm adead man. Dead and gone. Don't throw away
your lifeon acorpse.”

"No, Mance, | won't let you-"
He shoved her roughly and turned to the soldier on hisleft. "Let'sgo. Andale!”
Laralooked shocked, her eyes wide, her mouth open in protest.

"Andale!" he repeated to the soldiers, louder, and started walking toward the gate. They rushed to catch
up with him. He did not dare look back at Lara as the soldiers marched him into the access tunnel that
led to the Clippership's hatch. Hislast sight of her was the stunned look on her face. He didn't want to
seethetearsfilling her eyes, the hopeessness. He felt wretched enough for both of them.

The access tunnel was smooth windowless plagtic. A birth canal, Bracknell thought. I'm being born into
another life. Everything | had, everything and everyone| knew, isbehind me now. I'm leaving my life
behind me and entering hell.

And then he saw the bulky form of Rev. Danvers standing at the end of the tunndl, blocking the
Clippership hatch. The minister was also in black, he looked downcast, sorrowful, dmost guilty.

Bracknell felt awave of fury burn through his guts. Damned ignorant viper. Frightened of anything new,
anything different. He's happy that the tower failed, but he'strying to put on a sympathetic face.

Bracknedll waked right up to Danvers. "Don't tell me you're going out to the Belt with me.”



Danver'sface reddened. "No, | hadn't intended to. But if you fedl the need for spiritual consolation,
perhaps|-"

With abitter laugh, Brackndl said, "Don't worry, | wasonly joking."
"I can contact the New Moradlity office at Ceres on your behdf," Danvers suggested.
Brackndll wanted to spit out, "Goto hell,” but he bit hislip and said nothing.

"You'l need spiritua comfort out there,”" Danvers said, hisvoice low, almost trembling. "Y ou don't have
to beaonein your time of tribulation.”

"Isthat what you came hereto tell me? That | can have some pious psalm singer dronein my ear? Some
consolation!”

"No," Danvers said, his heavy head sinking dightly. "I cameto ... to tell you how sorry | am that things
have worked out the way they have."

"Sureyou are.”

"I am. Truly | am. When | reported to my superiors about your using nanotechnology, | was merely doing
my duty. | had no persona animosity toward you. Quite the opposite.”

Despite hisanger Brackndll could see the distressin Danverss flushed face. Some of the fury leached out
of him.

"I had noideaiit would lead to this," Danverswas going on, dmost blubbering. Y ou must believe me, |
never wanted to cause harm to you or anyone dse.”

"Of coursenot,” Bracknell said tightly.

"l was merely doing my duty.”

"Sure”

One of the soldiers prodded Bracknell's back.
"I've got to get aboard,” he said to Danvers.
"I'll pray for you."

"Yesh. Dothat."

They left Danvers at the hatch and entered the Clippership. Itscircular passenger compartment was
empty: twenty rows of seats arranged two by two with an aide down the middle. Instead of flight
attendants, two marshas with stun wands strapped to their hips were standing just insde the hatch.

"Take any seat you like, Mr. Bracknell," said the taller of the two men.

"Thisflightisexclusvely for you," said the other, with asmirk. "Courtesy of Masterson Aerospace
Corporation and the Internationa Court of Justice."

Bracknel fought down an urgeto punch himin his smug face. He looked around the circular
compartment, then chose one of the few seats that was next to awindow. One of the soldiers sat next to
him, the other directly behind him.



It took nearly half an hour before the Clippership was reedy for launch. Bracknell saw there was avideo
screen on the seat back in front of him. He ignored its bland presentation of a Masterson Aerospace
documentary and peered out the little window at the workers moving around the blast-blackened
concrete pad on which the rocket vehicle stood. He heard thumps and clangs, the gurgling of what he
took to be rocket propellant, then the screen showed a brief video about safety and takeoff procedures.

Bracknell braced himsdlf for the rocket engines ignition. They lit off with ademon'sroar and hefelt an
invisble hand pressing him down into the thickly cushioned sest. The ground fell away and he could see
the whole airport, then the towers and squares of Quito, and finally the long black snake of the fallen
skytower lying acrossthe hilly land like adead and blasted dream.

It was only then that he burst into tears.
IN TRANSIT

Although Brackndll's Clippership ride from Quito to orbit was exclusvely for him, the vehicle they
transferred him to held many other convicts.

It was not atorch ship, the kind of fuson-driven vessel that could accelerate al the way out to the Belt
and makeit to Ceresin lessthan aweek. Bracknell was put aboard a freighter named Alhambra, an old,
dow bucket that spent months coasting from Earth out to the Belt.

Hisfdlow prisoners were mostly men exiled for one crime or another, heading for alife of mining the
agteroids. Bracknell counted three murderers (one of them a sullen, drug-raddled woman), four thieves of
various accomplishments, sSix embezzlers and other white-collar crooks, and an even dozen otherswho
had been convicted of sexud crimesor violations of religious authority.

The captain of the freighter obvioudy did not like ferrying convictsto the Belt, but it paid more than going
out empty to pick up ores. The prisoners were marched into the unused cargo hold, which had been
fitted out with old, rusting cots and arow of portabletoilets. It was big, bare metal womb with walls
scuffed and scratched by years worth of heavy wear. The narrow, sagging metal-framed cots were
bolted to the floor, the row of toilet cubicleslined onewall. As soon asthe Alhambra broke orbit and
garted on itslong, coasting journey to the Belt, the captain addressed his " passengers' over the ship's
video intercom.

"l am Captain Farad," he announced. In the lone screen fixed high overhead in the hold, Bracknell and
the others could see that the captain's lean, salow face was set in asour, stubbly scowl that clearly
showed his contempt for his " passengers.”

"| givethe orders aboard this vessal and you obey them,” he went on. "If you don't give me any troublel
won't give you any trouble. But if you start any trouble, if you're part of any trouble, if you're just only
near trouble when it happens, I'll have you jammed into a spacesuit and put outside on the end of a
tether and that's the way you'll ride out to Ceres."

The convicts mumbled and glowered up at the screen. Bracknell thought that the captain meant every
word of what held said quiteliterally.

Even with that warning, the journey was not entirely peaceful. There were no private accommodations for
the convicts aboard the freighter; they were smply locked into the empty cargo hold. Within aday, the
hold stank of urine and vomit.

Alhambra'’s living module rotated dowly at the end of afive-kilometer tether, with itslogisticsand
smelting modules on the other end, so that there was afeding of nearly Earth-level gravity insde. Medls



were served by simple-minded robots that could neither be bribed nor coerced. Bracknell did hisbest to
stay apart from dl the others, including the women convicted of prostitution, who went unashamedly from
cot to cot once the overhead lights had been turned down for the night.

Stll, it wasimpossible to live in peace. His mind buzzed constantly with the memory of al hed lost: Lara,
especidly. Hisdreamswerefilled with visons of the skytower collgpsing, of the millionswho had been
killed, al of them risng from their graves and pointing accusing skeletd fingersat him. Wheredid it go
wrong? Bracknell asked himsdlf, over and over and over again. The questionstortured him. The structure
was sound, heknew it was. Y et it had failed. Why? Had some unusually powerful eectrica current in the
ionosphere snapped the connector links at the geostationary level? Should | have put more insulation up
at that level? What did | do wrong?What did | do?

It was his dreams-nightmares, redlly-that got him into trouble. More than once he was awvakened roughly
by one of the other convicts, angry that his moaning was keeping dl those around his cot from deeping.

"Y ou sound like afuckin' baby," snarled one of the angry men, "cryin' and ydlin'."
"Yeah," said another. " Shut your mouth or well shut it for you.”

For severd nights Bracknell tried to force himself to stay awake, but eventualy hefell adeep and once he
did his haunting dreams returned.

Suddenly he was being yanked off his cot, punched and kicked by atrio of angry men. Bracknell tried to
defend himself, he fought back and unexpectedly found himself enjoying the pain and the blood and the
fury as he smashed their snarling faces, grabbed a man by the hair and banged his head off the metd rall
of his cot, kneed another in the groin and pounded him in the kidneys. More men swarmed over him and
he went down, but he was hitting, kicking, biting, until he blacked ouit.

When he awoke he was strapped down in a bunk. Through swollen, blood-encrusted eyes he redized
that thismust be the ship'sinfirmary. It smdled like ahospitd: disinfectant and crisply clean sheets. No
onedsewasin sight. Medica monitors beeped softly above his head. Every part of hisbody ached
miserably. When hetried to lift hishead a shock of pain ran the length of hisspine.

"Y ou've got a couple of broken ribs" said arough voice from behind him.

The captain sepped into hisview. "Y ou're Bracknell, en?'Y ou put up agood fight, I'll say that much for
you." Hewasasmdl man, lean and lithe, his skin an ashen light tan, the stubble on his unshaved face
mostly gray. A scar marred his upper lip, making him look asif he were perpetudly snarling. His hair was
pulled back off hisface and tied into alittle queue.

Bracknell tried to ask what happened, but hislips were so swollen hiswords were terribly durred.

"I reviewed the fight on the video monitor,” the captain said, frowning down at him. "Infrared images. Not
asclear asvigblelight, but good enough for the likes of you scum.”

"I'm not scum,” Bracknell said thickly.
"No? Y ou killed more people than the guys who were pounding you ever did."
Bracknell turned his head away from the captain's accusing eyes.

"l was an investor in Skytower Corporation,” the captain went on. "l was going to retire and live off my
profits. Now I'm broke. A lifetime's savings wiped out because you screwed up the engineering. What'd
you do, shave afew megabucks on the structure so you could skim the money for yourself?"



It wasdl Brackndl could do to murmur, "No."

"Not much, I'll bet." The captain stared down at Bracknell, unconcedled loathing in his eyes. "The guys
who jumped you areriding outside, just as| promised troublemakers would. Y ou'd be out there, too,
except | don't have enough suits."”

Bracknel said nothing.

"Y ou'll spend therest of theflight here, intheinfirmary,” said the captain. "Think of it as solitary
confinement.”

"Thanks" Brackndl muttered.

"I'm not doing thisfor you," the captain snapped. "Long asyou'rein the hold with the rest of those
savagesyou're going to be alightning rod. It be aquieter ridewith you in here.”

"Y ou could have let them kill me"

"Yeah, | could have. But | get paid for every live body | deliver at Ceres. Corpses don't make money for
rrell

With that, the captain |eft. Brackndll lay done, strapped into the bunk. When his nightmares came there
was no one to be bothered by his screams.

CERES

Asthe weeks dragged by, Brackndl's ribs and other injuries dowly heded. The ship's physician-an
exotic-looking, dark-skinned young Hindu woman-alowed him to get up from the bunk and walk stiffly
around the narrow confines of the infirmary. She brought him hismedls, saring at him through lowered
lasheswith her big liquid eyes.

Once, when he woke up screaming in the middle of the night, the physician and the captain both burst
into the tiny infirmary and sedated him with a hypospray. He dept dreamlesdy for aday and ahalf.

After weeks of being tended by this silent physician with her dmond eyes and subtle perfume, Bracknell
redlized, My god, even in awrinkled, faded set of doppy coverdls she looks sexy. He thought of Lara
and wondered what she was doing now, how she was putting together the shattered pieces of her life.
The physician never spoke aword to him and Bracknell said nothing to her beyond a half-whispered
"Thank you" when sheld bring in atray of food. The young woman was obvioudy wary of him, dmost
frightened. If | touch her and she screams I'll end up outside in a spacesuit, trying to Stay dive onliquids
and canned air, hetold himsdif.

At last one day, when he was walking normally again, he blurted, "May | ask you something?”’
Shelooked startled for amoment, then nodded wordlessly.

"Why put the troublemakers outsde?' Bracknell asked. "Wouldn't it be easier to dope them with
psychotropics?'

The young woman hesitated a heartbest, then said, " Such drugs are very expensive.”

"But | should think the government would provide them for security purposes, to keep the prisoners
quiet.”

A longer hesitation thistime, then, "Y es, they do. My father sdlsthe drugs at Ceres. They fetch agood



pricethere.”

"Y our father?'

"The captain. Heismy father."

Holy lord! Bracknell thought. Good thing | haven't touched her. I'd arrive in Ceresin abody bag.
The next morning the captain himsdlf carried in hisfood tray and stayed to talk.

"Shetold you I'm her father," he said, standing by the bunk as Bracknell picked at the tray on hislap.
" She reports everything to you, doesn't she?' Bracknell replied.

"She doesn't haveto. | watch you on the monitor when she'sin here.”

"Oh. | see”

"Sodo . Every breath you draw. Remember that."

"She doesn't look like you.”

The captain's scarred lip curled into acold sneer. "Her mother was aHindu. Met her in Delhi when | was
running Clipperships there from the States. Once her parents found out she had married aMudim they
threw her out of their home."

"YoureaMudim?'
"All my life. My father and hisfather, too."
"And you married aHindu."

"InIndia. Very tight Stuation. | wanted to take her back to the States but she was trying to get her
parents to gpprove of our marriage. They wouldn't budge. | knew that, but she kept on trying.”

"Isyour wife on the ship, too?"

Without even an eyeblink’s hesitation the captain answered, " Shewaskilled in the food riots back in
'sxty-four. That'swhere| got thislip.”

Brackndl didn't know what to say. He stared down at histray.
"My daughter says| shouldn't be so hard on you."

Looking up into the captain’s cold stone gray eyes, Brackndll said, "I think you've been treating me pretty
wdl."

"Doyou.”
"Y ou could have let them kill me, back inthe hold."
"And lost themoney | get when | deliver you? No way."

There didn't seem to be anything else to say. Bracknell picked up his plastic fork. Then aquestion arose
inhismind.



"How did you bresk up the fight?1 mean, how'd you stop them from killing me?*

With a sardonic huff, the captain said, " Soon's the automated alarm woke me up and | looked at the
monitor, | turned down the air pressure in the hold until you all passed out. Brought it down to about four
thousand meters equivadent, Earth value.”

Bracknd| couldn't help grinning at him. "Good thing none of those guys were from the Andes.”

"I'd've just lowered the pressure until everybody dropped,” the captain evenly. "Might cause some brain
damage, but | get paid to ddiver live bodies, regardiess of their mental capacities.”

Alhambra arrived at Ceres at last and Bracknell was marched with the other convicts through the ship's
arlock and into the Chrysalis |1 habitat.

The mining community that had grown at Ceres had built the habitat that orbited the asteroid. It wasa
mammoth ring-shaped structure that rotated so that there was afeding of gravity ingde: the sameleve as
the Moon's, one-sixth of Earth normal.

Stumbling, walking hatingly in the unaccustomedly low gravity, the twenty-six men and women wereled
by aquartet of guardsin cora-red coverdlsinto what looked to Brackndll like an auditorium. There was
araised platform at one end and rows of seats along the carpeted floor. The guards motioned with their
stun wands for the prisonersto sit down. Most of them took seats toward the rear of the auditorium
while the guards stationed themsalves at the exits. Bracknell went down to the third row; no one ese had
chosen to Sit so close to the stage.

For afew minutes nothing happened. Bracknell could hear half-whispered conversations behind him. The
auditorium looked clean, sparkling, even though itswalls and ceiling were baretile. It even smelled new
and fresh, although he redlized the scent could be piped in through the air circulation system.

Just asthe pitch of the chatter behind started to rise to the level of impatience, ahuge mountain of a
shaggy, red-haired man strode out onto the stage. Bracknell expected to see the stage's floorboards sag
under hisweight, even inthe lunar-leve gravity.

"My name's George Ambrose," he said, in asurprisingly sweet tenor voice. "'For some obscure reason
folks 'round here call me Big George.”

A few wary laughs from the convicts.

"For my sins|'ve been eected chief administrator of this habitat. It'slike bein' the mayor or the governor.
Top dog. Which means everybody dropstheir fookin' problemsin my lap.”

Like the guards, George Ambrose wore coral-red coverdls, athough hislooked old and more than
dightly faded. His brick-red hair was awild thatch that merged with an equaly thick beard.

Pointing at his audience, Ambrose continued, "Y ou blokesve been sent here because you were found
guilty of crimes. Each of you has been sentenced to a certain length of what they call pend servitude.
That means you work for peanuts or less. Okay. | don't like havin' my home serve as a pend colony, but
the powers-that-be back Earthside don't know what else to do with you. They sure don't want you
anywhere near them!"

No one laughed.

"Okay. Heresthe way we work it herein the Belt. We don't give a shit about your past. What'sdoneis
done. Y ou're here and you're gonnawork for the length of your sentence. Some of you got life, so you're



gonnastay hereinthe Bdt. Therest of you, if youwork hard and keep your arses clean, you'll be ableto
go home with aclear file once you've served your time. Y ou can't get rgjuvenation tretments while
you're serving time, of course, but we can rejuve you soon's your time's been served, if you can afford it.
Fair enough?'

Bracknell heard muttering behind him. Then someone caled out, Do we get any choicein thejobswe
oe?

Ambrose's shaggy browsrose dightly. " Some. We've got miners and other employersal acrossthe Belt
reviewin' your files. Some of ‘em will make requestsfor you. If you get more'n one request you can take
your choice. Only one, then you're stuck with it."

A deep, heavy voice asked, "Suppose | don't get any?'

"Then I'll have to ded with you,” Ambrosereplied. "Don't worry, there's plenty of work to be done out
here. Y ou won't st around doin’ nothing.”

I'm herefor life, Bracknell said to himsdlf. I'll have to make alife for myself out herein the Belt. Maybe
it'sagood thing that | won't be alowed any rejuvenation treatments. I'll just get old and die out here.

JOB OFFER

Therest of the day, the convicts were led through medica exams and psychologica interviews, then
shown to the quartersthey would live in until assigned to ajob. Bracknell noted that each of the prisoners
obeyed the guards instructions without objection. Thisisal new to them, and they don't know what to
make of it, he thought. There's no sense making trouble and there's no place for them to run to. We're
millions of klicksfrom Earth now; tens of millions of kilometers.

They were served a decent medl in a cafeteriathat had been cleared of dl itsregular customers. No
mixing with thelocal population, Brackndll realized. Not yet, at least.

At the end of thelong, strangely tense day, the guards led them down along corridor faced with blank
doors and assigned them to their deeping quarters, two to a compartment. Bracknell was paired with a
frail-looking older man, white haired and with skin that looked like creased and crumpled parchment.

The door closed behind them. He heard thelock click. Surveying the compartment, Bracknell saw apair
of bunks, abuilt-in desk and bureau, afolding door that opened onto the lavatory.

"Not bad," said his companion. He went to the lower bunk and sat on it possessively. "Kinda plush, after
that bucket we rode herein."

Bracknd | nodded tightly. "I'll take the upper bunk.”

"Good. | got afear of heights." The older man got up and went to the bureau. Opening the top drawer he
exclamed, "Look! They even got jammiesfor ugd”

Trying to place the man's accent, Bracknell asked, "Y ou're British?"
Frowning, the man replied, "Boston Irish. My name's Fennelly.”
Bracknell extended hishand. "I'm-"

"I know who you are. Y ou're the screamer.”

Fedling embarrassed, Bracknell admitted, "I have nightmares.”



"I'm apretty heavy deeper. Maybe that's why they put usin together.”

"Maybe," Bracknell said.

"Y ou'rethe guy from the skytower, aintcha."

"That'sright."

"They arrested mefor lewd and lascivious behavior," said Fennelly, with an exaggerated wink. "I'm gay."
"Homosexud ?'

"That's right, kiddo. Watch your asst" And Fennelly cackled as he walked to the lavatory, nearly
sumbling inthelight gravity.

In the top bunk with the lights out and the faintly glowing ceiling abare meter above his head, Brackndll
suddenly redlized the ludicrous-ness of it al. Fennelly's down there wondering if I'm going to keep him up
al night with my nightmares and I'm up here worried that he might try to make apassat me. It was
amog laughable.

If he did dream, Bracknell remembered nothing of it in the morning. They were awvakened by a
synthesized voice caling through the intercom, "Breskfast in thirty minutesin the cafeteria. Directionsare
posted on the display screensin the corridor.”

The scrambled eggs were mediocre, but better than the fare they had gotten on the Alhambra. After
breakfast the same quartet of guards took the convicts, one by one, to job interviews. Bracknell watched
them leave the cafeteria until he was the only person left sitting at the long tables.

No one wants to take me on, he thought. I'm a pariah. Sitting alone with nothing to do, his mind drifted
back to the skytower and its collapse, and the mockery of atrial that had condemned him to alife of
exile. And Victor's betrayd. It was Victor's testimony that convicted me, he thought. Then hetold
himsdlf, No, you were judged and sentenced before the first minute of thetria. But Victor did betray
you, ingsted avoicein hismind. He sat there and lied. Deliberately.

Why?Why?He was my friend. Why did he turn on me?

And Danvers. He reported to his New Morality superiors that we were using nanotechnology. In league
with the devil, asfar as he's concerned. Did the New Mordity have something to do with the tower's
collapse? Did they sabotage the skytower? No, they couldn't have. They wouldn't have. But somebody
did. Suddenly Bracknell was convinced of it. Somebody deliberately sabotaged the tower! It couldn't
have collapsed by itself. The construction was sound. Somebody sabotaged it.

One of the guards regppeared at the cafeterias double doors and crooked afinger at him. Bracknell got
to hisfeet and followed the guard down another corridor-or maybe it was merely an extension of the
passageway held gone through earlier. It wasimpossible to get afeding for the size or scope of this
habitat from the insde, and he and hisfellow convicts had not been alowed an outside view.

There were other people moving aong this corridor, men in shirts and trousers, women wearing skirted
dresses or blouses and dacks. He saw only afew in coveralls. They al looked asif they had someplace
to go, sometask to accomplish. That'swhat | must have looked like, back before the accident, Bracknell
thought. Back when | had alife.

But it wasn't an accident, whispered avoicein his head. It wasn't your fault. The tower was deliberately
destroyed.



He saw names on the doors lining both sides of the corridors. Some of the doors were open, revealing
offices or conference rooms. Thisiswhere they run this habitat, he redlized. Why isthis guard bringing
me here?

They stopped at adoor marked chief administrator. The guard opened it without knocking. Insdewas a
szable office: severa deskswith young men and women busily whispering into lip mikes. Their display
screens showed charts and graphsin vivid colors. They glanced up at him and the guard, then quickly
returned their attention to their work.

Gesturing for him to follow, the guard led Bracknell past their desks and to an inner door. No name onit.
Again the guard opened it without knocking. It was obvioudy an anteroom. A matronly looking woman
with short-cropped slver hair sat a the only desk, holding a conversation in low tones with another
woman'simagein her display screen. Beyond her desk was still another door, also unmarked.

She looked up and, without missing a besat of her conversation, touched a button on her phone console.
Theinner door popped open afew centimeters. The guard shooed Brackndll to it.

Pushing the door al the way open, Bracknell saw George Ambrose sitting behind a desk that looked too
small for hisbulk, like aman dtting at achild's play desk. He was speaking to his desktop screen.

"Comeoninand st down," Ambrose said. "Bewith you inasec.” Turning his gazeto his desktop screen
he said, "Savefile. Clear screen.”

The display went dark as Bracknell took the contoured chair in front of the desk. It gave dightly under
hisweight. Ambrose swiveled his high-backed chair to face Brackndl squarely.

"I've got amessage for you," Ambrose said.
"From Lara?"

Shaking his shaggy head, Ambrose said, "Convicts aren't dlowed messages from Earthside, normaly.
But thisoneisfrom some New Morality bloke, the Reverend Elliott Danvers.”

"Oh." The surge of hope that Bracknell felt faded away.

"D'you want to seeit in privacy?"

"No, it doesn't matter."

Pointing to thewal on Bracknell'sright, Ambrose said, "Okay, then, hereitis.”

Danvers dightly bloated, dightly flushed face gppeared on the wal screen. Bracknell felt hisinnards
tighten.

"Mance-if you don't mind me calling you by your first name-1 hope this message finds you well and
hedlthy after your long journey to Ceres. | know thisisatime of turmoil and anguish for you, but | want
you to redlize that you are not aone, not forgotten. In your hour of need, you may call on me. Whenever
you fed the need of council, or prayer, or even just the need to hear afamiliar voice, call me. The New
Mordity will pay the charges. Cdl me whenever you wish."

Danverssimage disappeared, replaced by the cross-and-scroll logo of the New Morality.

Bracknd |l stared at the screen for afew heartbeats, then turned back to Ambrose. "That's the entire
message?"



Nodding, "Looksit. | di'n't openit till you got here."

Brackndl said nothing.

"D'you want to send an answer? It'll take about an hour to reach Earth.”
"No. No answer."

"You sure?!

"That man'stestimony helped convict me."

Ambrose shook hisred-maned head. "Way it looks to me, you were convicted before thetria even
started. They needed a scapegoat. Can't have four million deaths and chalk it up asan act of god.”

Bracknd| stared at the man. It was difficult to tell the color of his eyes beneath those bushy red brows.
"Well, anyway," Ambrose said more cheerfully, "I got ajob offer for you."

"A job offer?’

"Only one. You're not aredly popular fela, y'’know."

"That meansI'll have to take the job whether | want to or not.”

" 'Fraid s0."

Taking in abreath, Brackndll asked, "What isit?’

"Skipper of the ship you camein on. Says he needs anew third mate."

Blinking with surprise, Bracknell said, "' don't know much about spacecraft.”

"Youll learn on thejob. It'sagood offer, alot better than spendin’ haf your lifein asuit runnin' nanobugs
on some chunk o' rock."

"The captain of the Alhambra asked for me? Me, specificaly?’

"Thet hedid."

"Why on Earth would he do that?* Bracknell wondered.

"Y ou're not on Earth, mate. Take thejob and be glad of it. Y ou got no choice.”
THEBELT

At first Brackndl haf-thought, haf-feared, that hed been brought to the Alhambra to become a husband
for the captain's daughter. Hisfirst day aboard the ship disabused him of that notion.

Bracknell was taken from the habitat by one of the corad-uniformed guards to an airlock, where he
retraced his steps of afew days earlier and returned to the Alhambra. The captain was standing at the
other end of the connector tunnel with his hands clasped behind his back, waiting for him with a sour
expresson on hislean, palid face.

"I'm taking you on against my better judgment,” said the captain as he walked with Bracknell toward the
ship's bridge. Bracknell saw that he gripped astun wand in hisright hand. "Only the fact that my third



man jumped his contract and took off for Earthside has made me desperate enough to do this."
Brackndll began, "I appreciate-"

"You will addressme as Sir or Captain,” the captain interrupted. " The computers do most of the
brainwork aboard ship, but you will sill haveto learn astrogation, logistics, communiceations, propulsion,
and life support. If you goof off or prove too stupid to master these subjects I'll sall you off to thefirst
work gang on thefirst rock we rendezvous with. Isthat clear?"

"Perfectly clear," said Bracknell. Then, seeing the captain's eyesflare, he hastily added, "Sir."

Captain Farad stopped at adoor in the corridor. "Thisisyour quarters. Y ou will maintainit in shipshape
condition a al times. Youll find clothing in there. It should fit you; if it doesnt, ater it. I'll expect you on
the bridge, ready to begin your duties, in haf an hour."

"Yes, gr," sad Brackndll.

Alhambra departed Ceresthat day, heading deeper into the Belt to begin picking up metals and mineras
from mining crews at various asteroids. For the next several weeks Brackndll studied the computer'sfiles
on al hewas supposed to learn, and took regular stints of duty on the bridge, ways under the sternly
watchful eyes of Captain Farad. He saw nothing of the captain's daughter.

He spent virtually dl of his spare time learning about the ship and its systems. Like most degp-space
vessds, Alhambra consisted of two modules balanced on either side of afive-kilometer-long buckybdll
tether, rotating to produce an artificid gravity ingde them. One module held the crew's quarters and the
cargo hold that was often used to hold convicts outward bound to the Belt. The other module contained
supplies and what had once been asmdlter facility. The smelter had become usdless since the
introduction of nanomachinesto reduce asteroids to purified metals and mineras.

The captain assigned Brackndll to the communications console &t firdt. It was highly automated; all
Bracknell had to do was watch the screens and make certain that there was dways a steaming mug of
coffeein the receptacle built into the left arm of the captain's command chair.

Through the round ports set into the bridge's bulkhead Bracknell could see outside: nothing but dark
emptiness out there. The deeply tinted quartz windows cut out al but the brightest stars. There were
plenty of them to see, but somehow they seemed to accentuate the cold darkness out there rather than
dleviateit. No Moon in that empty sky. No warmth or comfort. For days on end he didn't even seean
agteroid, despite being in the thick of the so-called Belt.

Brackndll didn't see the captain's daughter either until the day one of the crew's family got injured.

He was gazing morosely through the port at the endless emptiness out there when an darm started
hooting, Sartling him like a sudden e ectric shock.

"What's going on there, Number Three?" the captain growled.

Bracknd| saw that one of the keys on his console was blinking red. He leaned athumb on it and his
center screen showed two women kneeling beside the unconscious body of what appeared to be a
teenaged boy. His face was covered with blood.

"Weve had an accident!" one of the women was shouting, looking up into the camera set far above her.
"Emergency! We need help down herel”

"What the hell's going on over there?" the captain growled. Pointing at Bracknell, he commanded, " Get



into asuit and go acrossto them.”
"Me?" he piped.

"No, Jesus Christ and the twelve gpostles. Y ou, dammit! Get moving! Takeamedica kit and aVRrig.
Addiewill handle whatever medical aid the kid needs.”

That was how Bracknell |earned the name of the captain's daughter: Addie.

He jumped from his comm console chair and loped to the main airlock. It took severa minutesfor him to
wriggleinto one of the nanofabric spacesuits stored in the lockers there, and minutes morefor himto
locate the medicdl kit and virtual redlity rig stored nearby. Through the ship'sintercom the captain swore
and yelled at him every microsecond of thetime.

"The kid could bleed to death by the time you get your dumb ass there!

It was scary riding the trolley along the five-kilometer-long tether that connected the ship'stwo rotating
units. Thetrolley was nothing more than a platform with aminuscule eectric motor propeling it. With
nothing protecting him except the flimsy nanofiber suit, Bracknell et like aturkey wrapped in aplastic
bag inside a microwave oven. He knew that high-energy radiation was desting down on him from the
pale, distant Sun and the still-more-distant stars. He hoped that the suit's radiation protection was as
good asits manufacturer claimed.

At last he reached the smelter unit and clambered through its airlock hatch. He felt much safer inside.

Despiteits being unused for severd years, the smdter bay was il gritty and smeared with dark swaths

of sooty dust. As Bracknell pulled down the hood of his monomolecular-thin suit, a heavy, pungent odor
filled his nogtrils. The boy was semiconscious by the time Bracknell reached him. The two women were

il knedling by him. They had cleaned most of the blood from hisface.

Clamping the VR rig around his head o that its camerawas positioned just above his eyes, Bracknell
asked, "What happened?’

One of the women pointed to the catwalk that circled high above the smelting ovens. "Hefdll."
"How in theworld could hefal from up there?

The woman snapped, "He's ateenaged boy. He was playing agame with his brother.”
"Thank the Lord we're running at one-sixth g," said the other woman.

Then Brackndl heard the captain's daughter's voice in his earplug. " The bleeding seems stopped. We
mugt test to seeif he hasa concussion.”

For the better part of an hour Bracknell followed Addie'sinstructions. The boy had aconcussion, all
right, and a bad laceration on his scalp. Probably not afractured skull, but they would X-ray him once
they had him safely in theinfirmary. No other bones seemed to be broken, athough hisright knee was
badly swollen.

At Addi€'s direction he sprayed a bandage over the laceration and inflated atemporary splint onto the
leg. With the women's help he got the still-groggy kid into ananosuit. All three of them carried him to the
airlock and strapped him onto thetrolley.

Clinging to the trolley by ahandhold, Bracknell again rode the length of the ship's connecting tether,



surrounded by swarms of starsthat gazed unblinkingly down at him. And invisible radiation that could kill
himinaningant if his suit's protection failed. He tried not to think about that. He gazed at the stars and
wished he could appreciate their beauty. One of them was Earth, he knew, but he couldn't tell which one
itwas.

Addie and the captain were waiting for him at the airlock on the other end of the tether. Together they
carried the boy to the infirmary that had once been Brackndl'sisolation cell and left him in Addie's care.

"Wheat's ateenaged boy doing aboard the ship, captain?' Bracknell asked as he pedled himsealf out of the
nanosuit, back at the airlock.

"My number one sailswith hisfamily. They maketheir quartersin the old smelter. Chegper for him than
paying rent at Ceres, and hiswife's aboard to keep him company.”

A cozy arrangement, Brackndll thought. But boys can get themsalvesinto trouble. I'll bet they don't sail
with us on the next trip from Ceres.

"Y our shift on the bridgeisjust about finished,” the captain said gruffly, asthey headed back toward the
bridge. "Y ou might aswell go back to your quarters. | can get dong on the bridge without you."

It wasn't until hewas back in his quarters, after aquick stop at the galley for some hot soup, that
Bracknell redized hisduty shift sill had more than two hoursto run.

Was the captain being kind to me? he wondered.
PURGATORY

Hislife had no purpose, Bracknell realized. He breathed, he ate, he dept, he worked on the bridge of
Alhambra under the baleful scrutiny of Captain Farad. But why? What was the point of it? He lived for
no reason, no god, drifting through the cold dark emptiness of the Belt, sailing from one nameless chunk
of rock to another, meaninglessy. He was like an automaton, working his brain-numbingly dull tasksasif
under remote control while his mind churned the same agonizing visons over and over again: the tower,
the collapse, the crushed and bleeding bodies.

Sometimes he thought of Laraand wondered what she was doing. Then hewould tdl himsdlf that he
wanted her to forget him, to build anew lifefor hersalf. One of the terms of hisexile wasthat neither Lara
nor anyone e se hed known on Earth would be told where he was. He was cut off from dl
communication with hisformer friends and associates; he wastotally banished. For dl those who once
knew him on Earth, Mance Bracknell was dead and gone forever.

Except for Rev. Danvers. He got a message through to me; maybe helll accept amessage from me.
Bracknell tried to put that out of his mind. What good would it do to talk to the minister? Besides,
Danvers had helped to convict him. Maybe his call wasin response to aguilty conscience, Bracknell
thought. Damn the man! Better to betotaly cut off than to have this dim hope of some communication,
somelink with hisold life. Danvers was torturing him, holding out that meaningless thread of hope.

Now and then, between duty shifts and aways with the captain's permission, Bracknell would pull on one
of the nanofabric spacesuits and go outside the ship. Hanging at the end of atether he would gaze out at
the gtars, aninfinite universe of stars and worlds beyond counting. It made him fed smdl, inggnificant, a
meaningless mote in the vast spinning galaxy. He learned to find the blue dot that was Earth. 1t made him
fed worsethan ever. It reminded him of how aone he was, how far from warmth and love and hope. In
time, he stopped his outside excursions. He feared that one day he would open his suit and let the
universe end hisexistence,



Theonly glimmer of sunshinein hisnew life was the cgptain's daughter, Addie. Although Alhambra was
asizable ship, most of its volume was taken up by cargo holds and the smdlting facility where thefirst
mate'sfamily lived. The crew numbered only twelve, a most, and often Farad sailed without afull
complement of crew. The habitation module was small, dmost intimate. Bracknell knew there were

liai sons between crew members; he himsalf had been propositioned more than once, by men aswell as
women. He had always refused. None of them tempted him at dl. He saw relationships form among
crew members, both hetero and homosexud . He saw them break apart, too, sometimesin bitterness and
sorrow, more than oncein violence that the captain had to suppresswith force.

Onceinawhile he bumped into Addie, quiteliteraly, asthey squeezed past one another in the ship's
narrow passageway's or happened to bein the galley at the sametime. She dways had abright smilefor
him on her dark, dmond-eyed face. Her figure was enticingly full and supple. Y et he never poke more
than afew words of polite conversation to her, never let himsalf react to the urgings of hisglands.

Oneday, as heleft the bridge after another tedioudy boring stint of duty, Bracknell ducked into the galley
for acup of coffee. Addie was sitting at the little square table, spping from a steaming mug.

"How'sthe coffee today?' Brackndll asked.
"It'stea”

"Oh." He picked out amug and poured from the ceramic urn, then pulled achair out and sat next to her.
Addie's eyesflicked to the open hatch and for an ingtant Bracknell thought she was going to jump to her
feet and flee.

Instead, she seemed to relax, at least alittle.
"Lifeonthisshipisnt terribly exciting, isit?' he sad.
"No, | supposeitisnt.”

For long moments neither one of them knew what to say. At last Bracknell asked, "Y our name-Addle. Is
it short for Addlaide”?"

She broke into an amused amile. "No, certainly not. My full nameis Aditi."
"Aditi?'
"It isaHindu name. It means 'free and unbounded.’ It isthe name of the mother of the gods.”

Hindu, Brackndl| thought. Of course. The captain told me she'sfrom India. That explainsthelilt in her
accent.

"Free and unbounded," he echoed. "Kind of ironic, here on this nutshell of aship.”

"Yes" she agreed forlornly. Then she brightened. "But my father is making arrangementsfor meto marry.
He has amassed alarge dowry for me. In another few years| will be wed to awedthy man and livein
comfort back on Earth.”

"Y ou're engaged?"
"Oh, no, not yet. My father hasn't found the proper man for me. But heis seeking one out.”
"And you'll marry whoever he picks?'



"Yes, of course.”

"Don't you want to pick your husband for yourself?"

Her amileturned dightly remorseful. "What chance do | have for that, aboard this ship?!
Brackndll had to admit she wasright.

He went back to his quarters, but before he could close the door, the captain pushed againg it, glowering
ahim.

"| told you to keep away from my daughter.”

"Shewasinthegdley," Bracknell explained. "We spoke afew words together."
"About marriage.”

"Yes." Brackndl fdt histemper rising. "She'swaiting for you to find her ahusband.”

"Shelll have to wait afew more years. Fifteen'stoo young for marriage. Maybeit's old enoughin India,
but where | come from-"

"Hfteen? She'sonly fifteen?’
"That'sright."
"How can she be adoctor...?"

The captain'stwisted lip sneered at him. " She's smart enough to run the computer's medica diagnogtics.
Like most doctors, she letsthe computer program make the decisons.”

llBut_ll
"Y ou keep your distance from her."

"Yes, sir,” Bracknel sad fervently. Fifteen, he wasthinking. That voluptuous body isonly fifteen years
old.

"Remember, | watch everything you do,” the captain said. " Stay away from her."

He left Bracknell's quarters as abruptly as held entered. Bracknell stood there aone, shaking inside at the
thought that a fifteen-year-old could look so aluring.

YAMAGATA ESTATE

Hewasthefamily's oldest retainer, awizened, wrinkled man with aflowing white mane that swept past
the shoulders of his modest sky-blue kimono. Nobuhiko remembered riding on those shoulders when
he'd been atot. The man had never accepted rejuvenation treatments, but his shoulders were still broad

and only dightly sagging.

They walked together dong the gravel path that wound through the carefully tended rock garden just
ingdethe highwall that sheltered the Y amagata estate in the hills above New Kyoto. A cutting, clammy
wind was blowing low gray clouds across the sky; Nobuhiko suppressed the urge to shiver beneath his
light gray business suit. He had never shown such aweakness before his servant and he never willingly
would.



Never show aweakness to anyone, he reminded himsalf. Not even yourself. He had been shocked when
he learned that four million had been killed by the skytower's collapse. Four million! Nobu had known
there would be desths, that was unavoidable. It was what the military called "collateral damage." But four
million! It had taken yearsto overcome the sense of guilt that had risen insde him like atidd wave,
threatening to engulf him. What difference does it make? he argued againgt his own conscience. Four
hundred or four thousand or four million? They would have died anyway, sooner or later. The world goes
on. | did what | had to do. For the good of the family, for the good of the corporation. For the good of
Japan, even. What's done is done. It hadn't been finished easily, he knew. There were still more livesthat
had to be snuffed out, loya men and women whose only offense had been to carry out Nobuhiko's
wishes. They were repaid with degth, the ultimate silencer. But now it's done, Nobuhiko thought. It's
finished at lagt. That'swhat this old man has cometo tell me.

Oncethey weretoo far from the house to be overheard, Nobu said palitely, "The years have been very
kind to you."

The old man dipped hischin dightly. " ou are very gracious, gr.”
With awry grin, Nobu patted hisbelly. "l wish | could be asfit asyou are.”

The man said nothing. They both knew that Y amagata's tastesin food and wine, and his distaste for
exercise, caused the difference between their figures.

Délicately changing the subject, the old man asked, "May | inquire asto your father's well-being?’

Nobu looked up at the sky. This man had served hisfather since hed been ateenager. He still regards
Saito asthe head of the family, Nobu thought, no matter that Father has been retired in that lamasery for
SO many years.

"My father iswel,” hesaid a last. It was not alie, dthough Nobu had not heard from hisfather for many
months.

"l am pleased to hear it. He has great strength of character to abandon this world and take the hard path
toward enlightenment.”

And | do not have strength of character? Nobu snarled inwardly. Isthisold n throwing an insult
into my teeth?

Aloud, however, he said merely, "Y et some of us must remain in thisworld and carry its burdens.”
"Mogt true, Sr."

"How many years hasit been since the skytower fell?" Nobuhiko asked.

"Not enough for anyone to dare suggest building another."

"So. That isgood."

The old man dipped his chin again in acknowledgement.

"Have dl the people who participated in the event been properly disposed of ?*

"They have been tracked down and accounted for." Both men knew what that meant.

"All of them?'



The old man hesitated only afraction of asecond. "All but one."

"One?" Nobu sngpped, suddenly angry. "After dl thistime, one of them il lives?!
"Heiseither very clever or very lucky."

"Who ishe? Whereis he?'

"He isthe nanotechnology expert that we recruited from Selene.”

Nobu could fed his pulse thundering in his ears. Before he could respond to his servant's words the old
man added:

"He has changed hisidentity and his gppearance severad times. Even hisretind patterns have been
dtered, my agentsreport. The man is something of agenius.”

"Hemust befound,” Nobu said firmly. "And dedlt with."
"Hewill be, | assureyou.”
"] don't want assurances. | want results!”

"Sir, please do not darm yourself. The man is neutralized. He cannot tell anyone of hispart in the
skytower project without revedling histrue identity. If he should dare to do that, we would locate him and
ded with him. Heisintelligent enough to understand that, so he maintains hissilence.”

"Not good enough,” said Nobu. "1 will not be held dependent on thisfugitive's decisions.”
"So | understand, sir. We are tracking him down.”

"No one must know why aretracking him!"

"No one does, sir, except you and me.”

Nobuhiko took adeep breath, trying to cam himsdf.

The old man added, "And once heisfound and disposed of, | too will leave thisworld. Then only you
will have the knowledge of the skytower program.”

"YG,I?'

"I havelived long enough. Oncethis obligation to you isfilled, my master, | will join my honorable
ancestors.”

Nobu stood on the gravel path and stared at thisrelic from the ancient past. The chill wind blew the
man'slong white hair across hisface, hiding his expression from Nobu. Still, Y anagata could seethe
implacable determination in those unblinking eyes.

BETRAYAL

Months dipped into years. Alhambra plied its dow, silent way through the Belt and then back toward
Earth a least once ayear. Bracknell saw the blue and white splendor of his home world, close enough
amogt to touch, bright clouds and sparkling seas and land covered with green. All hislife wasthere, all
his hopes and love and dreams. But he never reached it. The captain and other crew members shuttled
down to the surface for afew days each time they visited Earth, but Bracknell stayed aboard the ship,



knowing that no port of entry would accept an exile, not even for aday or two of ship'sliberty. Nor
would Selene or any of the other lunar settlements.

Each time, once Alhambra's crew unloaded the refined metasit had carried in its hold and taken afew
days liberty, Captain Farad headed back to the dark silence of the Belt once more.

Likeavision of heaven, Bracknell said to himsdf asthe glowing blue and white sphere dwindled in the
distance. It grew blurry as his eyesteared.

He grew abeard, then shaved it off. He had abrief affair with awoman who signed aboard as a crew
member to pay for her passage on aone-way trip from Earth to Ceres, feding amost ashamed of himsalf
whenever he saw Addie. By the time his erstwhile lover |eft the ship hewas glad to berid of her.

The captain never relaxed his vigilance over his daughter, although he seemed to grow more tolerant of
Bracknell holding casud conversationswith her. He even invited Bracknell to have dinner with himself
and hisdaughter, at rareintervas. The captain was sendtive enough never to talk about Earth nor to ask
Bracknell about hisformer life.

Addie began to explain Buddhism to him, trying to help him accept the life that had been forced upon
him.

"Itisonly temporary,” shewould tel him. "Thislifewill wither away and anew lifewill begin. The great
whed turnsdowly, but it doesturn. Y ou must be patient.”

Bracknell listened and watched her animated face as she earnestly explained the path toward
enlightenment. He never believed aword of it, but it helped to passthetime.

On somevidtsto Earth, Alhambra picked up other groups of convicts exiled to the Belt. The captain
forbade Bracknell and the other crew membersto have anything to do with them beyond what was

absolutely necessary.

When fights broke out among the prisonersin the hold, the captain lowered their air pressure until
everyone passed out. Then Bracknell and other crew members crammed the troublemakersinto
old-fashioned hard-shell spacesuits and tethered them outside the ship until they learned their lesson. It
had happened many times, but Bracknell never becameinured to it. Always he thought, There but for the
graceof godgol.

Then he would ask himsdlf, God? If there isagod he must be as callous and capricious as the most
sadistic tyrant in history. At least the Buddhathat Addie tells me about doesn't pretend to control the
world; he just sought away to get out of it.

Thereisaway, Bracknd| would remind himsdlf late at night ashelay in hisbunk, afraid to close hiseyes
and see again in his nightmaresthe skytower toppling, crushing the life out of so many millions, crushing
thelife he had once known. | can get out of this, he thought. Slice my wrists, swallow abottle of pills
from Addi€sinfirmary, sed mysdf in an airlock and pop the outer hatch. There are lots of waysto end
thisexistence.

Y et he kept on living. Like aman on an endless treadmill he kept going through the paces of a pointless
life, condemning himsdlf for acoward because he lacked the gutsto get off the whed of lifeand find
oblivion.

Except for Addie he had no friends, no companions. The captain tolerated him, even sociaized with him
now and then, but ways kept a clear line of separation between them. The women that occasionaly



joined the crew hardly appealed to him, except when his needs overcame hisreluctance. And evenin the
throes of sexua passion he thought of Lara.

If I could only see her, hethought. Tak to her. Evenif it'sonly afew words.

Inthe midst of histortured fantasies he remembered the old message from Rev. Danvers, back when
held just sarted this miserable banishment. Call me, the minister had said. Despite the fact that he was
supposed to be held incommunicado with everyone back on Earth, Danvers had held out that dim hope.

Bracknell was wise enough in the ways of his captain to ask Farad's permission before attempting to
contact Danvers.

The captain snorted disdainfully. "Call somebody Earthside? Won't do you any good, they won't put the
cdl through.”

Desperate enough to overcome hisfears, Bracknell replied, Y ou could put the call through for me, sir."
The captain scowled a him and said nothing. Bracknell returned to his duties, defegted.

Y et the next day, as Bracknell took up his station on the bridge, the captain said, "Take the comm
console, Mr. Bracknell."

Fedling more curiosity than hope, Brackndll relieved the communications officer. The captain told him to
put through acal for him to the Reverend Danvers, routing it through New Mordlity headquartersin
Atlanta. Hisfingers trembling, Bracknell wormed the speaker plug into his ear and got to work.

With more than an hour's trangit time for messages, there was no hope of anormal conversation. It took
haf hisduty shift for Brackndll to get through to the communications program a Atlantaand learn that
Danvers was now a bishop serving in Gabon, on Africaswest coast.

When Danverssruddy facefinally came up on Bracknell's screen, the captain called from his command
chair, "Go ahead and seeif helll talk to you.”

Danverswas Sitting at apolished ebony desk, wearing an open-necked black shirt with some sort of
inggniapinned to the points of his collar. Behind him awindow looked down on the busy streets and
buildings of Libreville and, beyond, the blue Atlantic's white-frothed combersrolling up on abeach. A
dark cylindrical form snaked through the greenery beyond the city and disappeared in the frothing surf.
Bracknell's heart clutched insde him: it wasthe remains of the fallen skytower, dill lying there after all
these years.

It took more hours of one-way messages and long waits between them before Danvers realized who was
cdlinghim.

"Mance!" Surprise opened hiseyeswide. "After so many years! I'm delighted to hear from you.” The
bishop turned dightly in his high-backed chair. "Y ou can probably see the remains of the skytower. It'sa
tourigt attraction here. People come from dl over Africato seeit.”

Brackndl'sinsdes smoldered. A tourist attraction.

"The locds have stripped alot fromit. Filthy scavengers. Weve had to post guards to protect theruins,
but till they sneek in and rip off parts.”

Bracknell closed his eyes, trying to keep histemper under control. No sense getting angry with Danvers,
he can't help the Situation. Get to the point, tell him why you've contacted him.



Hetook a bregath, then plunged in. "I was wondering, hoping, that you might get amessageto Lara
Tierney for me," he said, embarrassed at how much it sounded like begging. "I don't know where sheis
now, but | thought perhaps you could find her and give her amessage for me."

Then hewaited. His shift on the bridge ended and his replacement arrived at the comm console but the
captain slently waved the woman away. Bracknell sat there attending to the ship'snorma
communications while his eyes congtantly flicked back to the screen where Bishop Danverssimage sat
frozen.

At last the attention light beneath that screen went from orange to green. The bishop'simage shimmered
dightly and became animated. But his expression looked doubtful, uncertain.

"Mance, she's LaraMolinanow. She and Victor married more than eighteen months ago. | performed
the ceremony.”

Brackndl| felt hisface redden with sudden anger.

"Under the circumstances,” Bishop Danvers continued, "I don't think it would be wise for you to contact
her. After al, it would beillegd, wouldn't it? And there's no sense bringing up old heartaches, opening
old wounds. After dl, it'staken her dl thistime to get you out of her mind and begin her life again. Don't
you agree that it would be better if you-"

Bracknell cut the connection with avicious stab of histhumb on the keyboard.

Married, hismind echoed. She married Victor. The man who betrayed me. And that pompous idiot
performed the ceremony. He betrayed me, too. They've al betrayed me!

REVELATION

For weeks Bracknell stormed through his duties aboard Alhambra, raging inwardly & Molinaand
Danvers. He wanted to be angry with Lara, too; he wanted to be furious with her. Y et he found he
couldn't be. He couldn't expect her to live out the rest of her life done. But with Victor? She married that
lying, back-stabbing son of abitch? She doesn't redize that Victor betrayed me, Bracknell told himsdif;
Laradoesn't know that Victor lied in histestimony at thetrid. But Victor knew, and so did Danvers. Of
that Bracknell was certain. They had combined to put him out of the way so that Victor could have Lara
for himsdf.

Bracknell understood it al now. Victor betrayed him because he wanted Larafor himself. Oncethe
skytower collapsed, Victor had the perfect opportunity to get me out of hisway forever. And Danvers
helped him, of that Bracknell was certain.

Once the skytower collapsed, he repeated to himself. Could they have made the tower collapse?
Caused it? Sabotaged it? Bracknell wrestled with that idea for weeks on end. No. How could they?
Victor didn't know enough about the tower's congtruction to bring it down. HEs abiologist, not a
structural engineer. It would take ateam of trained saboteurs, demolition experts. It would take money
and planning and a ruthless cold-bloodedness that was frighteningly beyond Victor's capability. Or
Danverss. He doubted that even the New Mordity at its most fanatical had the viciousnessto
deliberately bring the tower down. Or the competence.

No, Bracknell concluded. Victor smply took advantage of his opportunity. Took advantage of me. And
Danvershelped him.

Stll, hisrage boiled inside him, made him morose and curt with everyone around him, even Addie. The



captain watched his new attitude and said nothing, except once, when Bracknell was assigned to
escorting anew group of convictsinto their makeshift quarters down in the hold. One of the prisoners
darted a scuffle with another one. Brackndll dove into them swinging his stun wand like aclub and begt
them both unconscious.

"Y ou're starting to come back to life," the captain said after apair of husky crewmen had pulled him off
the bleeding prisoners. He made a strange, twisted amile. "Y ou're starting to fed pain again.”

"I'vefelt pain before," Bracknell muttered as they trudged up the passageway toward the bridge.

"Maybe," said the captain. "But now you can fed the demon gnawing at your guts. Now you know how |
fdt when they killed my wife. How | ill fed."

Bracknell stared a him with new understanding.

Back and forth through the Bdlt sailled Alhambra, and then set out on the long, tedious journey to Earth
to deliver refined metals and pick up convicts. It seemed to Bracknell, when he thought about it, that
there were dways more convicts waiting to be sent out to the Belt, always more men and women who'd
run afoul of the law. Teenagers, too. The governments of Earth had found a convenient way to get rid of
troublemakers. dump them out in the Asteroid Belt. They must be making the lawstighter dl thetime,
more regtrictive, he thought. Or maybe they're just using banishment to the Belt instead of other
punishments.

Ononeof Alhambra's stops at Earth, still another set of convicts was herded into the empty cargo
hold-sixteen men and eleven women, most of them looking too frightened to cause any trouble. Only two
of the bunch had been guilty of violent crimes. astrong-arm mugger and amurderer who had stabbed her
boyfriend to degath.

Bracknd | was surprised, then, when the darm hooted shortly after they had locked the prisonersin the
hold. From his duty station on the bridge he looked over at the intercom screen. Two men were begting
up athird, atal, skinny scarecrow of aman. He saw their hapless victim trying to defend himself by
wrapping hislong arms around his head, but histwo attackers knocked him to the metal deck with arain
of vicious body blows, then began kicking him.

"Get down there!" the captain snapped to Bracknell as he tapped on the controls set into the armrest of
his command chair. Bracknell jumped up from his own seet, ducked through the hatch and sprinted
toward the hold. He knew that the captain was dropping the air pressure in there hard enough to pop
eardrums. They'll dl be unconscious by thetime | get to the hold, he thought.

He could hear the footfalls of two other crewmen following him down the passageway. Stopping at the
hatch only long enough to dip on the oxygen masks hanging on thewall, the three of them opened the
hatch and pulled out three of the unconscious bodies: the bloodied scarecrow and histwo attackers.
Leaving the other crewmen to ded with the attackers, Brackndll picked up the victim and started running
toward the infirmary. The man was aslight asabird, nothing but skin and bones.

Addie waswaiting at the infirmary. She allowed Brackndll to lay the unconscious man on one of the two
beds there as she powered up the diagnostic sensors built into the bulkhead.

"Y ou should get back to the bridge," she said to Bracknell as she began strapping the man down.

"As soon as he's secure,” Bracknell said, fastening astrap across the man'sfrail chest. "He's a prisoner,
after dl."



The man moaned wretchedly but did not open his eyes. Bracknell saw that they were both swollen shut,
and his nose appeared to be broken. Blood covered most of hisface and was spattered over his gray
prison-issue coverals.

"Go!" Addie said in an urgent whisper. "I can take care of him now.”

Bracknell headed back to the bridge. By the time he did back into the chair before his console, he could
see that the other convicts were stirring in the hold, regaining consciousness asthe air pressure returned
to normal. The two attackers were aready sedled into hardshell space-suits and being dragged to an
arlock.

"What started the fight?' he wondered aoud.

"What difference does it make?' the captain retorted. "It wasn't much of afight, anyway. Looked to me
like those two gorillas wanted to begt the scarecrow to deeth. He probably tried to proposition them.”

Half an hour later Bracknell punched up the outside cameraview. One of the spacesuited figureswas
floating inertly at the end of abuckyball tether. The other had crawled dong the length of histether and
was pounding at the airlock hatch with agloved fist.

"Too bad thereésno radio in hissuit," the captain remarked sourly. "'l imagine wed pick up some choice
vocabulary.”

Once his shift was finished, Bracknell headed for his quarters. As he passed the open door of the
infirmary, though, Addie caled to him.

He stopped at the doorway and saw that she was at the minuscule desk in the infirmary's anteroom, the
glow from the desktop screen casting an eerie greenish light on her face.

"Y ou were the chief of the skytower project, weren't you," Addie said. It was not aquestion.
Hisinsdestwitched, but Bracknell answered evenly, "Y es. And thisiswhereit got me."
"Permanently exiled from Earth."

He nodded wordlesdy.

Glancing over her shoulder at the open doorway to the infirmary's beds, Addie said, "The man you
brought in, he kegps mumbling something about the skytower."

"L ots of people remember the skytower," Bracknell said bitterly. "It was the biggest disaster in history.”
She shook her head. "But this man is not who he clamsto bein his prison file."
"What do you mean?"'

"The patient in the infirmary,” she said, "keeps babbling about the skytower. He saysthey want to kill him
because he knows about the skytower."

"Knowswhat?"'

Addie€'samond eyes were steady, somber. "I don't know. But | thought that you would want to speak
withhim."

"You'redamned right | do."



She got up from the desk and Bracknell followed her into the infirmary. Her patient was adeep or
unconscious as they squeezed into the cramped compartment. The other bed was unoccupied. Medical
monitors beeped softly. The place had that sterile smell of antiseptics overlaying the metalic tang of
blood.

Bracknell saw atdl, very dim, long-limbed man stretched out on the narrow infirmary bed. Hewas ill in
the clothes he'd been wearing when held been hurt: apair of gray coverals, wrinkled and dark with
perspiration, spattered with his own blood. His face was battered, swollen, a bandage sprayed over one
lacerated brow, another dong the length of his broken nose. His body was immobilized by the restraining
sraps, and adim plastic intravenous tube was inserted in hisleft forearm.

Addie caled up the diagnostic computer and scans of the man's body sprang up on the wall beside his
bed.

"He has severeinternd injuries,” she said, in awhisper. "They did athorough job of beating him. A few
more minutes and he would have died.”

"Will hemakeit?'

"The computer's prognosisis not favorable. | have called back to Seleneto ask for amedevac flight, but
| doubt that they will go to the trouble for a prisoner.”

Bracknd | asked, "What's his name?"

"That'sjust it," she said, with atiny frown that creased the bridge of her nose. "'I'm not certain. His prison
file shows him as Jorge Quintana, but when | ran ascan of hisDNA profile the Earthside records came
up with the name Toshikazu Koga."

"Japanese?’

" Japanese descent, third generation American. Raised in Selene, where he graduated with honorsin
molecular engineering.”

Bracknell gaped a her. "Nanotechnology?"
"l believe 0."

Bracknd | stared down at the unconscious convict. He did not look Asian, there were no epicanthic folds
in hisclosed eyes. Y et there was an odd, unsettling quaity about hisface. The skin was stretched tight
over prominent cheekbones and a square jaw that somehow looked subtly wrong for the rest of hisface,
asif someone had roughed it out and pasted it onto him. The color of his skin was strange, too, a mottled
gray. Brackndl had never seen askin tonelikeit.

Helooked back at Addie. "Can you wake him up?’
THE PRISONER'STALE

"They'll kill me sooner or later," said Toshikazu Koga, hisvoice little more than apainfully labored
whigper. "There's no place |l ft that | can runto.”

Bracknell was bending over hisinfirmary bed to hear him better. Addie sat on the other, unused bed.
"Who wantsto kill you?' she asked. "Why?'
"The skytower-"



"What do you know about the skytower?' Bracknell demanded. "1 wasaloyd follower, aBdiever..."
"What about the skytower?"
"I didn't know. | should have guessed.” Toshikazu coughed. "Truth s, | didn't want to know."

It took dl of Brackndl's self-control to keep from grabbing the man by the shoulders and shaking his
gtory out of him.

"What wasit that you didn't want to know?" Addie asked gently.

"All that money. They wouldn't pay al that money for something legitimate. | should have refused. |
should have..." Hisvoice faded away.

"Damn!" Bracknd | snapped. "He's passed out again.”
Addies eyesflicked to the monitors on thewadl. "We must let him rest.”
"But he knows something about the skytower! Something to do with nanotechnology and the tower."

Getting up from the bed and looking him squardly in the eyes, Addie said, "WEéll learn nothing from him if
hedies. Let himrest. Let metry to save hislife”

Knowing she was right despite his desperate desire to wring the truth out of the unconscious patient,
Bracknell nodded tightly. "L et me know when he comesto.”

He got asfar asthe doorway to the anteroom, then turned. "And don't et anyone else near him. No
one"

She looked darmed at the vehemence of his command.

Little by little, in bitsand pieces over the next two days, they wormed Toshikazu's story out of him while
Addie repestedly caled to Sdeneto beg for amedevac mission before Alhambra coasted too far from
the Moon.

"Thebest | can do is stabilize him. Hell die unless he gets proper medica help.”
Bracknell hoped held stay dive long enough to reved what he knew about the skytower.

Toshikazu Koga had been an engineer in Selene's nanotechnol ogy |aboratory, working mainly on
nanomachines designed to separate pure metals out of the oresin asteroids. Instead of the rock rats
digging out the ores and smdting them the ol d-fashioned way, nanomachines could pull out individua
atoms of asdected meta while the human miners waited and watched from the comforts of their
spacecraft.

Toshikazu was ds0 a Bdliever, adevout, churchgoing member of the New Mordity. Although hisfellow
churchgoers disapproved of nanotechnology, he saw nothing wrong with its practice on the Moon or
elsewherein space.

"It'snot like were on Earth, with ten billion people jammed in cheek by jowl," he would tell those who
scowled at his profession. "Here on the Moon nanomachines produce the air we breathe and the water
we drink. They separate helium three from the regolith sands to power the fusion generators. And now
I'm helping the minersin the Agsteroid Belt, making their lives safer and more profitable.”

But there was another side to his nanotech work. His brother Takeo ran alucrative clinic at the Hell



Crater complex, where he used Toshikazu's knowledge of nanotechnology for medical purposes.
Because of hisreligious beliefs, Toshikazu felt uneasy about his brother's using nanomachinesto help
rejuvenate aging men and women. Or for thetrivial purposes of cosmetic surgery.

"Why useascalpd or liposuction,” his brother would ask him, "when you can produce nanobugs that will
tighten asagging jawline or trim abulging belly?*

Toshikazu knew that his brother was doing more than lifting breasts and buttocks. Men would cometo
him furtively, asking to have their faces completely changed. Takeo accepted their money and never
asked why they wanted to alter their appearance. Toshikazu knew they were criminalstrying to escape
the law.

He was surprised, then, when apair of churchmen visited him in hislaboratory in Sdlene.

"Atfirg | thought they wanted meto give them evidence against my brother,” he whispered painfully to
Bracknell from hisinfirmary bed. "But no ... it wasworse than that..."

One of the churchmen was ahigh officia of the New Morality. The other was a Chinese member of the
Flower Dragon movement. What they wanted was a set of nanomachines that could destroy buckyball
fibers

Bracknell clutched at the injured man's arm when he heard that, making him yowl so loud that Addie
rushed in to see what had happened.

"Youll kill him!" she screamed at Bracknell.

"l... 'm sorry," he ssammered. "1 didn't mean to hurt him."

Toshikazu lay on the bed, his eyes glazed with pain. Addie demanded that Bracknell leave theinfirmary.
"I'll tell you when you can come back,” she said.

For amoment he thought he'd push her out of hisway and get the rest of the story from the injured man.
Then he took adeep breath and wordlesdy |eft theinfirmary.

All that night his mind seethed with what Toshikazu wastelling him. He checked in at theinfirmary on his
way to the bridge the next morning, but Addie would not et him past the anteroom. "Let him rest,” she
said. "Hell be no useto you dead.”

Brackndll could hardly keep his attention on his duties. The captain snarled a him severa timesfor his
mental |gpses. Then amessage came in from another vessdl, a'Y amagata torch ship named Hiryu.
Bracknell saw on the comm console's main screen an aged Japanese man with long snow-white hair
flowing past his shoulders.

"We have heard your cal for amedical evacuation,” said the white-haired man. "We can reach you in Six
hours and evacuate your injured prisoner.”

Bracknd| was tempted to tell the man not to bother; he didn't want Toshikazu removed from Alhambra
until he'd gotten hisfull story out of him. But, feding the captain's eyes on hisback, he dutifully switched
the cdll to the captain's screen. In two minutes they had agreed for Hiryu to pick up the convict and ferry
him back to Selene's medical center.

"Hiryu," the captain muttered after the call was terminated. " That means 'flying dragon' in Japanese, |
think."



As soon as his shift was finished, Brackndl | hurried down the passageway to the infirmary. Addie wasn't
in the anteroom; he saw her bending over Toshikazu's bed. He could see from the tortured look on her
face that something was very wrong.

"He'sdying," shesad.

"A shipisonitsway to pick him up,” Brackndll said, torn between his need to hear Toshikazu'sfull story
and a humanitarian ingtinct to get proper medica care for the man. "It'll be herein lessthan four hours.”

"Thank the gods," breathed Addie.
"Is he awake?'

She nodded. Bracknell pushed past her to the injured man's bedside. Toshikazu's eyes were open, but
they looked unfocused, dazed from the anal gesics Addie had been pumping into him.

"I've got to know," Brackndll said, bending over him. "What did those church people want from you?
What did you do for them?'

"Gobblers" Toshikazu whispered.

Brackndll heard Addie, behind him, draw in her breath. She knew what gobblers were. Nanomachines
that disassembled molecules, tore them apart atom by atom. Gobblers had been used as murder
weapons, ripping apart protein molecules.

"To break up the buckyball fibers of the skytower?' Bracknell asked urgently.
Toshikazu nodded and closed his eyes.

"Gobblersareillegd,” said Addie. "Evenin Sdene...”

"But you made them, didn't you?" Brackndll said to Toshikazu.

He understood it al now. Gobblerstore gpart the skytower's structure at the geostationary leve. That's
why the lower haf of the tower collapsed while the upper half went spinning off into deep space. And the
evidence was at the bottom of the Atlantic's midocean ridge, being melted away by the hot magma
boiling into the ocean water.

"I made ... gobblers... for them," Toshikazu admitted, his eyes till closed.

"Y ou made the gobblersfor the Flower Dragon people?’ Brackndl asked. "Or for the New Mordity?"
With aweary shake of hishead, Toshikazu replied, "Neither. They were ... merdly the agents... for..."
"For who?"'

"Y amagaa”

Bracknell gaped at the dying man. Y amagata Corporation. Of course! It would take a powerful
interplanetary corporation to plan and execute the destruction of the skytower.

"Yamagata," Toshikazu repeated. "l wastheladt... the last oneto know..."
Addielooked up at Bracknell. "Now we know."

"No!" said Toshikazu. "I'vetold you ... nothing. Nothing. | died ... without telling you ... anything. If they



thought you knew..."

His eyes closed. His head dumped to one side.
And Brackndl said, "Y amagata.”

CRIME AND PUNISHMENT

Brackndl was dill in the infirmary with Addie and the unconscious Toshikazu when the rescue team from
Hiryu camein, led by Captain Farad. The elderly Japanese man was accompanied by two young
muscular types, dso Asian, who gently lifted Toshikazu onto a stretcher and carried him away.

The old man stayed and asked Addie for Toshikazu's medical file. She popped the chip from the
computer storage and handed it to him.

With asibilant hiss of thanks, the old man pushed hislong hair back away from hisface and asked her,
"Doesthis chip include audio data, perhaps?*

"Audio data?' asked Addie.

"Y ou must have spoken to him extensively while he was under your care,”" said the old man. "Are your
conversaionsincluded inthischip?'

She glanced at Bracknell, who said, "He was unconscious most of thetime. When hedid talk, it was
maostly rambling, incomprehensible.”

"l see." The old man looked from Bracknell's face to Addi€'s and then back again. "1 see" he repeated.
Captain Farad, impatient as usud, asked, "Is there anything €l se you need?

The old man stroked his chin for amoment, as though thinking it over. "No," he said at last. "'l believel
have everything | need.”

Heleft with the captain.

Addie broke into apleased smile. "I think we saved hislife, Mance."

"Maybe," Bracknell said, ill gazing a the open hatch where the captain and the Japanese elder had I ft.
"Theré's nothing moreto do here," said Addie. "I'm going to my quarters and take agood long shower."
Bracknell nodded.

"Will you walk mehome?' she asked, smiling up a him.

Her quarters were down the passageway; his own a dozen meters farther. When they got to her door,
Addie clutched at hisarm and tugged him into her compartment.

He began to protest, "Y our father-"

"-Isbusy seeing off the rescue team,” Addie interrupted. "And there are no camerasin my quarters, I've
made certain of that."

"But | shouldn't bein here aonewith you."

"Areyou afraid?' Shegrinned impighly.



"Damned right!"

The compartment was much like his own quarters. abunk, abuilt-in desk and dresser, accordion-pleat
doorsfor the closet and lavatory.

Addietouched the control panel on the wall and the overhead lights turned off, leaving only the lamp on
the bedside table.

"Addie, thisiswrong." But he heard the blood pulsing through hisbody, felt his heart pounding.
She stood before him, smiling knowingly. "Don't you like me, Mance? Not even alittle?!
"It's not that-"

"Today ismy seventeenth birthday, Mance. | am legdly an adult now. And rather wedthy, you know. |
can control my own dowry now. | can make my own decisons.”

She reached up to the tab at the throat of her coveralls and did the zipper al the way down to her crotch.
She wasn't wearing a bra, he saw. Her body was young and full and beckoning.

"I loveyou, Mance," Addie murmured, stepping up to him and diding her ams around his neck.
He clutched her and pulled her close and kissed her upturned face.

And heard the door behind him burst open with afurious roar from Captain Farad. Before Bracknell
could turn to face her father, he felt the searing pain of astun wand at full charge and blacked out as he
dumped to thefloor.

Aboard Hiryu the elderly Japanese assassin composed afina message to Nobuhiko Y amagata. He
encrypted the video himsdlf, atask which took no little time, even with the aid of the ship's compuiter:

"Mogtillugtrious magter: Thelast individua isnow in our care. He will be treated as required.
Unfortunately, he has probably contaminated the vessel in which we found him. Therefore that vessel will
be dedlt with. Thiswill be my last transmisson to you or anyonein thislife. Sayonara.”

When Bracknell came back to consciousness he was aready in ahardshell suit, its helmet sedled to the
neck ring. The captain was glaring at him, his eyesraging with fury.

"| told you to keep away from her!" he screamed at Bracknell, loud enough to penetrate the helmet's
thick insulation. "1 warned you!"

"Whereis she? What have you done-"

"She'sin her quarters, crying. Shell get over it. I'll have to marry her off sooner than | planned, but it'll be
better than having her throw hersdlf at scum like you.”

Bracknell felt himself being hauled to hisfeet and redized there were at least two other crewmen behind
him. Hislegs wouldn't function properly; the stun wand's charge was still scrambling his nervous system.

"Drag him down to the auxiliary airlock,” the captain snarled. "That goddamn Hiryu isstill connected to
themainlock."

"But | didn't do anything!" Bracknell protested.
"Thehdl you didnt!"



Like asack of limp laundry Bracknell was hauled along the passageway and into the airlock. The captain
clipped atether to the waist of his spacesuit and handed him the loose end.

"Y ou can find acleat for yoursdf and clip onto it. Otherwise you can float out to infinity, for dl | care.”

Bracknell tottered uncertainly in the hard-shdll suit. Hislegstingled asif they'd been adeep. HES going to
kill me! hethought. I'm going to die out there! Therésnoway | can survivein asuit al theway out to the
Bdt. Evenif he sends out more air and food how can I-

Theinner airlock hatch dammed shut and Brackndll felt through the thick soles of his boots the pump
gtarting to chug the air out of the darkened metal chamber. In less than aminute the pump stopped and
the outer hatch sivung open silently.

Bracknell saw the cold digtant stars staring at him. On unsteady legs gtill twitching from the stun charge,
he clumped to the lip of the hatch. Peering out dong the ship's kin, he saw a set of cleats within arm's
reach. For amoment he thought of refusing to go outside. I'll just stay herein the airlock, he told himsdif.
Then heredlized that the cgptain would smply have afew men suit up and throw him out, maybe without
even the tether. So, like aman going through the motions of anightmare, he attached the end of histether
to the nearest cleat and then stepped out into nothingness. The airlock hatch did shut behind him.

He glided slently asthe tether unredled, then was pulled up short. A sardonic voicein his head mocked,
You'reéat the end of your tether. A helluvaway to die. Herealized that despite his contemplation of
suicide, despite Addi€stutoring himin the desirelessness of the Buddhist path, he very much wanted to
live

Why?Why not just open the sedl of thishelmet and end it all here and now? The answer rosein hismind
likethefireball of anuclear explosion: Vengeance. Victor and Danvers had betrayed him. And Y amagata
was the biggest bastard of them all. Y amagata had brought down the skytower, and that had given Victor
the opportunity to stedl Larafrom him.

Molina Danvers. Y amagata. He would liveto work his vengeance on them. But you won't livelong
enough to succeed, that mocking inner voice told him.

Looking around as he floated in the emptiness he saw, on thefar side of Alhambra'’s curving hull, thet the
other ship was il linked. What wasits name? Hiryu, the captain had said. Flying dragon. Why would it
gtill be connected? If they intend to bring Toshikazu back to Selenethey ought to light off as quickly as
they can.

Then Bracknd | remembered that Hiryu was a'Y amagatavessel. And Y amagata certainly wasn't hereto
help Toshikazu recover from hiswounds.

The slent exploson blinded him, but it did not surprise him.
DEATH AND TRANSFUGURATION
Whirling blindly through space, Bracknell knew for certain that he was a dead man now.

He could fed himsdf spinning giddily. The exploson must havetorn my tether free of Alhambra, he
thought. I'll twirl likethisforever. I'll probably be the first man to reach Alpha Centauri, even though I'll
be too dead to know it.

Then theredization hit him. Addie! The captain. All the people on Alhambra. Did the bastards kill
everybody? Madly hetried to paw at histear-filled eyes; his gloved hands bumped into the thick quartz
visor of hishedmet. Blinking furioudy, hetried to force hisvison to return. All he saw was the searing



after-image of the explosion'sfirebal. They wouldn't have blown up the whole ship, he said to himsdif.
Why would they? They wanted Toshikazu and they got him. Why the exploson? An accident?

No, heredlized. They suspected that Toshikazu had been talking to us. They wanted no witnesses,
nobody left alive. Dead men tell no tales. Neither do dead women, even if they're only seventeen years
old. Hiseyesfilled with tears again, but now he was sobbing for Addie, killed because of me. Thefina
casudty of the skytower. They killed her and everybody el se because of me.

Then hethought of Yamagata. | didn't kill them, Bracknell reminded himsdlf. Hedid. Y amagata. He's
back on Earth, living in luxury, with the blood of millions on his hands.

Sowly hisvision returned. Eventudly he could see the wreckage of Alhambra spreading outward like
dandelion seeds puffed by thewind. It was dwindling, dwindling as he himsdf spirded away through
space.

Y amagatadid this. Bracknell kept theimage of Saito Y amagatain the forefront of hismind. It kept him
aive, gave him areason to keep on breathing. He had never met the mighty founder of Y amagata
Corporation, but he had seen vids of the man on the news net. Y amagata was supposed to have
retreated to some monastery in Tibet, Bracknell remembered, but the newscasters smugly reported that
thiswasjust aruse. The old man was gill running hisinterplanetary corporate maneuvers, they assured
their watchers.

Saito Y amagata, Bracknell told himsdlf as he tumbled endlesdy through space. Saito Y amagata. When
he finaly lgpsed into unconsciousness he was dtill burning with hatred of Saito Y amagata.

He opened hiseyes and amost smiled. Bracknd | found himsdlf lying on an infirmary bed, safe and warm,
with acrigp sheet over hisnaked body. It was al adream, he thought. A nightmare.

But the dark-skinned, dightly plump nurse who stepped into hisview was a stranger. And shewore a
white uniform with the crescent logo of Selene on her |eft breast, just above anametag that identified her
asnorris, g.

Brackndll blinked at her, then croaked, "Wheream 17?7
She amiled pleasantly at him, white teeth gleaming in her dark face. "A classic question.”
"But where-"

"You'rein the hospital a Selene. A salvage team picked you up when they went out to claim the wreck
of Alhambra.”

"Alhambra?"

The nurse fussed over theintravenous drip inserted in Brackndl'sarm as shereplied, "From what | hesr,
Alhambra collided with some Y amagata ship and they both blew up. Y ou're lucky to be dive."

Raising his head anxioudy, Brackndll asked, "Did anybody else ... arethere are any other..."

"No, you're the only one who survived. What were you doing outsde in a spacesuit?' Without waiting for
an answer the nurse went on, "Whatever, it saved your life. Were you outside doing some repairs, or
what?'

He sank back onto the pillow. "1 don't remember,” helied.



The nurse cast him adoubtful glance. "There wasn't any 1D on you when they brought you in. What's
your name?"

Bracknell started to reply, then caught himsdlf. "I... | don't remember," he said.
"Y ou don't remember your own name?’
Trying to look upset about it, Bracknell said, "I can't remember anything. It'sal ablank.”

"Posttraumatic shock," muttered the nurse. "Well have to run some scans on you, then, and check them
againd thefiles™

She left Brackndl's bedside. He raised himsdlf up on his elbows and looked around. He wasin acubicle
created by portable plagtic partitions. His clothes were nowherein sight. And he knew he had to get out
of this hospita before the computer scansidentified him as Mance Brackndll, the crimina who'd been
sentenced to lifdong exile.

In hisoffice in New Kyoto, Nobuhiko Y amagata watched the image of the white-haired servant ashe
delivered hisfina message. It'sfinished, then, he said to himsdlf. At lagt it'sfinished. | can bregthe fredy

again.

Within an hour the news came that a corporation ship named Hiryu had been destroyed in an accident
that also wiped out the freighter Alhambra. No survivors were reported.

Nobu'sfirg ingtinct was to uncork abottle of champagne, but he knew that would be incorrect. Besides,
he found that he didn't fedl like celebrating. Instead, a profound sense of gloom settled upon him likea
massveweight.

Itsfinished, he repested to himsdf. Thisterrible busnessisfinished & last.
BOCK IV

VENGEANCE

Vengeanceisin my heart, death in my hand,

Blood and revenge are hammering in my head.

SELENE HOSPITAL

After abland medl, Bracknell pushed histray aside and got out of the hospital bed. Thefloor tilesfelt
comfortably warm to his bare feet. He seemed strong enough, no wobbles or shakes. The cubicle was
barely large enough to hold his bed. Portable plastic partitions, he saw. No closet. Not even alavatory.
And thisdamned IV hooked into my arm.

He cracked the accordion door a centimeter and peeped out. The same nurse was striding down the
corridor in hisdirection.

Bracknell hopped back into the bed and pulled the sheet over his naked body.

She pushed the door back and gave him an accusing look. "I saw you peeking out the door. Fedling
better, huh?'

"Yes" sad Brackndl.



"Long asyou're taking solid food we can disconnect thisdrip,” she said, gripping hisarm and gently
pulling theV tube out of him. Even so, Bracknell winced.

As she sprayed abandage over his punctured arm, Nurse Norris said happily, "Y ou're going to have a
pair of vistors, Mr. X."

"Vigtors?' Hefdt immediately alarmed.

"Y ep. Psychotechnician to talk to you about your amnesia, and some suit from the corporate world.
Don't know what he wants."

"Can | get some clothes?' Bracknell asked. "It'skind of awkward likethis."

Norrislooked at one of the monitors on the wall behind the bed and fiddled with her handheld remote.
"The coverdlsyou camein with were pretty raw. | sent ‘'emto the laundry. I'll seeif I can find them for
you. Otherwiseit's hospitd issue.”

"Beforethevigtorsarive?'
She gave him that unhappy look again. "'For a charity case you make alot of demands.”
Before he could answer, though, she ducked back outside and dlid the partition closed.

Oncel get my clothesback | can make arun for it, Bracknell said to himsdif. | can't et them scan me;
I've got to get out of here before they find out who | am.

And go where? I'm in Selene, on the Moon. As soon asthey find out who | am they'll dap meinto
another ship and send me back to the Belt. Where can | hide?

He thought about escaping back to Earth, to Lara. But he knew that was ridiculous. How can | get to
Earth from here? Besides, she's Victor'swife now. Even if she wanted to hide me, she wouldn't be able
to. Then he redlized that he hadn't the faintest idea.of where on Earth Laramight be. Shaking his head
morosaly, he decided that going back to Earth would be impossible.

Toshikazu said he had a brother, he remembered. What was his name? Takeo. Takeo Koga. And he's
here, on the Moon. Somewhere in the Hell Crater complex. Maybe | can get to him. Maybe-

The partition did open again and somebody, he couldn't see who, tossed aflapping pair of gray coverals
at him. In the soft lunar gravity they arched languidly through the air and landed softly on his bed. By then
the door had did shut again. A new set of underwear was tucked into one of his coverall deeves.

He was sedling the Vel cro seam up his torso when someone rgpped politely on his door frame. They can
see me, Brackndl| redlized, looking up toward the ceiling. They must have acamerain here somewhere.

He sat on the bed and swung hislegs up onto the sheet. "Comein,” he caled. Then heredized that his
feet were bare. They hadn't brought any shoes.

Two men entered his cubicle as Bracknell touched the control stud that raised the bed to agitting
position. One of the men wore awhite hospital smock over what |ooked like a sports shirt and corduroy
dacks. He was round-faced and alittle pudgy, but his eyes seemed aware and aert. The other wasina
gray business suit and white turtle-neck, hawk-nosed, his baggy-eyed expression morose.

"I'm Dr. DaSilva," said themedic. "I understand you're having alittle trouble remembering things.”
Brackndll nodded warily.



"My nameis Prait," said the suit. "l represent United Life and Accident Assurance, Limited.” His accent
sounded vaguely British.

"Insurance?’ Bracknell asked.
DaSivagrinned. "Well, you remember insurance, a lesst.”
Brackndll fell back on a pretense of confusion. "I don't understand ..."

Pratt said, "We have an awkward Stuation here. Like many ship's crews, the crew of Alhambra was
covered by ashared-beneficiary accident policy.”

"Shared beneficiary?'

"It'srather like an old-fashioned tontine. In case of afata accident, the policy's principa is paid to the
survivors among the crew-after the deceaseds beneficiaries have been paid, of course.”

"What does that mean?' Bracknell asked, fedling nervous at being under DaSiIvas penetrating gaze.

"It means, Sir," said Pratt, "that as the sole survivor of Alhambra's fatal accident, you are the secondary
beneficiary of each member of the crew; you stand to gain in excess of ten million New International
Dallas”

Brackndll gasped. "Ten million?"

"Yes" Pratt replied, quite matter-of-factly. "Of course, we must pay out to the families of the deceased;
they are the primary beneficiaries. But there will still be some ten million or so remaining in the palicy's
fund."

"And it goesto me?'

Pratt cleared histhroat before answering, "It goesto you, providing you can identify yourself. The
company has aregulation againgt paying to anonymous persons or John Does. Internationa lavsare
involved, you know."

"|.... don't remember ... very much," Brackndll temporized.

"Perhaps | can help,” said DaSiIva.

"l hope s0," Bracknell said.

"Before we start scanning your brain to seeif therés any physica trauma, let metry asmpletest.”
"What isit?"

DaSlvapulled ahandheld from the breast pocket of his smock. Smiling cheerfully, he said, "Thisiswhat
| call thering-a-bdll test. I'm going to reed off the names of Alhambra's crew and you tdl meif any of
themringabdl.”

Bracknd | nodded, thinking furioudy. Ten million dollars! If | can get my hands on that money-
"Wallace Farad," DaSlvacalled out.
Brackndll blinked at him. "The captain's name was Farad."

"Good! Y our memory isn't atota blank.”



"Y ou couldn't forget the captain,” said Brackndl| fervently. Then he remembered that the captain was
dead. And Addie. And al therest of them. Dead. Killed by Y amagata.

"I'll kip thewomen'snames,”" DaSilvawas saying. "l don't think you had a sex-change procedure before
they picked you up.”

Pratt chuckled politely. Bracknell thought of Addie and said nothing.
DaSilvaread off severd more names of the crew while Bracknell tried to figure out what he should do.
Finaly DaSlvasad, "... and Dante Alexios. That'sthe last of them.”

Dante Alexios had been the vessd's second mate, Bracknell knew. He didn't know much about him
except that he wasn't a convict and he didn't have awife or children.

"Dante Alexios," he repegted. "Dante Alexios.”
"Ring abdl?' DaSilvaasked hopefully.
Bracknell looked up at the psychotechnician. "Dante Alexios! That'swho | am!™

Pratt looked lessthan pleased. "All well and good. But I'm afraid you're going to have to prove your
identity before | can alow the release of the policy's payout.”

HELL CRATER

Catch-22, Bracknell thought as he sat on hisbed. | can get ten million dollarsif | can prove I'm Dante
Alexios, so | need to let them scan my body. But as soon asthey do they'll find out I'm Mance Bracknell
and ship me back out to the Belt asa convict.

A different nurse breezed into his cubicle and shoved a data tablet onto hislap. "Press your right thumb
on the square at the bottom,” she said.

Brackndll looked up at her. She was young, with frizzy red hair, rather pretty.
"What'sthis?' he asked, dmost growling.
"Standard permission form for afull-spectrum body scan. We need your thumbprint.”

| don't want ascan, Brackndll said to himself, and | don't want to give them athumbprint; they could
compareit with Alexiossred print.

He handed the tablet back to the nurse. "No."
She looked stunned. "Whattaya mean, no? Y ou've got to do it or we can't do the scan on you."”
"I don't want ascan. Not yet."

"Y ou've got to have abody scan,” the nurse said, somewhere between confused and angry at hisrefusd.
"It sayssoinyour chart."

"Not now," Brackndl said. "Maybe tomorrow."
"They can make you take a scan, whether you want to or not."

"The hdl they can!" Bracknell sngpped. The nurseflinched back haf astep. "I'm not some crimind or



lunatic. I'm afree citizen and | won't be coerced into doing something | don't want to do."
She stared at him, bewildered. "But it's for your own good.”

"I'll decide what's good for me, thank you.” And Bracknell felt asurge of satisfaction well upin him. He
hadn't asserted himsdlf for years, he redized. | used to be an important man, hetold himsdlf. | gave
orders and people hopped to follow them. I'm not some convict or pervert. | didn't kill al those people.
Y amagatadid.

The redheaded nurse was fidgeting uncertainly by hisbed, shifting the tablet from one hand to the other.
"Listen," Bracknell said, more gently, "I've been through alot. I'm not up to getting poked and prodded-"
"The scaniscompletely nonintrusive,”" the nurse said hopefully.

"Okay, tdl you what. Find me apair of shoesand let mewak around abit, stretch my legs. Then
tomorrow morning I'll Sign for the scan. Okay?*

She seemed relieved, but doubtful. "I'll hafta ask my supervisor.”
"Do that. But firgt, get some shoesfor me."

Lessthan half an hour later Mance Bracknell walked out of Selene Hospita's busy |obby, wearing hisold
gray coveralsand acrinkled pair of hospital-issue paper shoes. No onetried to stop him. No one even
noticed him. There was only one guard in the lobby, and when Bracknell brazenly waved at him the
guard gave him a hafhearted wave in return. He wasn't in hospital-issue clothes, asfar asthe guard was
concerned, Brackndll was avisitor leaving the hospital. Or maybe one of the maintenance crew going
home.

Mogt of Selenewas underground, and the hospitd was two levels down. Bracknell'sfirst move wasto
cal up amap on the information screen across the corridor from the hospital's entrance. He found the
trangportation center, up in the Main Plaza, and headed for it.

I'm free! he marveled as he strode dong the spacious corridor, passing people waking the other way.
Not athing in my pockets and the hospital authorities might call Selene's security people to search for
me, but for the moment I'm freeto go where | want to.

The place he wanted to go to was Hell Crater.

He located a powered stairway and rode it up to Selene's Main Plaza, built on the surface of the great
crater Alphonsus. Its concrete dome projected out from the ringwall mountains and onto the crater floor.
Bracknell saw that the Plaza was green with grass and shrubbery; there were even trees planted along the
winding walkways. An Olympic-sized swimming pool. A bandshell and stage for performances. Shops
and little bistros where people sat and chatted and sipped drinks. Music and laughter floated through the
arr. Tourigsflitted overhead, flying on their own muscle power with colorful rented plastic wings.
Bracknell smelled flowers and the aroma of Szzling food.

It's marvelous, he thought as he headed for the transportation center. Thisiswhat they cut me off from:
red life, rea people enjoying themsdlves. Freedom. Then heredlized that he had neither cash nor crediit.
How can | get to Hell Crater? Freedom doesn't mean much when you are penniless.

As he approached the transportation center, an eager-looking young man in a splashy sportsshirt and a
gparkling smilefdl in step besde him. "Going to Hell ?* he asked brightly.



Bracknell looked him over. Blond crew cut, smile plastered in place, perfect teeth. A glad-handing
sdesman, heredized.

"I'm thinking about it," Bracknell said.
"Don't miss Sam Gunn's Inferno Casino,” said the smiling young man. "It's got the best action.”
"Action?' Bracknell played naive.

"Roulette, blackjack, low-grav crapstables, championship karate competition.” The smile grew even
wider. "Beautiful women and free champagne. Dirty mindsin clean bodies. What more could you ask
for?"

Bracknell looked up at the transportation center's huge display of departuresand arrivals.

The young pitchman gripped hisarm. "Don't worry about that! Theré's an Inferno Specid leavingin
fifteen minutes. Direct to the casino! Y oull be therein less than two hours and they'll even serveyou a
med intrangt!”

"The fare must be-"

"It'sfreel” the blond proclamed. "And your first hundred dollars worth of chipsison the house!™
"Redly?"

"Aslong as you buy athousand dollars worth. That's aten percent discount, right off the bat.”

Bracknel dlowed himsdf to be chivvied into acable car painted with lurid red flames acrossits slver
body. Fourteen other men and women were dready Stting insde, most of them middle-aged and looking
impatient.

As hetook the empty seat up front, by the forward window, one of the dowdyish women called out,
"When are we leaving? Weve been waiting here amost an hour!”

The blond gave her the full wattage of hissmile. "I'm supposed to fill up the busbeforel let it go, but
since you've been so patient, I'll send you off just as soon as | get one more passenger.”

It took another quarter hour, but at last the car was sealed up. It rode on an overhead cable to the
massive airlock built into the Sde of the Main Plaza's dome. Within minutes they were climbing across
Alphonsussworn old ringwall mountains and then down onto the plain of Mare Nubium. The cable car
rocked dightly asit whizzed twenty meters above the bleak, pockmarked regalith. It smelled old and
used; too many bodies have been riding in this bucket for too long, Bracknell thought. But he smiled to
himself as the car raced aong and the overhead speakers gave an automated | ecture about the scenic
wonders they were rushing past.

Therewas no pilot or crew in the cable car; everything was automated. The free med conssted of athin
sandwich and a bottle of "genuine lunar water" obtained from the vending machine & the rear of the car.
Bracknell chewed contentedly and watched the Straight Wall flash by.

Trueto the blond pitchman's word, the cable car went directly inside the Inferno Casino. The other
passengers hurried out, eager to spend their money. Bracknell left the car last, looking for the nearest exit
from the casino. It wasn't easy to find; al he could see was an ocean of people lapping up against idands
of gaming tables, looking ether frenzied or grim asthey gambled away their money. Raucous music
poured from overhead speakers, drowning out any laughter or conversation. No exitsin sight; the casino



management wanted their customersto stay at the gaming tables or restaurants. There were plenty of
SeXy young women sauntering around, too, many in spray-paint costumes, but none of them gave
Brackndll more than a cursory glance: in hisgray coveralls helooked more like amaintenance man than a
highraller.

When hefindly found the casino's main entrance, Bracknell saw that the entire Hell Crater complex of
casinos, hotels, restaurants, and shops was built inside one massive dome. Like Selene, the complex's
living quarters and offices were tunneled underground. Bracknell studied amap display, then headed on
foot to the rejuvenation clinic of Takeo Koga. It was one of six such clinicsin the complex.

Down two levels and then aten-minute walk aong the softly lit, thickly carpeted corridor to Kogas
clinic. It was blessedly quiet down here, and there were only afew other peoplein sight. No one paid
attention to Brackndll, for which he was thankful. It meant that there was no alarm yet from the hospital
about his absence.

The sgn on the door was tastefully small, yet Bracknell found it dmost ludicroudy boastful: ided renewa
center. kogatakeo, M.D., D.C.S.

Hoping he didn't look too disreputable, Bracknell opened the door and stepped into the small waiting
room. Two brittle-looking women sitting in comfortable armchairslooked up at him briefly, then turned
their attention back to the screen on the far wall, which was showing some sort of documentary about
wild animas. Silky music purred from hidden speakers. There were two empty armchairs and alow table
with another screen built into its surface. The table's screen glowed softly.

Brackndl |l went to the table and bent over it dightly.

"Welcometo Ided Renewal Center,” said awoman's pleasant voice. "How may | help you?"
"I need to see Dr. Koga."

"Do you have an gppointment?*

"Thisisabout hisbrother, Toshikazu," Bracknell replied.

A moment's heditation, then adifferent voice said, "'Please take a seat. Someone will bewithyouina

KOGA CLINIC

A young Asian woman opened the door on the far end of the waiting room and crooked afinger at
Bracknell. Wordlesdy she led him to asmdl examination room, gestured to the chair next to the
examination table, and softly closed the door behind her as she left.

Bracknell suddenly felt uncomfortable. What if they're calling security? But no, how would they know
who | am? Still, hefdt trapped in thistiny, utterly quiet room.

He stood up and reached for the door just asit swung open and a stocky, grim-faced Asian stepped in.
He looked young, but his handsome face did not seem to go with his chunky build. His cheekbones were
sculptured, hisjawlinefirm, histhroat dim and unlined. He wore atrim, dark moustache, and hishair was
cut short and combed straight back off his forehead.

"I am Toshikazu's brother, Takeo," he said as he firmly closed the door behind him. Takeo looked
suspicious, dmost angry. He took in Bracknell's unimpressive coverals and paper shoes at aglance. He
must be agood diagnogtician, Bracknell thought.



"Wdl, what's he done now?"
Brackndll took in abreath, then said, "I'm afraid he's dead."

Takeo's eyes widened. He tottered to the examination couch and sagged againgt it. "Dead? How did it
happen?’

"He died in an explosion aboard the freighter Alhambra. He was a convict, being shipped out to the
Bdt."

"They findly got him, then."
"You know about it," Bracknell said.

Rubbing at hiseyes, Takeo replied, "Only that he was running from something, someone. Hewas
frightened for hislife. He wouldn't tell me what it was about; he said then I'd be marked for murder, too.”

Brackndl sat in the chair in the corner. "Did he ever mention Y amagata to you?"

"No," Takeo answered, so sharply that Bracknell knew it was alie. "He never told me anything about
why he was being pursued. | only knew that he was in desperate trouble. | changed his appearance, his
wholeidentity, twice."

"And they il found him."

"Poor Toshi." Takeo's chin sank to his chest.

"He told me about your ability to change peopl€sidentities,” said Bracknell.
Takeo's head snapped up. He glared at Bracknell.

"I need my identity changed."

"You said Toshi wasaconvict? Y ou're one aso, eh?'

Brackndl dmost smiled. "Thelessyou know, the safer you are.”

Shaking his head, Takeo said, "I helped my brother because he's my brother. I'm not going to stick my
neck out for you."

"Y ou've helped other people who wanted to start new lives. Toshikazu told me about your work."
"Those people could afford my fees. Can you?'

With arueful grin, Bracknd | admitted, "1 don't have apenny.”

"Thenwhy should | help you?'

"Becauseif you don't, I'll tell you your brother'swhole story. Who was after him, and why. Then you'll
know, and then I'll let Y amagata's people know that you know. The people who killed him will come
heretokill you."

Takeo was slent for savera long moments. He stared into Bracknell's eyes, obvioudly trying to caculate
just how desperate or determined this stranger was.

At last he said, "Y ou want acomplete makeover, then?



"l want to become acertain individua, aman named Dante Alexios.”

"l presumethis Alexiosis dead. It would be embarrassing if he showed up after you clam hisidentity.”
"He died in the same explosion your brother did."

Takeo nodded. "I'll need his complete medical records.”

"They should be avalable from the Internationa Astronautical Authority. They keep duplicates of all
ship'screws.”

"And they keep those records private.”
"Y ou've done this sort of thing before," said Bracknell.
"For people who provided me with what | needed.”

"You'readoctor. Tel the |IAA you've got to identify abody for United Life and Accident Assurance,
Limited. They carried the policy for Alhambra.”

Takeo sad, "I don't like getting involved in this.”

"Y ou've done worse, from what Toshikazu told me. Besides, you don't have much of achoice.”
"Y oure blackmailing me!™

Bracknell sghed theetricaly. "I'm afraid | am.”

The makeover took weeks, and it wasn't anything like what Bracknell had expected. Takeo obtained
Alexiossmedicd filesfrom the | AA easly enough; alittle money was transferred dectronically and he
received the dead man's body scansin lessthan aday. Then began the hard, painful work.

Takeo kept Brackndl in one of the smal but luxurioudy appointed suites behind his medica offices. For
thefirgt ten days he didn't see Takeo, except through the intercom phone. Bracknell grew increasingly
impetient, increasingly fearful. Any moment he expected security guardsto burst into the little suite and
drag him back to a ship headed outward to the Belt.

He paced the suite: Stting room, bedroom, a closet-sized kitchen in which he prepared bland
microwaved medls from the fully stocked pantry. No liquor, no drugs, no vistors. His only entertainment
was video, and he congtantly scanned the news nets from Selene and Earth for any hint that he was being
hunted. Nothing. He wanted to phone the Selene hospita to see what their files showed about him, but
found that he could not place outgoing calls. He was a prisoner again. Hisjail cell was comfortable, even
plush, but ill hefet pennedin.

When he complained to Takeo, the physician's artificialy handsome image on the phone screen smiled at
him. "Y ou're freeto leave whenever you want."

"Y ou haven't even started my trestment yet!"
"Yes| have"
Bracknd | stared at the face on the screen.

"The mogt difficult part of thisprocess,” Takeo explained, with illconced ed annoyance, "is programming
the nanomachines. They've got to ater your face, your skin, your bone structure. Once I've got them



programmed, therest iseasy.”
It wasn't easy.

One ordinary morning, as Brackndll flicked from one news channe to another, thinking that even being
arrested again would be better than this utter boredom, ayoung Asan nurse entered his stting room
bearing asilver tray with asingle glass of what |ooked like orangejuice.

"Thisisyour firg treetment, Sr.”

"This?' Bracknell asked dubioudy as he picked up the glass.

"Y ou should go to bed for anap as soon asyou drink it," the nurse said. "It contains a sedative."
"And nanomachines?'

She nodded solemnly. "Oh, yes, Sr. Many nanomachines. Hundreds of millions of them.”
"Good," said Bracknell. He drained the glass, then put it back on her tray with aclink.

"Y ou should go to bed now, sir."

Bracknell thought of asking her if she would accompany him, but decided againgt it. Sheleft the suite and
he walked into his bedroom. The bed was gtill unmade from the previous night's deep.

Thisisridiculous, he thought. I'm not deepy and thereés no-

A wave of giddiness made his knees sag. He plopped onto the bed, heart thumping. Hisfacetingled,
itched. Hefdt asif something was crawling under his skin. It'sonly psychosometic, hetold himsdlf. But
as he stretched out on the rumpled bed he felt asif some dien parasites had invaded his body. He
wanted to scratch hisface, hisribs, everywhere. He writhed on the bed, filled with blind dread, moaning
in histerror. He squeezed his eyes shut and hoped that deep would come before he began screaming like
alundic.

Each morning for six days, the same nurse brought him aglassfilled with fruit juice. And nanomachines.
For six mornings Bracknd | took it with atrembling hand, then went to bed and waited for the sedative to
knock him out while his body twitched and writhed. Each day the pain grew sharper, deeper. It was asif
his bones were being sawn gpart, the flesh of hisface and body flayed by a sadistic torturer. He thought
of insectsinfected with the eggs of parasitic waspsthet ate out their host'sinsdes. Helived in writhing
agony and horror as the nanomachines did their work inside his body.

But he saw no differencein hisface. Every morning he staggered to the lavatory and studied himself inthe
mirror above the sink. He looked the same, except that his beard did not grow. After three days of the
nanotherapy he stopped shaving dtogether. There was no need. Besides, his frightened hands shook too
much.

He phoned Takeo every day, and received only a computer's synthesized, "Dr. Kogawill return your cal
at the appropriate time.”

Maybe he'skilling me, Bracknel thought. Using nanomachinesto eat out my guts and get rid of me. Still,
despite hisfears each morning he swallowed down the juice and the invisible devices swvarming in it. And
suffered the agonies of hdll until he passed thankfully into unconsciousness.

One week to the day after Bracknell had started taking the nanotherapy, Koga showed up in his suite.



"How do you fed?" the physician asked, peering a Brackndll intently.
"Likel'm being eaten insde," Bracknell snapped.

Takeo tilted his head dightly. "Can't be helped. Normally we go more dowly, but both of usareina
hurry so I've given you some pretty heavy dosages.”

"l don't see any change,” said Brackndll.
"Don't you?' Takeo smiled condescendingly. "1 do."
"My faceisthe same.”

Walking over to the desktop phone, Takeo said, "The day-to-day change is minuscule, true enough.” He
spoke acommand in Japanese to the phone. "But aweek's worth of changeis sgnificant.”

Bracknell saw his own image on the phone's display.
"Takealook inthemirror," said Takeo.

Brackndl |l went to the bathroom. He stared, then ducked back into the living room. The difference was
subtle, but clear.

Takeo smiled at his handiwork. "In another week not even United Life and Accident Assurance will be
abletotel you fromthe origind Dante Alexios"

"It'spanful,” Brackndll said.

"Having your bones remolded involves some discomfort,” Takeo replied, unconcerned. "But you're
getting aside benefit: you'll never haveto shave again. I've diminated the hair follicles on your face.

"It ill hurtslikehdll.”

Takeo shrugged. "That's the price you must pay."

Another week, thought Bracknell. | can put up with thisfor another week.
DANTE ALEXIOS

Marvin Pratt frowned at the dark-haired man sitting in front of his desk. The expression on the Stranger's
face was utterly serious, determined.

"Y ou're not the man | saw in the hospitd,” he said.

"I am Dante Alexios," said Bracknell. "I've cometo clam my money asthe sole beneficiary of the
Alhambra's accident policy.”

"Then who was the man in the hospital ?* Pratt demanded.

Alexios shrugged his shoulders. They were dimmer than Bracknell's had been. "Some derdlict, |
suppose.”

"He disgppeared,” Prait said, suspicion etched onto hisface. "Walked out of the hospital and
disappeared.”

"Asl sad, aderdict. | understand there's an underground community of sorts herein Sdlene. Criminds,



home ess people, al sortsof oddba s hiding away in the tunnels™

Pratt leaned back in hisswivel chair and let air whistle softly between histeeth as he compared the face
of the man stting before him with the image of Dante Alexios on his desktop screen. Both had pae skin
and dark hair; the image on the screen had a shadow of stubble aong hisjaw while the man facing him
was perfectly clean-shaven. Hisface seemed just atrifle out of kilter, asif thetwo havesof it did not
quite match. His smile seemed forced, twisted. But theretind patterns of his dark brown eyes matched
those on file in the computer. So did hisfingerprints and the convolutions of hisears.

"How did you survive the explosion?' Pratt asked, trying to keep histone neutral, nonaccusative.

Smoothly, Alexiosreplied, "I was outside doing routine maintenance on the attitude thrusters when the
two ships blew up. | went spinning off into space for severd days. | nearly died.”

"Someone picked you up?'

"Ancther freighter, the Dubai, outbound for the Belt. After eight days they transferred me to an inbound
ship, the Seitz, and | arrived herein Selene yesterday. That'swhen | called your office.”

Pratt looked asif he didn't believe aword of it, but he went through the motions of checking Alexioss
gtory. Alexios had paid the captains of the two vessals handsomely for ther little lies, usng Takeo's
money on the promise that he'd repay the physician once he got the insurance payout into his hands.

"This other man, theamnesiac,” said Pratt warily. "He was rescued from the Alhambra aso.”

Smoothly, Brackndl answered, "Then he must have been aconvict. Captain Farad had the pleasant little
trick of putting troublemakers outside, in spacesuits, until they learned to behave themsalves.”

"l see At last Prett said, "Y ou're avery fortunate man, Mr. Alexios.”

"Don't | know it!"

With alook of utter distaste, Pratt commanded his phone to authorize payment to Dante Alexios.
Alexiosasked, "May | ask, how much isthe, uh, benefit?"

Pratt glanced at hisdisplay screen. "Twelve point seven million New Internationa Dollars."
Alexioss browslifted. "That much?'

"What do you intend to do with your money?'

Taking adeep breath, Alexios said, "Well, there are some debts | have to pay. After that... | don't know
.. | just might start my own engineering firm."

He surprised Takeo by paying the physician's normal fee for a cosmetic remake. Then Dante Alexios
opened asmadl consulting engineering office in Seene. He sarted by taking on charity work and
performing community services, such asdesigning anew water processing plant for Selene's growing
population of retireesfrom Earth. Hisfirst paying assignment was as a consultant on the new mass driver
being built out on Mare Nubium to catgpult cargos of lunar helium three to the hungry fusion power plants
on Earth. He began to learn how to use nanotechnology. With aderisive grin he would tell himsdlf,
Damned useful, these little nanomachines.

Intwo years hewas well known in Selene for his community services. In four he waswedthy in hisown
right, with enough contractsto hireasmall but growing staff of engineers and office personnel. Often he



thought about returning to Earth and looking up Lara, but he resisted the temptation. That part of hislife
was finished. Even his hatred of Victor and Danvers had abated. There was nothing to be done. The
desirefor vengeance cooled, dthough he still felt angry whenever he thought of their betrayd.

Instead of traveling to Earth, Dante Alexios won a contract to build a complete research station on Mars,
anew baseinthegiant circular basin in the southern hemisphere caled Hellas. He flew to Marsto
persondly supervise the congtruction.

Helived at the construction site, surrounded by nanotech engineers and some of the scientists who would
live and work at the base once it wasfinished. He walked theiron sands of the red planet and watched
the distant, pale Sun set in the cloudless caramd-colored sky. He felt the peace and harmony of this
empty world, with its craggy mountains and rugged canyons and winding ancient river beds.

We haven't corrupted thisworld, Alexiostold himsdf. There are only ahandful of humans here, not
enough to tear the place apart and rebuild it the way we've done to Earth, the way we're doing to the
Moon.

Y et he knew he was a part of that process; he had helped to extend human habitation across the dead
and battered face of the Moon. Marswas different, though. Life dwelled here. Once, arace of intelligent
creatures built their homes and templesinto the high crevassesin the cliffs. Alexios got permission from
the scientists running the exploration effort to vigt the ruins of their cliff dwellings.

Gone. Whoever built these villages, whoever farmed those valeys, they were dl wiped out by an
impersond planetwide catastrophe that snuffed out virtudly al life on the red planet, blew away most of
its atmosphere, flash-froze thisworld into adusty, dry globa desert. The scientists thought the plain of
Hellas held the key to the disaster that Sterilized Mars sixty-five million years ago, the same disaster that
wiped out the dinosaurs and hdf of dl living species on Earth.

Alexiosfet very humble when he stared through his spacesuit visor at the crumbling ruins of aMartian
diff dwelling. Life can be snuffed out so eadly. Like askytower faling, crushing thelife out of millions,
ending alifetime of hope and work with asnap of destiny'sfingers.

He was mulling his own destiny when he returned to the base nearing completion at Hellas. Asthe rocket
glider that carried him soared over the vast circular depression, Alexioslooked through the thick quartz
window with some pride. The base spread across severa square kilometers of the immense crater's
floor, domes and tunndls and the tangled tracks of many vehicles. The work of my mind, hesaid to
himsdf. The baseisamost finished, and | did it. | created it. With alittle help from my nanofriends. Like
the skytower, taunted avoicein hismind.

That night, helay in hisbunk and watched the Earths de news broadcasts while the Martian wind moaned
softly past the plastic dome that housed the congtruction crew. Then he saw an item that made him sit
graight up in bed.

Saito Yamagata was going to start a project to build solar power satdllitesin orbit around the planet
Mercury.

Y amagatal He's come out of his so-caled retreat in Tibet and he's heading for Mercury.

Without a moment's hesitation, without a heartbeat of reflection, Alexios decided hewould go to
Mercury, too. He owed Y amagata a death. And as he sat in his darkened bedroom, the flickering light
from the video screen playing across his transformed features, he reslized that he could pay back both
Victor and Danvers, too.



All theold hatred, dl the old fury, al the old seething acid boiled up anew in hisguts. Alexiosfdt histeeth
grinding together. I'll make them pay, he promised himself. | had dmost forgotten about them, about what
they did to me and al those millions of others. Almost forgotten Addie and her father and the others
aboard Alhambra. How easy it isto let acomfortable life swallow you up. How easy to et the blade's
edge go dull.

He threw back the bed covers and strode naked to his desktop phone. Y amagata. Molina. Danvers. I'll
get dl three of them on that hellhole of aworld, Mercury.

GOETHE BASE

Sitting in hisbare little office, Dante Alexios smiled hitterly to himself asthe memories of histen lost years
came flooding back to him. He finished reading the report issued by McFergusen and his ICU committee
and leaned back in hisdesk chair. They've worded it very diplomaticaly, Alexiosthought as he read the
find paragraph, but their meaningisclear.

The aforementioned tests unequivocaly show that the rocksin question originated on Mars. While there
isavanishingly small chance that they were deposited on Mercury's surface by natural processes, the
overwhelming likelihood is that they were trangported to Mercury by human hands. The discovery of
biomarkersin these samplesby V. Molinais not, therefore, indicative of biologicd activity on the planet
Mercury.

Victor iswiped out, Alexios said to himself, with satisfaction. McFergusen won't comeright out and say
it, but theimplicationis crysta clear: either Victor planted those rocks here himsdf, or he fell dupeto
some prankster who did it. Either way, Victor's reputation as a scientist is permanently demolished.

Laughing out loud, Alexiosthought, Now it'syour turn, Danvers.
Heputinacdl to Molina, to start the process of destroying Bishop Elliott Danvers.

As he strode down the central corridor of the orbiting Himawari, heading toward Molinas quarters,
Alexios began to fed nervous. Larawill be there, he knew. Sheliveswith him. Segpswith him. They
have an eight-year-old son. He worried that sooner or later she would see through his nanotherapy and
recognize Mance Bracknell. Then heredlized that even if she did it wouldn't change anything.

Stll, he hestated once he arrived at the door to their stateroom, hisfist in midair poised to knock. What
will I doif she doesrecognize me? he asked himsdlf. What will you do if she doesn't? replied the scornful
voicein hishead.

Hetook a breath, then knocked. Lara opened the door immediately, asif she had been standing behind it
waiting anxioudy for him.

He had to swalow before he could say, "Hello, Mrs. Molina"
"Mr. Alexios." Her voice was hushed, apprehensive. "Won't you comein?’

Feding every fiber of hisbody quivering nervoudy, Alexios stepped into their compartment. Victor was
ditting on the two-place sofa set againgt the far bulkhead, his head in his hands. The bed was negtly made
up; everything in the stateroom seemed in fastidious order. Except for Molina: he looked awreck, hair
mussed, face ashen, atwo-day stubble on hisjaw, dark rings under his eyes.

Alexiosrelaxed somewhat. Thisisn't going to be difficult at al. He'sready to clutch at any straw | can
offer.



Laraasked, "Can | get you something, Mr. Alexios?
"Dante," he said. "Please cal me Dante.”
With anod, shesad, "Very well, Dante. A drink, maybe?'

His memory flashed apicture of all thetimes he and Lara had drunk together. She'd been partid to
margaritasin the old days, Mance Bracknell had ataste for wine.

"Just some water, please," he said.
"Fruit juice?" she suggested.

He almost shuddered with the recollection of the nanomachine-laden juice he had drunk in Kogasclinic.
"Water will befine, thank you."

Larawent to the kitchenette built behind a short bar next to the sofa. Alexios pulled up one of the plush
chairs and sat across the coffee table from Molina.

"As| said on the phone, Dr. Molina, I'm here to help you in any way | can.”
Molinashook his head. "Thereisn't anything you can do,” he said in ahoarse whisper.

"Someone set you up for this" Alexios said gently. "If we can find out who did it, that would show
everyonethat you're not at fault.”

Laraplaced atray of glasses on the coffee table and sat next to her husband. "That's what I've been
telling him. We can't just take thislying down. Weve got to find out who's responsible for this.”

"What can you do?' Molina asked morosdly.

Alexiostilted hishead dightly, asif thinking about the problem. "Well... you said you received an
anonymous call about the rocks.”

"Y es. Somebody |eft amessage for me at my office on campus. No name. No return address.”
"And on the strength of that one call you came out hereto Mercury?"

Anger flared in Molinas eyes. "Don't you start, too! Yes, | came here on the strength of that one call. It
sounded too good to be ignored.”

Laralaid aplacating hand on hisknee. "Victor, he'strying to help you," she said soothingly.

Molinavisibly choked back hisanger. "I figured that if it'sablind aley | could be back homein acouple
of weeks. But if it iswasred, it would be aterrific discovery.”

"But it was addiberate hoax," Alexios said, as sympatheticaly as he could manage.
"That'sright. And they dl think | did it. They think I'm afraud, achest, &"

"Thething to do," Alexios said, cutting through Molinasrisng bitterness, "isto track down who made
thet call.”

"] don't see how-"

"Whoever it was had accessto Martian rocks,” Alexioswent on. "And he probably knew you."



"What makes you think that?' Lara asked, surprise showing clearly in her amber eyes.

With asmall shrug, Alexiosreplied, "He called you, no one el se. He wanted you, specificdly you, to
come hereand be hisvictim."

"Who would do such athing?' Larawondered. "And why?"
"That'swhat we've got to find out.”
EVIDENCE

Alexios knew he had to work fast, because Laraand Victor were dueto leave Mercury in afew days.
Y et he couldn't be too swift; that might show his hand to them. Besides, now that the IAA'sinterdict on
hiswork on the planet's surface was lifted, he had plenty of tasks to accomplish: resume scooping raw
materias from the regolith, hire a nanotech team and bring them to Mercury, lay out plansfor building a
meass driver and the components for solar power satellites that would be catapulted into orbit and
assembled in space.

Hewaited for two days. Then he rode the shuttle back to Himawari with the evidencein histunic
pocket.

Laraand Victor eagerly greeted him at the airlock. They hurried down the passageway together toward
the Molinas stateroom, Victor in aswest to see what Alexios had uncovered, Larajust as eager but
more controlled.

As soon as the stateroom door closed Molinademanded, "Well? What did you find?"
"Quiteabit," said Alexios. "Is McFergusen still here? He should see-”

"Hel€eft two days ago,” Molina snapped. "What did you find out?" Alexios pulled two thin sheets of
plagtic from his tunic and unfolded them on the coffee table as Molinaand hiswife sat together on the
little sofa. He tapped the one on top.

"Is this the anonymous message you received?’ he asked Molina.

The astrobiologist scanned it. "Yes, that'sit."

Alexios knew it was. He had sent it. He turned that sheet over to show the one beneath it.
"What'sthis?' Laraasked.

"A copy of arequigition from the International Consortium of Universities, salling deven Martian rocksto
aprivate research facility on Earth.”

"My rockd" Molinablurted.
"How did they get from Earth to Mercury?' Lara asked.

Alexios knew perfectly well, but he said, "That part of it well have to deduce from the available
evidence"

"Who sent this message to me?* Molinademanded, tapping thefirst sheet.

"It wasn't easy tracking down the sender. He was very careful to cover histracks.”



"Who wasit?'
"And he had alarge, wdll-financed organization behind him, aswell," Alexios added.
"Who was it?" Malinafairly screamed.

Alexios glanced at Lara. She was obvioudy on tenterhooks, her lips parted dightly, her eyes wide with
anticipation.

"Bishop Danvers" said Alexios.

"Elliott?" Molinagasped.

"l can't bedieveit,” said Lara. "He'saman of god-he wouldn't stoop to such chicanery.”
"Hesmy friend,” Molinasaid, looking bewildered. "At leadt, | thought he was.”

Alexiossaid, "The New Mordlity hates the discoveries you astrobiologists have made, you know that.
What better way to discredit the entire field than by showing a prominent astrobiologist to be afraud, a
liar?'

Molinasank back in the sofa. "Elliott did this? To me?"
"What proof do you have?' Laraasked.

Alexioslooked into her gold-flecked eyes. "The people who traced this message used highly irregular
methods-"

"lllegd, you mean,” shesad flatly.
"Extralegd," Alexios countered.
"Then this so-caled evidence won't hold up in acourt of law."

"No, but there must be arecord of this message in Danverss compuiter files. Even if he erased the
message, a scan of hismemory core might find atrace of it."

Laragtared hard a him. "The bishop could claim that someone planted the message in his computer.”
Alexios knew shewas perfectly correct. But he said, "And why would anyone do that?*

Impatiently, Molinaargued, "We can't examine Elliott's computer fileswithout his permisson. And if he
redly did thishe won't give permisson. So where arewe?'

"Y ou'reforgetting thisinvoice," said Alexios. "It can be traced to the New Mordity school in Gabon, in
west Africa”

Laralooked at her hushand. "Elliott was stationed in Libreville.

"For dmogt ten years," Molinasaid.

Sheturned back to Alexios. "Y ou're certain of dl this?'

Henodded and lied, "Absolutely. | paid agood ded of money to obtain thisinformation.”

"Elliott?" Molinawas 4till finding it difficult to accept theidea. "Elliott deliberately tried to destroy me?"



"I'm afraid he has destroyed you," Alexios said grimly. ™Y our reputation is permanently tainted.”

Molinanodded ruefully. Then his expression changed, hardened. "Then I'm taking that pompous
sonofabitch down with me!™

CONFRONTATION
"It'sutterly ridiculoud" cried Bishop Danvers.

Molinawas standing in Danverss stiateroom, too furiousto St down. He paced thelittleroom like a
prowling animal. Lara sat on one of the upholstered chairs, Alexios on the other one. Danverswas on the
sofa between them, staring bewilderedly at the two flimsy sheetsthat Alexios had brought.

"We havethe proof," Molinasaid, jabbing afinger toward the message and theinvoice.
"It'snot true, Victor," said Danvers. "Believe me, it'snot true.”

"Y ou deliberately ruined me, Elliott."

"No, I-"

"Why?' Molina shouted. "Why did you do thisto me?"

"I didn't!" Danvers howled back, hisface reddening. "It'sapack of lies." Desperately, heturned to Lara
"Lara, you believe me, don't you? Y ou know | wouldn't have donethis. | couldn't have!™

Laras eyes flicked from her husband to the bishop and back again.

"Someone has ddiberately ruined Victor's reputation,” she said evenly, fixing her gaze on Alexios. "No
matter who did this, Victor's career is destroyed.”

"But it wasn't me!" Danvers pleaded.
"Wasn'tit?' Molinasnapped. "When | think of dl the talks we've had, over the years, dl the arguments-"
"Discussond” Danvers corrected. " Philosophical discussons™

"You've had it in for me ever since you found out that | was using those gengineered virusesto help build
the skytower," Molinaaccused. "Y ou and your kind hate everything that science stands for, don't you?"

"No, it'snot true." Danvers seemed almogt in tears.

Molinastopped his pacing to face the bishop. "When | told you about what | was doing at the Skytower,
you reported it to your New Morality superiors, didn't you?"

"Of course, It wasimportant informeation.”

"Y ou were aspy back in Ecuador. Y ou were sent to the skytower project to snoop, not to pray for
peopl€'s souls.”

"Victor, please believe me-"

"And now they've sent you here to Mercury to destroy my work, my career. Y ou've ruined my life,
Elliott! Y ou might aswell have taken aknife and stabbed me through the heart!"

Danvers sank hisfacein his hands and started blubbering. Lara stared at him, her own eyes growing



misty. Then shelooked up a her husband.
"Victor, | don't think he did this," shesaid camly.
"Then who did?' Molina demanded. "Who would have any reason to?

Larafocused again squarely on Alexios. "Areyou certain of thisinformation?' she asked. "Absolutely
certan?'

Alexios fought down the urge to squirm uncomfortably under her gaze. As smoothly as he could, he
replied, "Asyour husband said, who else would have amotive for doing thisto him? The New Mordity
must have marked Victor years ago, when they learned what he was doing for the skytower."

"And they'd wait dl thistime to get back at him?"
Shrugging, Alexios said, "Apparently so. That's what the evidence suggests.”

Abruptly, Molina bent over the coffee table and snatched the two flimsy sheets. "I'm caling M cFergusen.
I've been the victim of ahoax, ascam. And then I'm cdlling the news nets. The New Mordlity isgoing to
pay for this I'll expose them for the psalm-singing hypocritesthat they arel”

Exactly what | thought you'd do, Alexios said to himself. Aloud, however, he tried to sound more
reasonable. "l agreethat acall to McFergusenisin order. But anews conference? Do you redly want to
attack the New Mordity?'

"Why not?' Molinasnapped. "What do | haveto lose?

Laragot to her feet. "Victor, Mr. Alexiosisright. Don't be too hasty. Talk with McFergusen first. He
might be able to sdvage something out of thisStuation.”

"Savage what? Eveniif | can prove that |'ve been scammed, | still look like an idiot. Nobody will ever
believe me again. My career isfinished!”

"But perhgps-"

"Perhaps nothing! They've destroyed me; I'm going to do my damnedest to destroy them. And you in
particular, Elliott, you goddamned lying bastard!"

Danverslooked up at the astrobiologi<t, hisface white with shock, his eyesfilled with tears.

Molinatook hiswife by thewrist and dammed out of the stateroom, leaving Alexios aone with the
bishop.

"l didnt doit,” Danvers mewed, bewildered. "As God is my witness, | never did any of this."

Alexios scratched his chin, trying to prevent himself from gloating. "Would you alow meto check your
computer? | presume you brought your memory core with you when you cameto Mercury.”

Danvers nodded glumly and gestured toward the desk, where the palm-sized computer rested. Alexios
spent ahdf hour fiddling with it while the bishop sat on the sofain miserable silence. Alexiosfound the
trace of the message he had paid to have planted in the computer's core. It looked asif it had been
erased from the active memory, but still existed deep in the core.

Getting up from the desk at last, Alexioslied, "Wdll, if it'sin your maching's memory it would teke a
better expert than meto find it."



"It doesn't matter,” Danvers said, his heavy head drooping.
"| should think it would be important.”

Hisvoice deep and low with despair, Danvers said, Y ou don't understand. A scandd like thiswill ruin
me. The New Mordlity doesn't permit even a suspicion of wrongdoing among its hierarchy. We must dl
be above evil, above even accusations of evil. This... once Victor tells people about this... I'll befinished
inthe New Mordity. Finished.”

Alexiostook abreath, then replied, "Maybe you can get a position as chaplain on aprison ship, or out in
the Asteroid Belt. They could use your consolationsthere.”

Danverslooked up at him, blinking. He seemed to have aged ten yearsin the past half hour.

Alexios smiled, thinking, Y ou wouldn't last amonth out there, you fat old fraud. Somebody would
grangle you in the middie of your hymns.

OBSERVATION LOUNGE

Alexiosfidgeted nervoudy as he stood in Himawari's dimmed observation lounge, gazing through the
glassted bligter asthe star-flecked depths of infinite space spun dowly, inexorably past his dtered eyes.
The eyes of heaven, he said to himsdlf, hdf-remembering apoem from his school days. The army of
unalterable law, that's what the poet called the Sars.

| should fed triumphant, he thought. Victor's career isin tatters, and Danversisin disgrace. All that's | eft
isYamagataand I'll be taking care of him shortly. Y et hefelt no delight in hisvictory over them. No
triumph. Hewas dead inside, cold and numb. Ten years I've waited to get even with them and now that |
have ... so what? So Victor will spend therest of hislifein some obscure universty trying to live down his
mistake here on Mercury. And Danverswill be defrocked, or whatever they do in the New Mordlity.
What of it? How doesthat change my life?

Lara, he said to himsdlf. It all dependson Lara. She'sthe onel did thisfor. She's the one who kept me
divethrough dl those long years out in the Belt. My only glimmer of hope when | was aprisoner, a
miserableexile.

Asthetorch ship rotated, the surface of Mercury did into view, barren, heat-blasted, pitted with craters
and seamed with cracks and fault lines. Like the face of an old, old man, Alexios thought, aman who's
lived too long. He saw aline of cliffsand the worn, tired mountains ringing an ancient crater. He knew
where Goethe base was, but he could not see the modest mound of rubble covering its dome from the
distance of the ship's orbit, nor the tracks of the vehiclesthat churned up the thin layer of dust onthe
ground down there.

Once we've built the mass driver you'll be able to seeit from orbit, he thought. Five kilometerslong.
WEIl seeit, dl right.

The door behind him did open, spilling light from the passageway into the darkened compartment.
Alexioss heart congtricted in his chest. He did not dare to turn around, but in the reflection off the
glassted bubble he saw that it was Lara.

He dowly turned toward her as she did the door shut. The compartment became dim and shadowed
again, but he could see her lovely face, seethe curiogity in her eyes.

"Y ou asked me to meet you here?’ she said, her voice soft and low.



He redlized he'd been holding his breath. He nodded, then managed to get out, "It's one of the few places
aboard ship where we can meet privately."

"Y ou have some further information about my husband?'

"No ... not redly..." It took al his sdf-control to keep from reaching out and clasping her in hisarms.
Surdly she could hear his heart thundering.

"l don't understand,” Larasaid with alittle frown. "Y ou asked me to see you, to come aone, without
Victor."

"Larg, it'sme," he blurted. "Mance."
Her mouth dropped open.

"I know | look different,” he said, the words coming in arush now. "I had to change my appearance, my
background, | came here to Mercury but | had no idea you'd come out here too and now that you're
here| can't keep up the masquerade any longer, | want to-"

"Mance?' shewhispered, unbdieving.
"Yes it'sme, darling.”

She staggered back severa steps, dropped onto the bench running aong the compartment's rear
bulkhead. "It can't be," she said, her voice hollow.

He went to her, knelt before her, grasped both her handsin hisown. "Lara, I've gone through hell to find
you again. | loveyou. I've dwaysloved you."

Shewas staring at him, searching for the Mance Bracknell she had known. He could see the play of
garlight in her eyes and then the harsh glare reflected from Mercury casting her face into stark light and
shadow.

"I know | don't look the same, Lara. But it redlly isme, Mance. | have anew identity. I'm afree man
now. The old Mance Brackndll isdead, asfar asthe officials are concerned. But we can begin our lives
again, Lara, we can take up where we | eft off."

She shuddered, like awoman coming out of atrance. "Begin our lives again?'
"Yes! | loveyou, dearest. | want to marry you and-"

"I'm dready married. | have an eight-year-old son. Victor's son.”

"Y ou can divorce Victor. Nobody will blame you for leaving him.”
Recognition lit her eyes. "Y ou did thisto Victor! It wasn't Elliott, it wasyou!”
"l didit for you," he said.

"Y ou destroyed my husband's career and ruined Elliott.”

"Because | loveyou."

"What kind of loveisthat?'

Alexios saw the disgust in her eyes. "Y ou don't understand,” he said. "They destroyed me. Victor



deliberately lied a my tria. He wanted me out of the way so he could have you. He stole you from me.
Hegolemy entirelifel"

"And now you've solen his™"

"Yesl And | want you back. Y ou're the reason I've done al this."

"Oh, my god," she moaned.

"Y ou loved me, you know you did. Y ou said you wanted to be with me. Well, now we can-"
"And Elliott, too? What do you have againg him?"

Anger risng ingde him, Alexios said, "He's the one who started the scheme to destroy the skytower. Him
and hisNew Mordity hatred for nanotechnology or anything € se that they can't find in the Old
Tedtament."

"Destroy the skytower?"

"It was sabotaged. Deliberately knocked down. They didn't care how many people they killed, they just
wanted the tower destroyed. And mewith it."

Shedtared at him. "Y ou're saying that Victor helped to bring the tower down?'

"No, | don't think so. | don't know. But helied at my trid. He was perfectly willing to lie so that the
blame would al be dumped on me. So that I'd be sent off Earth and held have you to himsdlf.”

Larashook her head, just the dightest of movements, asshe said, "I can't believe that. | don't believe any
of thig"

"But it'strue! It'sdl true! Victor isalying thief and Danvershelped him."
She sagged back on the padded bulkhead. Alexios climbed to hisfeet and sat beside her.

"l know it'salot to accept al at once. But | really am Mance Bracknell. At least | was, once. Now I'm
Dante Alexios. I'm fairly prosperous; | can offer you afinelife back on Earth. Victor stole you from me. |
want you back."

"He'smy husband,” Lararepeated weskly.

Helooked directly into her eyes. In the dim lighting of the compartment he could not see any tearsin
them.

"Lara, you can't tell methat you love Victor the way you loved me."
She sad nothing.

"We were perfect for each other,” he said. "Theminute | first saw you, back in that dull statistics class
with the Chinese T.A. who could barely speak English, | fell hopelesdy in love with you.”

For long moments she remained slent. Then, "Y ou certainly didn't show it.”

"l wastoo shy. It didn't seem possible that anyone as wonderful as you would have the dightest interest
inme"

Laragmiled fantly.



"We belong together, Lara. They've separated us for so many years, but we can be together again now."
Again that dight shake of her head. " So many years have gone by."

"But we can dart again,” he urged.

"It'snot that smple.”

"It can be, if youwant it to be. Victor got what's coming to him. He's finished, out of the picture.”
"Hesmy husband,” shesad, ill again.

"He goleyou from me!"

She looked away for amoment, then turned back to him. "Look, Mance or Alexios or whoever you are.
| an married to Victor Molina. He's the father of my child. Y ou'vetried to ruin him-"

"Nothing lessthan he deserves," Alexios growled, feding hisanger smmering ingde him again. "Infact,
he deserves alot worse."

"What you'vetold me might sasve him,” Larasaid.
Alexioswas thunderstruck. He fdt awave of nauseawash over him. "Y ou'd take him over me?"

"Mance Bracknell isdead,” Larasaid, her voice flat and cold. "So beit. We could never recapture what
we had dl those years ago. Do you think | could leave Victor and go with you, knowing what you've
doneto him?'

"But he deserves it!"

"No, he doesn't. And even if he did, hiswife should be by his side, protecting and supporting him. For
the sake of our child, if for no other reason.”

"Y ou bdongwithme!"
"No. My place iswith my husband and son, no matter what happened in the past.”
"That's..." Alexiosran out of words. This hasgoneal wrong, he said to himsalf. All wrong.

Laragot to her feet. "I'm going to tell Victor about this, and then McFergusen. | won't mention Mance
Brackndl. I'll amply tell them that you confessed to me that you planted the fal se evidence.”

"They'll find out who | am!" Alexios pleaded. "They'll send me back to the Belt!"

"Not if you can prove that the skytower was sabotaged. Not if you can lead the authorities to the people
who areredly responsible for al those deaths.”

He stood up beside her, his knees unsteady, and watched as she abruptly turned away from him and left
the observation lounge. He stood frozen, watching as the door did closed. Then he fdt the glare from
Mercury's surface blaze through the heavily tinted blister of glassted. It felt like the hot bresth of doom.

GOETHE BASE

It'sal gonewrong, Alexios said to himself ashe sat miserably alonein his spardly furnished office a the
congtruction base. Horribly wrong.



Lara, Victor, and Danvers had |eft for Earth on the ship that had shepherded the six new power satellites
from Selene. She must betelling Victor everything, Alexiosthought. It's only amatter of time before the
IAA or some other group sends investigators here to check me out. If they suspect I'mnot who | say |
am, they'll want to do DNA scanson me. If | refusethey'll get acourt order.

It'sfinished, hetold himself. Over. She's not the same Laral knew. The years have changed her.

He stood up and studied his reflection in the blank wall screen. They've changed me, too, he redlized. He
paced acrossthelittle office, thinking that hewas till al alonein the universe. Laradoesn't love me
anymore. No one in the entire solar system cares about me. There's only one thing left to do. Get

Y amagata down here and finish the job. Make him pay before they come after me. After that, it doesn't
matter what happens.

Y et he hesitated. When the investigators come | could tell them the whole story, tell them how Y amagata
sabotaged the skytower, how he's the one who's really responsible for al those deeths.

But the mocking voicein his head sneered, And they'll believe you? Againgt Y amagata? Wher€'s your
evidence? He's murdered everyone connected with the sabotage. Toshikazu wasthe last one, and his
ns even killed themsalves so theréd be no possible witnesses remaining.

Alexios knew the severed end of the skytower lay more than four thousand meters beneath the surface of
the Atlantic, near the fracture zone where hot magmawells up from deep benesth the Earth's crust. No
one would send an expedition to search for the remains of nanomachines that had probably been
dissolved by now, he knew.

He dso knew that Saito Y amagata maintained the convenient fiction that his son ran Y amagata
Corporation. He wasin alamasery in Tibet when the skytower went down, Alexios remembered. Yes,
of course, the voicein hismind taunted. He pulled dl the strings for this vast murderous congpiracy from
hisretreat in the Himaayas. Try getting the authoritiesto buy that.

Alexios shook his head dowly. No, I'm not going to try to get the authorities to do anything. I'm going to
take care of Y amagatamyself. I'm going to end thisthing once and for al.

Hetold the phoneto call Saito Y amagata.

Y amagata was clearly uncomfortable about being out on the surface; Alexios could see the unhappy
frown on hisface through the visor of hishelmet. Don't worry, he said silently, you won't be out here
long. Only for the rest of your life.

The two men wereriding adow, bumping tractor across the bleak surface of Mercury, dipping down
into shallow craters and then laboring up the other sde, moving farther and farther from the base. It was
night; the Sun would not rise for another hour, but the glow of starlight and the pale glitter of the zodiacal
light bathed the bleak landscape in acold, slvery radiance.

Despite dl the months he'd been on Mercury, Alexios till could not get accustomed to thelittle planet's
short horizon. It waslike the brink of acliff looming too close; the edge of theworld. Inthe airless
vacuum the horizon was sharp and clear, no blurring or softening with distance, aknife edge: the solid
world ended and the black infinity of spacelay beyond.

"You'l be out of camerarangein two more minutes," the base controller's calm flat voice said in Alexioss
helmet earphones.

"Y ou have asatellite track on us, don't you?' he asked.



"Affirmative. Two of 'em, asamatter of fact.”
"Our beacon's coming through dl right?*
"Loud and clear.”

"Good enough.”

Even though the tractor's glasstedl cabin was pressurized, both Y amagata and Alexios were wearing full
spacesvits, their helmet visors closed and sealed. Safety regulations, Alexios had told Y amagata when the
older man had grumbled about getting into the uncomfortable suiit.

"How far are we going to go?' Y amagata asked as the tractor dewed around a house-sized boulder.

Taking one gloved hand off the steering controls to point out toward the horizon, Alexios said, "Weve
got to get to the other sde of that fault line. Then well double back.”

Y amagata grunted, and the frown on hisface relaxed, but only dightly.
It had been easy enough to get him down to the planet's surface.

"I'd like to show you the Site were considering for the mass driver," Alexios had told Y amagata.
"Naturaly, we can't makethefina decison. That's up to you."

Y amagata'simage in Alexiosswall screen had turned thoughtful. "Isit necessary for meto ingpect this
location persondly?!

Choosing hiswords carefully, Alexios had replied, "I understand, Sir, that it'sinconvenient and
uncomfortable to come down here to the surface. Even alittle dangerous, to be truthful .

Y amagata had stiffened at that. Drawing himsdf up to hisfull height, hedd told Alexios, "I will cometo the
base tomorrow. My transportation coordinator will inform you of when you may expect me."

Alexios had smiled. Touch the man on his Japanese brand of machismo and you've got him. The old
samural tradition. He doesn't want to lose face in front of his employees.

"| received areport from my son'stechnica expertsin Japan,” Y amagatasad, staring straight ahead as
he sat dongsde Alexiosin the lumbering tractor. "They believe your numbers on the solar cell
degradation problem are exaggerated.”

Alexios knew perfectly well that they were. "Exaggerated?’ he asked.
"Overdated,” said Y amagata, hisvoice muffled dightly by the spacesuit helmet.

It wasimpossible to shrug insde the heavy suit. Alexios said smoothly, "I admit that | showed you the
worgt-case numbers. | thought it best that way."

Y amagata grunted. "We may not have to harden the power satdllites after al.”

"That's good news, then," Alexiosreplied. It didn't matter now, he thought. None of it mattered any
more.

Y amagatawas Slent for severa kilometers. Then, "What makesyou think thisisthe best stefor the
catapult launcher?' he demanded. "If it takesthislong to get there, why isthis Site so preferable?



Alexios smiled behind hisvisor. "It'sthat blasted fault line. If you approve the site, welll bridge over it.
But right now we haveto go al the way around it. Won't be long now, though.”

Y amagata nodded and seemed to settle down inside his suit.
It won't be long now, Alexios repested Slently.
FREIGHTER XENOBIA

LaraTierney Molinacould not deep. Victor lay beside her, dead to the world on the sedatives and
tranquilizers held been taking ever since boarding the cresking old freighter, coasting now on a
four-month trgectory back to Selene.

The clock's digits glowing in the darkness read 12:53. She dipped out of bed, groped in the shadows of
the darkened stateroom for thefirst dress she could find in her travel bag, and pulled it on. Victor would
deep for hours more, she knew. She tiptoed to the door, opened it as softly as she could, and stepped
out into the passageway. As she did the door closed and heard thefaint click of itslock, she wondered
whichway led tothe gdley.

| haveto think, shetold hersdlf as she walked dowly dong the passageway. Its plastic walls were scuffed
and dulled from long use, the floor tiles even worse. Xenobia had ferried a set of solar power satellitesto
Mercury for Y amagatas project; now itsonly cargo was adisgraced New Mordlity bishop, ahumiliated
astrobiologist, and hersdf. The lAA was paying Victor'sfare and her own. The New Mordity had
refused to pay for Danverssreturn; Saito Y amagata had gracioudy taken care of it.

Victor had demanded a hearing before the IAA's disciplinary board. McFergusen will chair that meeting,
Larathought. I'll haveto tell them what Mance confessed to me. No, not Mance. He's a different man,
this Dante Alexios. HE's no longer Mance Brackndll.

Deep insde her she wondered why she hadn't told Victor about Alexioss confession. Victor was dazed
and thick-witted from the tranquilizersthat Y amagatals medical people had dosed him with, but she knew
that wasn't the reason. Could she believe this Alexios person? Is he really Mance? How ese would he
know about how we met? He must be Mance. But that makesit even worse, even more complicated.
Mance ddiberately ruined Victor, revenged himsalf on poor Victor like some savage out of the dark
ages. I'll have totedl Victor, | can't keegp thisfrom him. It might save his career, save hislife.

Y et she hesitated, wondering, uncertain of hersdlf or anything. Victor had lied & Mance'stria ? Perjured
himsdlf to get rid of Mance? For me? How can | believe that? How can | believe any of this?

She saw a phone screen on the passageway wall and cdled up a schematic of the ship'sinterior layout.
Sheld been heading in the wrong direction, she saw. Turning, she started more confidently toward the
gdley. No one dsewasin the passageway at thistime of night. There's probably a crew on duty inthe
bridge, Larathought. Otherwise they'redl deeping.

All but me. | can save Victor. I'll go to the meeting and tell them that he was ddliberately duped by fdse
evidence planted by Dante Alexios. | can clear Victor's name. Elliott's, too.

And what happensto Dante Alexios? she asked hersdlf. She thought she knew. McFergusen and his
committee would not take her unsupported word. They'd want corroboration. They would send
investigators to Mercury to question Mance-Alexios. And what if he clamsinnocence? What if hetdlls
them my story isatotal fabrication, a desperate attempt to save my husband?

The galley was empty. Nothing more than asmal metal table and four swivel chairs bolted to the deck,



with arow of food and drink dispenserslining onewall. Lara poured herself amug of tepid coffee and
sat wearily in one of the chairs.

I'll haveto tdl them that Alexiosisredly Mance Bracknell, sheredized. They'll run testson him to settle
hisidentity. Once they find that he's Mance they'll send him back to the Belt, back to exile.

Can | do that to him?He said Victor stole me from him, said that he still loves me and wantsme. Can |
reward him by sending him back into exile? She wanted to cry. It would be such ardief to smply
dissolveinto tears and wait for someone el se to solve this problem for her.

But thereisno one else, shetold hersalf. Except Victor, Jr. That made her Sit up straighter. Her son.
Hersand Victor's. He hasastakein this, too. | can't allow McFergusen or Mance or anyone elseto ruin
little Victor'sfuture. He needs my protection.

A shadow fdll across her and she turned to see Elliott Danverss hulking form filling the hatchway .
"Y ou couldn't deep either?' Danvers said, going to the coffee dispenser.
"No."

Danvers settled his bulk in the chair opposite Lara. It groaned as he sat on it, and the bishop sighed
heavily.

"I've sent half a dozen messagesto my superiorsin Atlantaand they haven't seen fit to reply to any of
them.”

Larasaw that hisfleshy face was pale, creased with lines sheld never noticed before. "What will happen
to you once we get back to Earth?' she asked.

Danvers shrugged hismassive shoulders. "l wish | knew. A reassgnment, at least. They'll want to strip
me of my title, I'm sure. Perhgpsthey'll throw me out atogether.”

"I know you didn't doit,” Larasaid.
Danversseyesflared briefly. Then he murmured, "Thank you."

"I'm not merely being kind, Elliott. I know who actually duped Victor and planted the evidence that puts
the blameonyou.”

Now his eyes stayed wide. "You ... you do?"

"Butif | tdll whoit redly is, it will ruin hislife"

"But he'strying to ruin my lifel™

"I don't know what | should do," Larasaid plaintively.

"Yes, you do," said the bishop. "Y ou must do what isright. Y ou can't cover up alie. Forget about
me-your husband's career is at stake.”

"l know," said Lara
"And what about your son? This affects him, too."

"l know," she repeated.



Danvers stared at her asif trying to pry the information out of her by sheer willpower. At last he asked,
"Why wouldn't you name the wrongdoer?"

"Becauseit will hurt him. Because he's been terribly hurt aready and I'm not surethat | can do thisto
him, hurt him again.”

"But... your husband! Y our son! Mel”

Laragripped her cup with both hands and stared down into it. "Maybeif | Smply tell the committee that
the man told me he did it, that he cleared you entirely, maybe that would be enough.”

"Without naming him, so they can check? They'd think you're nothing but awife who'swillingtolieto
protect her husband.”

She nodded dejectedly. "I can't help one without hurting the other.”

The bishop waited a heartbeat, then reached across the table to take her handsin his massive paws.
"Lara, mordity doesn't comein shades of gray. It'sblack and white. Y ou either do theright thing or you
do thewrong thing. Theres no middle ground.”

She looked into his soft gray eyes, red with deeplessness, and thought that mordity was smple when
doing the right thing would save your own neck.

"It'smore complicated than that," she said quietly.

"Then think of this," Danvers said, dmost gently. "What isthe greatest good for the greatest number of
people? Y ou have your husband and son to think of, as opposed to this mysterious wrongdoer.”

She nodded. "My hushand and son-and you.”
BOREALISPLANITIA

Wrapped in their cumbersome spacesuits, Alexios and Y amagata sat Sde by sdein thetractor's
transparent cab asit dowly trundled aong the pitted, rock-strewn landscape.

"BoredisPlanitia" Y amagatamuttered. "The northern plain.”

He sounded dightly nervousto Alexios, alittle edgy. Insde the pressurized glassted cabin they could
hear one another without using the suits radios, dthough their voices were muffled by the heavy helmets.

"Thisregionisan ancient lavaflow," Y amagatawent on, as much to himsdlf asto hiscompanion.
"Planetologists claim that this entire areawas once alake of molten lava, billions of years ago.”

Alexios contented himsdlf with steering the tractor through the maze of bouldersthat lay scattered across
the ground. Now and again herolled right over asmaller rock, making the tractor pitch and sway. To
their right, the yawning crack of the fault line was narrowing. They would reach the end of it soon,
Alexiosknew.

Y amagata continued, "From orbit you can see the outlines of even older craters, ghost craters, drowned
by the lavawhen it flowed acrossthisregion.”

Alexios nodded ingde his helmet. The man'staking just to hear himself talk, he thought. Trying to hide his
fear a being out here. Grimly, Alexios added, He hasalot to be afraid of.

They drove onin silence. The time stretched. Alexios could fed in his bonesthe vibrating hum of the



tractor's eectric motors, hear his own breathing inside the helmet. He drove like an automaton; there
seemed to be no emotion left insde him.

"You arevery quiet," Yamagatasad at last.
"Yes" replied Alexios.
"What are you thinking about?'

Alexiosturned his head ingde the fishbowl helmet to look squarely at the older man. "1've been thinking,"
he said, "about the skytower."

"The skytower?" Y amagatalooked surprised. "That was years ago."
"Many years. Many lives™"

"Technologica hubris™" said Y amagata "The people who built it paid no atention to the danger it might
pose.”

"Part of it istill spinning outward, in degp space.”

"Carrying the bodies of dozens of dead men and women."
"Murdered men and women," said Alexios.

Y amagata grunted. "That's one way to look at it, | suppose.”
"The tower was sabotaged. All those who died were murdered.”
"Sabotaged?'

"By agentsof Y amagata Corporation.”

Y amagatas jaw dropped open. "That's not true! It'simpossible!”

Without taking his gloved hands from the steering contrals, Alexios said, "We both know that it is
possible and it did happen.”

"Paranoid fantasy,”" Y amagata snapped.

"Isit? | wastold thefull story by thelast surviving member of the plot. Just before your hired killers
closed hismouth forever.”

"My hired killers?' Y amagata scoffed. | wasin Chota Lamasery in the Himaayas when the skytower
fell. We didn't even hear about it until aweek or more after the tragedy.”

"Yes, | know. That's your cover story."

Y amagata stared at this coldly intent man sitting beside him. He'sinsane, he thought. Alexioss eyes
glittered with something beyond anger, beyond fury. For the first time since he'd been diagnosed with
brain cancer, back in hisfirgt life, Y amagatafelt fear gripping hisinnards.

"l wasthe director of the skytower project,” Alexiostold him, al the while wondering at the glacial calm
that had settled upon him, asif he were sheathed inice.

"The director of the skytower project was exiled,” said Y amagata.



Alexios made awan amile. "Likeyou, I'veled morethan onelife.”
"I had nothing to do with the skytower,” Y amagatains sted.

"It was sabotaged by Y amagata Corporation people, using nanomachines to snap the tower at its most
vulnerable point. The man who produced the nanobugs for you told me the entire story just before your
assassins caught up with him."”

"And you believed him?"

"Hewasterrified for hislife," said Alexios. ™Y our assassns got him. They aso blew up the ship we were
in, to make sure that anyone he talked to would be killed, too."

"But you survived."
"l survived. To seek justicefor dl thoseyou killed. To gain vengeance for having my own life destroyed.”

"But I-" Y amagata caught himself and shut his mouth. He's amadman, hetold himself. | had nothing to do
with this; | wasin the lamasery. Nobuhiko was running the corporation, just as heisnow.

Suddenly his pulse began thudding in hisears. Nobu! If Y amagata Corporation wasinvolved in
destroying the skytower, it was under Nobu's direction!

No, that couldn't be, Y amagata said to himsalf. Shaking his head, he thought, Nobu wouldn't do such a
thing. He couldn't be that ruthless, that... murderous.

Or could he? Y amagata recaled those years when his advice to his son had led to the daughters of the
second Asteroid War, the massacre of the Chrysalis habitat. Nobu learned to be ruthlessfrom me, he
redlized. The blood drained from hisface. | have turned my son into amonger.

Alexios misread the ashen expression on Y amagatasface. Y ou admit it, then?'Y ou admit that the
skytower was destroyed on your orders. Four million men, women, and children murdered-by you."

Y amagata redlized there was nothing e'seto do. If | tell him that it was Nobuhiko's doing this madman
will want to kill Nobu. Better to let him think it was me. Nobu is my son, my responsibility. Whatever he
has done is my fault as much as his. Better for me to take the blame and the punishment. Let my son live.

"Wd|?' Alexios demanded.

Y amagata seemed to draw himsdlf up sraighter insde the bulky spacesuit. "'l accept full respongbility,”
hesad, hisvoiceflat, lifeless.

"Good," said Alexios. He turned the steering whed and the tractor veered dowly toward the yawning
fault line, grinding dowly but inexorably toward therift in Mercury's blesk ground asthefirst blazing edge
of the Sun peeped above the horizon.

FREIGHTER XENOBIA

Bishop Danverss mind was churning as he made hisway back to his compartment. Is Laratelling the
truth? he asked him self. She must be. She must be! She wouldn't make up astory like that, she couldn'.
But the other side of his mind argued, Why wouldn't she? She's desperate to save her husband and
protect her son. She might say anything if she thought it would help Victor.

Ashedid back the door to his compartment he saw that the phone's yellow message light was blinking in
the darkness. A message! His heart began thumping. From Atlanta. It must be an answer to my calsto



Atlanta. Hicking on the ceiling lights, Danvers rushed to the compartment's flimsy little desk and told the
phoneto display the message.

It wasindeed from Atlanta. From the archbishop himself!

Carnaby'swrinkled, bald, gnomish features took form in the phone's small display screen. Hewas
unamiling, hiseyesflinty.

"Bishop Danvers, | am replying to your messages personaly because your caseis one of extreme
importance to the New Mordity movement.”

Danversfelt immensdly grateful. The archbishop isreplying to me persondly! Even though he knew it
would take haf an hour, at least, to get areply back to Earth he automatically started to frame his
message of gratitude to the archbishop.

Carnaby was going on, however, "A great American once said that extremism in the defense of our
valuesisno vice. | can appreciate the extreme measures you took to discredit the godless scientists
you've been battling againgt. But in our battle againgt these secularists, the movement must be seen by the
genera public as being beyond reproach, above suspicion. Y our methods, once exposed to the public,
will bring suspicion and discredit upon usdl.”

But | didn't do it! Danvers screamed slently at Carnaby'simplacableimage. | haven't done anything
discreditable! Laracan proveit!

"Therefore," the archbishop continued, "I have no choice but to ask you for your resignation from the
New Moraity. One man must not be alowed to throw doubt upon our entire movement. | know this
seems harsh to you, but it isfor the higher good. Remember that aman may serve God in many ways,
and your way will beto resign your office and your ordination in the movement. If you refuse you will be
put on public trid as soon as you return to Earth and found guilty. I'm truly sorry it hasto be thisway, but
you have become aliability to the New Morality and no individua, no matter who heis, can be dlowed
to threaten our work. May God be merciful to you."

The screen went blank.

Danversstared at it for long, wordless minutes. His mind seemed unable to function. His chest felt
condtricted; it was an effort just to breathe.

At lagt, blinking with disbelief, lungs rasping painfully, Danversredized that he had been drummed out of
the New Morality movement. Thrown out into the gutter, just asthe gamblers had doneto him dl those
long years ago. All my work, al my years of service, they mean nothing, he thought. Lara's claim to know
who actudly planted the fa se evidence won't move them. I've been tainted, and they will be merciless
withme,

I'm ruined. Destroyed. | have nowhereto go! No oneto turn to. Evenif | could prove my innocence they
wouldn't take me back. I'm tainted! Unclean!

My lifeisover, hetold himsdf.

Larareturned to her compartment, where Victor was gill tossing fitfully in their bed. She sat at the desk
and sent amessageto Victor, J., smiling reassuringly for her son and telling him she and his father would
be back home in afew weeks.

Then she sat, wide awake, until Victor rose groggily from the roiled bedcl othes and blinked deep-fogged
eyesat her.



"Youreup?' heasked dully.
"l couldn't deep.”

He padded barefoot to the lavatory. She heard him urinate, then wash hisface. He came back, hair il
touded, but looking reasonably aert.

"Victor," Laraheard hersdf ask him, "at Mance'strid, did you tell the truth about the skytower's
condruction?"

Helooked ingtantly wary. "Why do you ask that?"
"Did youtdl thetruth?"

"It was so many years ago..."

"Did you ddliberately lie to put the blame on Mance?"

Molinastood next to the lavatory doorway, wearing nothing but hiswrinkled underpants, staring a his
wife

"I've got to know, Victor," said Lara. 'Y ou've got to tell me the truth now."

He shuffled to the bed and sat wearily onit. "The tower collapsed,” Molinasaid. "There was nothing any
of us could do about that. They were going to blameit on Mance anyway-he didn't have achancein hell
of getting out of that trid dive. | wanted you, Laral 1've aways wanted you! But aslong as Mance was
around you wouldn't even look a me!™

Larasaid nothing. She didn't know what she could say.

"I wanted Mance out of theway," he admitted, his voice so low she could barely hear him. "l was 0
crazy inlovewithyou. | ill am.”

He burst into tears.

Laragot up from the desk chair and went to the bed. Cradling her husband's head in her arms she
crooned soothingly, "1 understand, darling. | understand.”

"l shouldn't have doneit, | know," Molinablubbered. "I ruined Manceslife. But | did it for you. For
you."

Larawas quite dry-eyed. "What'sdoneisdone," she said. "Manceis dead now. Weve got to live the
rest of our lives"

Asshehdd him, Laradid not think of Mance Brackndll, nor of the strangely vicious man who caled
himsdf Dante Alexios. She did not think of Bishop Danvers or her husband, really, or even of hersdlf.
She thought of their son. Only Victor, J. He was the only one who mattered now.

SUNRISE

Therim of the dowly rising Sun was like molten lava pouring heet into the tractor's little bubble of acab.
Y amagata saw that Alexios was steering directly toward the sunrise and the yawning rift.

"What are you doing?" he demanded.



Turning the lumbering vehicle just before it reached the edge of the fault line, Alexios|eaned on the
brakes. The tractor ground to a halt.

"We get off here" hesad.
" thought-"
"Let'sstretch our legsalittle,” said Alexios, popping the hatch on his side of the glasstedl bubble.

Although hefelt nothing inside his spacesuit, Y amagataredlized that al the air in the cabinimmediately
rushed into the vacuum outside. Alexios turned back toward him and tapped the keypad on the wrist of
his spacesuit. Y amagata heard the man's voice in his helmet earphones, "Well have to use the suit radios
to speak to one another now."

"Youintend to kill me, then?' Y amagata asked as he opened the hatch on hisside.

"Y ou murdered four million people,” Alexios said, hisvoice strangdly soft, dmost amused. "1 think
executing you isasmple act of justice.”

"l see Y amagata clambered dowly down from his segt to the hard, rock-strewn, airlessground. I'min
the hands of amadman, he thought.

"In case you're wondering,” Alexios said as he walked around the tractor toward Y amagata, "your suit
radio won't reach the base. Not without the tractor's relay, and 1've disabled the tractor's outgoing

frequency.”
"I can't cdl for help, then," said Y amagata.

"Neither can 1." With that, Alexios touched a control stud on his suit and the tractor started up again,
slently churning up puffsof dust from the ground, and started trundling away from them.

"You're not going with it?' Y amagata asked, surprised.

"No, I'll stay herewith you. Well dietogether. Back at the base they'll see the tractor's beacon and think
everythingisnormd. Until it'stoo late.

Y amagataadmost laughed. "Thisisasmple act of justice?"

"Maybe not so smple, after dl," Alexios agreed. "I've been dispensing justice for severd days, but | don't
quite seem to have the proper knack for it."

Alexios stepped closer to him. Y amagata backed away afew steps, then realized the edge of the fault rift
was close behind him.

"Dispensng justice?' he asked, sdling for timeto think. "What do you mean?"

"Molinaand Danvers" Alexios answvered easly. "I'm the one who brought those Martian rocks here. |
led Molinato them and hetook the bait like the fool that heis.”

"And Danvers?'
"I put the blame on him. Now they're both heading back to Earth in disgrace.”

"Y ou've ddiberadly ruined their careers.”



"They deserveit. They destroyed my life, the two of them. They took everything | had.”

Hésinsane, Y amagatatold himsdf. Thetractor was dwindling dowly, lumbering off toward the
disturbing close edge of the horizon.

"Message for Mr. Yamagata" He heard the voice of the base controller in his helmet's earphones. "From
the captain of the freighter Xenobia.”

Alexios spread his gloved hands. "We can't reply to them.”
"Then what-"
The contraller didn't wait for an acknowledgement. "Here's the incoming message, Sir."

Y amagata heard a soft click and then a different voice spoke. "Sir! | gpologize for interrupting whatever
you are doing, illustrious Sir. The captain thought you would want to know that one of the passengers
aboard ship has committed suicide. Bishop Danvers dit histhroat in the lavatory of hiscabin. Theplaceis
abloody mess."

Y amagata stared hard at Alexios, but only saw his own reflection in the heavily tinted visor of the
pacesuit's hemet.

"Thank you for theinformation,” he said, in anear whisper.
"They can't hear you," Alexiosreminded him.

The base controller's voice returned. "Isthere any reply to the message, Mr. Y amagata? Sir? Can you
hear me?"

Alexioswaked to therim of therift. Damn! he said to himsdlf. If they don't hear anything back they!ll
gtart worrying about us.

"Mr. Yamagata? Mr. Alexios? Reply, please.”

If they send out arescue team they'll go after the tractor, Alexios thought. It won't be until they find that
we're not on it that they'll start hunting for us.

He gripped thearm of Y amagatas suit. "Come on, we're going to take alittlewalk.”
Y amagataresisted. "Where do you want to take me?”

Pointing with hisfree hand, Alexios said, "Down there, to the bottom of therift. With the Sun coming up
you'll be more comfortable sheltered from direct sunlight. It'll be cooler down there, only a couple of
hundred degrees Celsiusin the shade.”

"Y ou wish to prolong my execution?"
"I wish to prevent our being rescued,” Alexiosreplied.

Y amagata stepped to the edge of therift. Inside the spacesuit it was difficult to see straight down, but the
chasm's dope didn't seem terribly steep. Rugged, though, he saw. A dip of the foot could send me
tumbling down to the bottom. If that didn't rupture my suit and kill me quickly, it might damage my
radiators and life support pack enough to let me boil in my own juices.

He looked back at Alexios, standing implacably next to him. "After you," Alexios said, gesturing toward



the edge of therift.

Y amagata hesitated. Even with only the dimmest arc of the Sun's huge disk above the nearby horizon a
flood of heat was sweeping across the barren ground. Dust motes sparkled and jumped like fireflies,
suddenly eectrified by the Sun's powerful ionizing radiance. Both men stared at the barren dusty ground
suddenly turned manic asthe particles danced and jittered in the newly risen Sun. Sowly they fell to the
ground again, asif exhausted, their dectricd charges neutrdized a lagt.

They looked out to the horizon and gazed briefly at the blazing edge of the Sun; even through the deeply
tinted visors of their helmetsits overpowering brilliance made their eyeswater. The Sun'srim was
dancing with flaming prominencesthat writhed like tortured spiritsin hell.

Y amagata heard his spacesuit groan and ping in the surging, al-encompassing hest. He looked down into
the chasm again, and the after-image of the Sun burned in hisvision. Turning around dowly in the
cumbersome suit, he started down the pebbly, cracked dope backwards. Alexiosfollowed him. It was
hard, exhausting work. Y amagata's booted foot dipped on aloose stone and he went skittering down the
pebbly dope severa meters before grinding to a stop. Alexios came skidding down beside him.

"Areyoudl right?'

It took Y amagata severa panting breaths before he could reply, "What difference doesit make?"
Alexiosgrunted. Y ou'redl right, then."

Y amagata nodded inside his hemet. The suit seemed intact; itslife support equipment still functioned.

Both men were soaked with perspiration by the time they reached the bottom of therift. Y amagata
looked up and saw that the edge of the chasm was ablaze with harsh light.

"Sunrise” said Alexios. ™Y ou come from the land of therising sun, don't you?'

Y amagata decided he wouldn't dignify that snide remark with areply. Instead he said, " The message for
me was that Bishop Danvers has committed suicide.”

Silencefor severa heartbeats. Then Alexiossaid, 1 didn't expect that."
"Hedit histhroat. Very bloody, from the description.”

"l imagineit would be."

"Y ou are responsible for his death.”

Again along wait before Alexiosreplied, "1 suppose | am, inaway."

"Inaway?' Yamagatajeered. "Y ou planted fa se evidence and accused him fasdly. Asaresult hekilled
himsalf. Murder, it seemsto me. Or wasthat an execution, too?'

"Hewas awesk man," Alexios said. His voice sounded tight, brittle, in Y amagata's earphones.
"Wesk or strong, heis dead because of you."
No reply.

Y amagata decided to twist the knife. "I am not a Chrigtian, of course, but isn't it true that in your religion
killing one manisjust as hideousasn askilling millions?’



Alexiosimmediately snapped, "I'm not a Chritian, ether.”

"Ah, no? But do you fed any quilt for the desth of Bishop Danvers?'
"He destroyed my lifel Him and Molina. He got what he deserved.”
Y amagata nodded inside hishdmet. "Y ou fed the guilt, don't you?"

"No," Alexios snapped. Then heraised hishand and pointed to the steep wall of the chasm. Y amagata
saw thet thedim line of glaring sunlight made the rift's edge look molten, so brilliant that it hurt hiseyesto
look up there.

"Infive or sx hourswell bein thedirect sun. A few hours after that our life support systemswill run out
of ar. Then dl the guilts, dl the debts, they'll be paid. For both of us."

VALLEY OF DEATH

Alexios could not see Y amagata's face as they stood together in the bottom of the fault rift. | might as
well belooking at a statue, he thought. A faceless, sillent satue.

But then Y amagata stirred, cameto life. He began waking down the rough uneven floor of the chasm,
heading in the direction opposite to the path of the unoccupied tractor. Alexios realized he was heading
back toward the base.

"Youll never makeit," hesaid. "The base is more than thirty klicksfrom here. Y oull run out of air long
before then.”

"Perhaps s0," Y amagata replied, sounding dmost cheerful in Alexioss helmet earphones. "However, |
find it eeser on my nervesto be active, rather than standing by passively waiting to die.”

Despite himsdlf, Alexios started after him. ™Y ou don't expect to be rescued, | hope.”

"When | wasin Chota Lamasery the lamastried to teach me to accept my fate. | was agreat
disappointment to them.”

"l imagineyou were."

They waked adong the broken, stony ground for severd minutes. The wals of therift rose steeply on
both sides higher than their heads, higher even than the fins of the radiators that projected from their life
support packs. The ground was hard, cracked here and there. Pebbles and larger rocks were strewn
aong the bottom, athough not as plentifully asthey were up on the surface. The planetologists would
have afield day here, Alexiosthought. Then he grinned at hisinadvertent pun.

Y amagata stumbled up ahead of him and Alexios automaticaly grabbed him in both gloved hands,
Seadying him.

"Thank you," said Y amagata.

Alexios muttered, "De nada." Swest dripped into hiseyes, stinging. He felt perspiration dripping aong
hisribs. "I forgot to put on asweatband,” he said, wishing he could rub his eyes, mop his brow.

Y amagata made no reply, but Alexios could hear the man's steedy bresthing through the suit radio.

"| think the lamas made someimpression onyou,” Alexios said, after dmost haf an hour of slent, steedly,
sweaty walking.



"Ahso?'
"Youretaking thisdl very soicaly."

"Not at dl," Yamagatareplied. "l an waking toward the base. | am doing what | can to get myself
rescued. | have no intention of dying without astruggle.”

"It won't do you any good.”
"Perhaps not. But till, one must try. Y ou didn't accept your fate when you were exiled, did you?!
That brought aflash of anger back from Alexioss memory. "No, | guess| didn't.”

"Y et now you are committing suicide,” Y amagata said. "Y ou could have thrown me out of the tractor and
returned to the base dlone. Why give up your own life?’

"I have nothing left to livefor.”
"Nonsense! Y ou are till ayoung man. Y ou have many productive years ahead of you."

Thinking of Lara, of the Skytower, of Danverslying dumped in aship'slavatory splattered with hisown
blood, Alexiosrepeated, "1 have nothing left to live for."

"Not eventhe stars?' Y amagata asked.
"What's that supposed to mean?'

"The reason | cameto Mercury, the real purpose behind building these power satellites, isto use them to
propel agarship. Perhaps many starships.”

Without a heartbeat's pause Alexios countered, "The reason | lived, the real purpose behind my life, was
to build atower that gave the human race cheap and easy accessto space. Y ou destroyed that. Finished
it forever. They'll never build another skytower. They're too frightened of what happened to thefirst one.”

"And for this you would deny the stars to humankind?"

"I'm not interested in humankind anymore. The starswill till be there ahundred years from now. A
thousand.”

"But we could do it now!" Y amagatainasted. "In afew yeard"

"We could have been riding the skytower to orbit for pennies per pound by now."
Y amagata grunted. "1 believe you have a saying about two wrongs?'
"Youreamurderer.”

"So areyou.”

"No, I'm an executioner,” Alexiosingsted.

"A convenient excuse." Y amagatawondered what Alexioswould say if he revealed that Nobuhiko had
destroyed the skytower. He shook his head inside the bubble helmet. Never, he told himsalf. Nobu must
be protected at all costs. Even at the cost of my own life. My son has done a great wrong, but killing him
will not makethingsright.



On they walked. With each step it seemed to grow hotter. Down at the bottom of the fault rift they were
in shadow, yet the Sun's glaring brilliance crept inexorably down the chasm'swall, asdow and
inescapable asfate. They could seethe glaring line of sunlit rock inching down toward them; it made the
rock face look amost molten hot. The heat increased steadily, boiling the juices out of them. Alexios
heard his suit fans notch up to ahigher pitch, and then afew minuteslater go il higher. Even so hewas
drenched with perspiration, blinking constantly to keep the stinging sweat out of hiseyes. He licked his
lipsand tasted salt. Wish | had amargarita, he thought. Then he redized how foolish that was. Maybe
I'm getting delirious.

Y amagata kept moving doggedly along.
"Let'srest acouple of minutes" Alexiossaid to him.
"Youred, if youwish. I'm not tired.”

Not tired? Alexios thought that Y amagata was smply being macho, unwilling or perhaps unable to show
weakness to aman hetook to be an inferior. HE's older than | am, Alexiostold himsdlf. A lot older. Of
course, he must have had dl sorts of rejuve therapies. Or maybe he's just too damned stubborn to admit
he'stired, too.

The heat was getting bad. Despite the suit'sinsulation and interna air conditioning, Alexios was doshing.
Hislegsfet shaky, hisvison blurred from the damned sweet. He could feel the Sun's heat pressng him
down, like the breath of ablast furnace, like atorrent of molten stedl pouring over him. Still Yamagata
plowed ahead Seadily, asif nothing at dl was bothering him. Blast it dl, Alexiosthought. If hecan doit,
30 can |. And he trudged along behind the older man.

Until, hours later, the harsh unfiltered rays of the Sun reached the fins of his suit'sradiator.
DEATH WISHES

Y amagata stumbled, up ahead of him. Alexios reached for the spacesuited figure but he was too dow.
Y amagata pitched forward and, in the dreamlike dow-motion of Mercury'slow gravity, hit the ground:
kneesfirgt, then his outgtretched hands, finaly his body and helmeted head.

Alexios heard him grunt asif he'd been hit by abody blow. Therift was narrow here; there was barely
room for him to step beside the fallen man without scraping hisradiator fins on the steep rocky wall of the
chaam.

"Areyoudl right?'
"If I weredl right I'd beon my feet,” Y amagataretorted, "instead of lying here on my belly.”

The bottom of the rift was haf in sunlight now, the huge rim of the Sun peering down at them now likea
giant unblinking eye, like the mouth of ared-hot oven. Alexioswas so hot insde his suit that he felt giddy,
wesak. Blinking away swest, he peered at Y amagata's backpack. It looked okay. Radiator fins
undamaged. No loose hoses.

"I can't ssemto move my legs" Yamagatasaid.
"Il hep you up.”

It was difficult to bend in the hard-shell suit. Alexiostried to reach down and grasp Y amagata by the
am,



"Put your hands benegth you and push up,” hesaid. "I'll help.”

They both tried, grunting, moaning with strain. After severd minutes Y amagatawas till on hisbelly and
Alexios sank down to a gitting position beside him, exhausted, totaly drained.

"It's... not going to ... work," he panted.

Yamagatasad. "My noseisbleeding. | must have bumped it on the visor when | fell.”
"Let'srest afew minutes, then try again.”

"I have no srength left.”

Alexiosturned hishead dightly and sucked on the water nippleinside his helmet. Nothing. Either it was
blocked or he'd drunk the last of his suit's water supply. It'sal coming out as swest, he said to himself.

"There ought to be some way to recondense our sweat and recycle it back into drinkable water," he
mused.

"An engineer'smind never sopsworking," said Y amagata.
"Fat lot of good it does us.”

"Y ou should record the idea, however," said Y amagata, "'so that whoever finds uswill be ableto act on
it

"A tycoon's mind never scopsworking," Alexios muttered.
"Thistycoon's mind will slop soon enough.”

Alexioswastoo hot and tired to argue the point. We're being baked aive, he thought. The suits life
support systems are running down.

"What do you think will kill us," Y amagata asked, "dehydration or suffocation, when our ar runs out?'

Squeezing his eyes shut to block out the stinging sweet, Alexiosreplied, "I think well be parboiled by this
blasted heat."

Y amagatawas slent for afew moments. Then, "Do you think the base has sent out a search teeam?”
"Probably, by now. They'll follow the tractor's beacon, though."
"But when they find the tractor isempty...?"

Alexios desperatel y wanted to lean back against the rock wall, but was afraid it would damage his
radiators. "Then they'll start looking for us. They'll have to do that on foot, or in tractors. Well be dead
by thetimethey find us."

"Hmm," Y amagata murmured. "Don't you think they could hear our suit radios?'
"Downinthisrift?Not likely."
"Thenwewill diehere

"That's dbout the sze of it."



After severd dlent minutes Y amagata asked, "1s your sense of judtice satisfied?”

Alexiosthought it over briefly. "All | redly fed right now ishot. And tired. Bonetired. Tired of
everything, tired of it dl."

"l too."

"Vengeance isn't much consolation for aman,” Alexios admitted.

"Better to have built the sarship.”

"Better to have built the Skytower."

"Yes" sad Yamagata. "It is better to create than destroy.”

"Il drink to thet."

Y amagata chuckled weskly. "A bottle of good champagne would be very fineright now."
"Wl chilled."

"Y es, ice cold and sparkling with bubbles.

"That's not going to happen.”

"No, | fear not."

"Maybe we should just open the suits and get it over with. I'm brailing in here”

Yamagatasaid, "First | want to record my last will and testament, but | can't reach the keypad on my
wrigt. Canyou assst me?'

Alexioslet out aweary breath, then dowly rolled over onto all fours and crawled over the gritty ground
to Yamagata's extended left hand. It took al his strength to move less than two meters. At last he
reached his outstretched arm and pressed the record tab on the wrist keypad. In his earphones he heard
afaint click and then adeadness as Y amagata’s suit-to-suit frequency shut off.

Lying there on hisown belly now, head to helmeted head with Y amagata, Alexiosthought, Last will and
testament. Not abad idea. With hislagt iota of strength, he turned his own suit radio to the recording
frequency and began speaking, dowly, histhroat dry, hisvoice rasping, offering hisfina wordsto the
woman he had loved.

When the rescue team finaly found them, some twelve hourslater, Alexiosand Y amagatawere dlill lying
head to head. Their gloved hands were clasped, Alexiossright with Y amagatas|eft. It wasimpossibleto
tell if their hands were locked in afind grasp of friendship or alast, desperate grip of struggle. Some of
the rescuers thought the former, somethe latter.

The team argued about it asthey tenderly carried their space-suited bodies back to Goethe base. From
there they were flown up to Himawari, still in orbit around Mercury. The medical team there determined
that both men had died of dehydration. They were only five kilometers from Goethe base when they
died.

The recording found on Y amagatas suit radio was sent to his son, Nobuhiko, in New Kyoto. Alexioss
recording was sent to Lara Tierney Moling, in her family's homein Colorado.



EPILOGUE:
LAST WILLS

Larasat donein her old bedroom in her family's house in Colorado, listening to Mance's grating,
bone-dry voice forcing out the words that would clear her husband. He confessed to everything: to
assuming the identity of Dante Alexios, to spiriting the rocks from Mars and planting them on Mercury, to
luring Victor to Mercury and making him the victim of the hoax.

Victor can clear hisnamewith this, she thought. HEIl never outlive the sigmaentirely, but at least he can
show that he was deliberately duped, that he's not a cheat. He can rebuild his career.

She looked out the bedroom window and saw that evening shadows were draping the distant mountains
in shades of purple. Victor would be coming home soon, she knew. She briefly wondered why she felt
no joy, not even asense of relief that Victor's ordedl was at |ast finished. But she knew why: Mance.
Manceis dead. That's finished, too.

Tears misted her eyes as she thought of al the things that might have been. But achill ran through her.
Victor was willing to send Mance to hell because he loved me and wanted me. And Mance fought his
way out of exile and died on Mercury because he loved me. He gave up hisrevenge on Victor, he even
gave up hislife, because heloved me.

She began sobbing softly, wondering what she should do now, what she could do. Shefelt surrounded
by desth.

Then she heard footsteps pounding up the stairs and before she could dab at her eyes with atissue the
bedroom door flung open and Victor, J., burst in.

"Daddy'shome!" the elght-year-old announced, asif it was the most glorious event in history. "He's
parking hiscar in the driveway."

Laragot to her feet and smiled for her son. Life goeson, shetold hersdf. Life goeson.

Sitting donein the dim shadows of the small, teak-paneled office of his privacy suite, where not even the
oldest family retainer dared to interrupt him, Nobuhiko Y amagatalistened in stony silenceto hisfather's
gasping, grating find words.

Heknowsthat | caused the skytower to fall, Nobuhiko said to himself. He blames himsdlf for teaching
meto be ruthless. How like my father: credit or blame, hetakesit dl for himself.

"...four million degths," the eder Y amagatas voice was rasping. " That is a heavy burden to bear, my

Nobu nodded. Unbidden, a childhood memory rushed upon him. Hewas six years old, and he had run
down one of the house's cats with his dectric go-cart. His father loomed before him, hisface stern.

Y oung Nobu admitted he'd killed the cat, and even confessed that it was no accident; he'd deliberately
tried to hit theanimd.

"| thought it would get out of my way," he said. "It wastoo fat and lazy to saveitsalf."

Father's face showed surprise for an instant, then he regained his self-control. "That crestureslifewasin
your hands," he said. "It was your responsibility to protect it, not to kill it. Theworld isfilled with fat and
lazy creatures. Y ou have no right to kill them smply because they get in your way." And he walked away
from his son. No punishment, athough Nobu drove his go-cart with greater care afterward. For awhile.



"Four million deaths," hisfather's voice rasped from the audio spesker. "And mine, too. I'm dying
because of the skytower."

Nobu's eyes widened. Father! I've murdered you!
Aloud, he cried, "What have | done? What have | done?'

Asif he could hear his son's sudden anguish, Saito Y amagata gasped, "'If you have any... fedingsfor me
... cometo Mercury. Finish ... my work. Please, Nobu. Give us... the stars.”

Hisfather's voice went silent. Nobuhiko sank back againgt his desk chair. The intimate office waslit only
by thelamp on hisdesk, asingle poal of light against the shadows.

Nobu fingered the controlsin his chair's armrest that turned the office celling transparent. Leaning his
head back, he saw the stars glittering in the dark night sky.

Father went to Mercury to atone for his sins, Nobuhiko thought. Now he expects me to do the sameto
atonefor my own.

Hislipscurled into anironic smile. Leave everything and traipse off to Mercury to build power satellites
that will propd agtarship. How like Father. Alwaystrying to make me live up to my responsibilities.

Nobu got to hisfeet. | suppose | could direct the star project from here, he thought. | can visit Mercury
but | don't have to remain there permanently.

Heknew hewasfooling himsdf. Asheleft his office and rgjoined hisfamily, he wondered how long it
would taketo travel to Alpha Centauri.
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