TheArtist Makesa Splash

Jerry Oltion

They wanted to destroy hisfinest work. That wasn't the way the Terragen Council presented it when
they cameto Talan with their proposal, but that’ s what they wanted. He would create the best sculpture
he could possibly build-for what artist could do less with each new project?-and then at the dedication
ceremony for the new atmosphere, they would smash it to flindersfor the crowd' s amusement.

Ephemerd art wasdl the rage back on Earth. Perhagpsit came from living in an open environment.
Everything came from the soil and everything eventudly returned to it; what metter, then, if you returned
something a bit early? In humanity’ sfar-flung colonies, however, where peoplelived sedled in domes and
held ahostile universe at bay mostly through sweat and engineering, anything that might <till have ause
was carefully hoarded, repaired, and returned to service.

Of course the dedication of the atmosphere could change dl that. For thefirst timein human history, a
terraformed planet was about to be declared habitable on the surface. It required a generous
interpretation of the term “habitable,” to be sure, but for the last few months a person could step outside
on Nivaawithout an environment suit and live to tell thetae. Only at the poles, where Altair’ sintense
ultraviolet rays camein at alow enough angle to keep from crisping an unprotected body, but there was
dill vastly more acreage available outsde than in the domes. Theicy ground-frozen for millions, maybe
billions, of years-had begun to thaw. In afew more years, farmers could plant cropsin the open, and
people could deep with the sound of rustling leaves coming in through their windows.

And maybe they could relax the intense code of recycling that they had lived under for so long. Lengthen
the chain of processing steps between wastewater and drinking water. Bury bodiesinstead of rendering
them down for their protein.

Taan considered his commission. An artwork that existed only to be destroyed. It did open new
possihilities.
| want to capture the very essence of ephemerdity,” hetold his Sster asthey walked to dinner that

evening. They lived sde by side in gpartments only afew doors down from their parents, as did most
young snglesin the colony.

“Ephemerdity? That' s easy: clone up avat of mayflies.” Her laughter echoed in the corridor.

“Do wehave mayflies?’ he asked. “Never mind; of course we must. The gene banks are supposed to
contain everything. But nobody has seen amayfly in what, Sx generations? People wouldn’t know what
they were. And besides, DNA isn't my medium.”

“Wdll, that killsmy next suggestion.”

Shegrinned and looked at him with eyebrows raised until he said, “What?”
“A steak dinner. Force-grow acow, butcher it, and let everybody est it.”
“Yuck!”

“That' swhat we re going to be doing once we move outside. Why not give people alittle taste of what's
ingorefor them?’



“No pun intended.”

“What? Oh. No, actualy, it wasn't.” She laughed again, turning headsin the cafeteria as they entered.
People amiled, and Talan felt atwinge of envy. Everyone liked Nendy. Him they tolerated because they
liked hiswork-severa pieces of which adorned the cafeteriawalls-but she was popular for herself. She
was the work of art, and al the more so for being unconscious of it.

They picked up trays and went through the line. Dinner was some kind of stringy pasta with white sauce.
Lumpsin the sauce might have been synthetic meat or just lumps from not being stirred well enough.

“Maybe steak isn’'t such abad idea,” he said.

“How about flowers?” asked Nendy. “Made out of glass or something,” she amended quickly when he
opened his mouth to protest that they, too, were organic.

Now there was an idea. Hand out glass roses at the door, and | et everyone smash their own individud
blossom.

And cut their feet on the glass shards, and accidentaly stab one another with the stems. “No,” he said,
“broken glass and crowds didn’'t mix.” Besides, anyone could make a glass flower. He wanted something
uniquelyhis . Something appropriately grandiose, that people would talk about for yearsto come.

Asthey ate, he studied the colonists around him. They dressed in soft synthetic fabrics dyed in equaly
soft colors, wore lightweight dippers with flat non-skid soles, and spoke in soft voices so they wouldn't
disturb the people around them. Everything about them was adapted to life insde a seded environment.
Even Nendy, with her infectious laugh and sparkling eyes, was adome dweller. She wasin many ways
the most perfectly adapted of anyoneto lifein abubble. Shedidn’t merely tolerateit; shethrived onit.
She loved the close quarters and the nonstop persond contact, loved the sense of community and
camaraderiein pursuit of humanity’scommon godl.

“How doesit fed,” he suddenly asked, “to know that the lifestyle you grew up with is about to end?’
She paused with aforkful of noodles hafway to her mouth. “Isit?’

“How many people do you suppose will stay in the domes when there' s an entire planet to spread out
onto? Even if haf of them ay, thisplace will fed deserted.”

“For awhile.” She chewed and swallowed, then said, “We Il drop the birth control laws. In afew years,
the population will go right back up.”

“Youwant to livein anursery?’
She amiled. “Babiesarefun.”

Hewasn't so sure of that. He'd held one once, and it was heavy, squirmy, and wet. And noisy. If people
gtarted having more babies, he might wind up homesteading some acreage himsdif.

Funny to think that birth could spell the end of something else, but he supposed any change practicdly by
definition killed the status quo. Sound killed silence, light killed darkness, food killed hunger. When you
thought of it that way, everything was ephemerd. He could sculpt practicaly anything, and it would be

appropriate.

After dinner he bundled up in hissurviva suit and went outsde. He left the helmet unsedled, and hisfirst



few breathsfdt like he was pouring liquid nitrogen into hislungs, but the pain dowly subsided as he grew
used to the thinner, colder air. It took longer to get over the smell: the dusty, chalky smdll of bare dirt and
an antiseptic, metdlic bite that he eventudly redlized was ozone.

Injection towers rose like tree trunks from the polar plateau, spewing asooty mix of ultraviolet-blocking
gasses dong with oxygen from dissociated permafrost. They wouldn't stop for decades to come, but
they were past the critical point. Humanity had a second planet it could live on unprotected; he stood
there asliving, breathing proof of that.

A lifepod drifted past, its Spiky antennae listening for an S.O.S. that might never come again. Likethe
injection towers, the lifepods had been genetically engineered to self-propagate until they covered the
planet, blanketing the entire world with safe havensfor the explorers and engineers who monitored the
progress of the terraforming project. They would need anew mission now. Perhapsthey could serve as
taxis between villages, or trucksfor hauling cropsin from thefields.

Altair wasin the southeast, afierce blue-white disk that burned awhole quadrant of sky to white around
it. There were no seasonson Nivaa; Altair circled the horizon at the same height year round. Here at the
pole, daysweren’'t measured by cycles of light and dark, but by direction of the compass. Today was
East. In afew more hoursit would be South.

The ash-gray ground was peppered with craters, some as small as hisfootprints, others stretching over
the horizon. Rain had aready filled some of them, and tiny rivulets were busy eroding thewalls of the
rest. Farmers would have to shore up the ones they wanted to keep as reservoirs, or they would lose
them to their new atmosphere.

Taan trudged across the plain to afull one and stood at its edge, looking at the stars reflected in its il
surface. The starry sky was ephemerd, too, or so the scientists said. A thick enough atmosphere
scattered so much light that even the brightest starswould only be visible during eclipse. Already they
were dimmer than when Tdan wasahboy.

Heturned to look at Satipur, low on the horizon to hisleft. The gas giant was three-quartersfull and
bright as an open flame, too large to cover with his outstretched hand. Its rings siretched across a quarter
of the sky, asharp line etched across the roiling cloudscape and the dark violet starscape beyond.
Eclipse came every four days and seven minutes, regular as clockwork. The colonistss wouldn’t lose the
gars completely, even when their air wasthick as Earth’'s.

Taan picked up an eroded rock the size of hisfist and tossed it into the flooded crater, watching the
planet’ s reflection shimmer as ripples dowly spread outward from the splash.

Change. Mation. Huidity. What could he sculpt that would illugtrate it al?

He threw another rock and watched it splash.

“Y ou want to design the meeting hall itself?” asked the presdent of the Terragen Council. He leaned
forward over hisdesk, his eyebrows narrowed and his mouth curved into a deep frown. “We asked for
something we could symboalicaly sacrifice. Y ou can't destroy an entire building.”

“Why not?’ Taan asked, leaning forward just as aggressively.
“Because we |l be holding our dedication ceremony init,” the president reminded him.

“Yes, wewill. And afterward, we' Il dl troop outside and watch it collapse.”



“Outside.”
“Right. Involving each one of usdynamicaly in what we re cdebrating.”

The president’ s scowl intensified. “1 hardly think the celebrants will gppreciate gasping likefish inthe
cold. The atmosphere is breathable, but nobody said it was comfortable yet.”

“| was outsde for two hours yesterday,” Tdan said. “It’s surprisng how quickly you get used to it.”
“People will bewearing forma clothing.”

“I'll supply overcoats.”

“ And transportation home? The city’ sair cars can’t handle everyone a once.”

“There are thousands of lifepods drifting around out there with nothing to do. Hardly anyone has ever
riddenin one. It'll be agreat opportunity to find out what it'slike.”

The president’ s chair squeaked as he leaned back and steepled his fingers on the bridge of hisnose.
“Hmm,” hesad. “Hmm. Outside.”

“Outsde. That'swhat it'sdl about.”

“Yes, itis ign'tit?

Tdan poured everything he had into it. He had built interactive sculpture before, but never anything big
enough to house an entire crowd. He wanted his monument to look like adroplet caught in the act of
rebounding from itsimpact with apool of water, but even if he exaggerated the bulboustip of therising
droplet, the structure would be taller than it was wide. And from inside, where everyone would be
gathered until thelast moment, it would just ook like another habitat.

He considered using antigravity to make the interior one big weightless chamber, but people wouldn’t like
drinking out of zeegee flasks and talking to one another’ sfeet. He would have to divide the space into
floors, but he could make each level grander than the last, until the top of the droplet became ahuge
dome, symbolic of the sedled city they were leaving behind.

Actudly, he could haveit dl. In his stop-motion studies, he had seen how the top of adroplet often
separated into several spheres; he could make the topmost one perfectly spherical and put the antigravity
generators there. Anyone who liked to party in zero gee could rise up through a smaller spherical elevator
to the top.

And down at the bottom, the rays of gectaradiating outward from the impact could serve as both
docking ports and observation decks. They could have clear domes so people could ook up at the
frozen droplet overhead aswell asa Satipur and its roiling cloudscape.

Every step of the project brought complications. The structure had to splash when hetriggered itsfal, not
just topple or explode, yet it had to be strong enough to support thousands of people while they were
ingde. It needed sufficient elevators and glideways to move everyone where they wanted to go without
delay, yet everything needed to squeeze through the narrow neck. There had to be space for kitchens
and serveries, storerooms, restrooms, ¢loakrooms, assignation rooms-he sometimes felt that he was
designing an entire city. Y et each day he awoke invigorated, and each time he overcame a setback, he
savored the rush of creation anew. It felt asif he were pouring al hisanxiety and frustrationsinto the
project, and the closer it cameto redlity the more he looked forward to watching it destroyed. It would



symbolize more than just the emergence of humanity onto the surface; it would symbolize his persond
rebirth.

Nendy joined him outside one evening after congtruction began, finding him at the crater rim where he
watched fabribots scurry up and down the central stalk with their modular building blocks. He heard her
footsteps crunching through the crusty ground as she came up behind him.

“Gah!” she said theatrically when she drew close enough to be heard. “Nobody told me it was going to
gink out here”

Heturned and smiled & her. “That stink iswhat keeps us from getting sunburn.”

“I thought ozone was supposed to accumulate in the upper atmosphere.”

“It will, once wehave an upper aamosphere. Right now it’ s still too thin to separate into layers.”
“And you' re going to make everyone breathe it the night of the ceremony.”

“lam.”

“You'renuts.” She stepped up beside him and looked out at the tower under construction. “Y ou build a
pretty sculpture, though.”

“It' slooking good, isn't it?” He couldn’'t stop smiling. All hisfrugration, dl hisfear, al thetensonin his
life had gone into the droplet. If hefdt so free now, he could only imagine how good it would fed to
watch it collapse.

“You going to haveit doneintime?’ Nendy asked. “ The ceremony is only two weeks awvay.”

Hefdt abrief moment of anxiety at the thought that something could yet go wrong, but he banished it to
the tower with a casua wave of hishand. “The hard part’ sover. It's ahead of schedule.”

Just then afabribot fumbled its payload, aslvery rectangle which bounced off the’ bot just below it and
spun end over end asit fell to the dry crater floor and stuck there, quivering.

“Half apercent entropic loss,” Tadan said camly. “It’sin the budget.”

The day of the big celebration saw the tower gleaming in the low-angled light of Altair, itsantigravity
sphere hovering like a captured moon overhead. The crater had been refilled, and the sillvered walls of
the droplet reflected its shimmering blue surfacein al directions. Windows glowed brightly along the
tower’ slength asinterior decorators made last-minute preparations and waitstaff stocked the kitchens
and bars.

Thewhole domed city was abuzz with speculation; Taan had carefully spread rumor of what he
intended, but had refused to confirm it. He had to spend the night with his Sister to avoid the media, and
he dipped into the tower disguised asafood ddlivery driver.

The last few hours before the guests arrived seemed to drag on forever. What if nobody came? What if
everybody came?What if the tower collapsed prematurely? What if the food ran out? What if the
alcohal ran out? He paced the grand ballroom, mentally banishing demon after demon into the fabric of
his creation, but more rose up to replace them.

Frominsde, the walls had a checkerboard look. He had settled on blocks for his building materid,



ferro-ceramic blocks just afew handspans across, magneticaly bonded with superconducting coils
embedded within. They would grip one another like glue until he switched them off, whereupon they
would al become free-faling particles, asindependent asindividua raindrops. His creation would splash
when it fell, and it would be amost impressive splash indeed.

Using superconductors solved the safety issue, too. With no resistance in the coils, the magnetic fields
that held everything together would persist indefinitely. Only when he reversed the polarity and actively
killed the fields would the blocks rel ease one another. The command was coded and keyed to video
monitorsin every floor; nothing would happen until he made it happen, and fail-safeswould prevent even
his own control code from working if anyone remained insde.

The plain surrounding the tower was dotted with lifepods. He had broadcast intermittent distress calls
until hundreds of them congregated, sniffing about for the source of the sgnd. Usherswould use
handheld beaconsto call them in when people were ready to go home.

Taan walked to one of theimmense windows that ringed the ballroom and looked down. The docking
ports were busy with arrivals and departures, and as he watched, aflurry of mediavans glided out from
the city, leading along procession of passenger vehicles behindiit.

The reporters erupted into the ballroom from the el evator, sweeping their forehead cams left and right
while they spokein ababble of descriptive adjectivesfor the stay-at-home audience. They descended on
Tdan like newlyweds on fresh cubic, and this time he welcomed them warmly into hislatest creation. He
gave them aquick tour, soaking in the moment of notoriety and answering their constant barrage of
guestions-except for the most persistent one. He neither confirmed nor denied the rumor that thiswould
all be destroyed at party’ send, but he did show them the cloakroom filled with heavy parkas.

He broke away when the president and hiswife arrived, greeting them warmly and mugging for the
cameras. The presdent took alook around, hands on hips, then dowly smiled. It clearly wasn't an
expression hisface was used to wearing, but it made him look ten years younger. “Well, my boy, you've
certainly outdone yoursdf thistime,” he said.

“Thank you,” Tdan replied. “Wait until you seeitin action.”

“Hmm. Yes” The president’ ssmilelost afew watts of charm. *Y esindeed. But we' ve got alot of
celebrating to do between now and then, eh? Excuse me.” The eevator door opened again and the
president turned to greet the new arrivals: hisfellow councilors and severa of the city’ s upper crust.

It was the president’ s party now. Taan dipped into the role of captive celebrity, mingling with the
revelers and accepting their praise with as much humility as he could muster.

Humility became harder and harder to hang onto as the party wore on. Shuttles kept bringing guests until
they numbered in the thousands, and the sheer volume of compliments threatened to swell hishead. He
kept reminding himself that fame, like the object of everyone s admiration, was ephemerd, but he
couldn’t shake the conviction that thiswas a pivotd moment in hiscareer. A pivotd moment in hislife.

He sought out Nendy, herself the center of a swarm of admirers, and the two of them retreated to one of
the observation pods. With the party in full swing overhead, it wasn't hard to find an empty one, although
two lovers were groping one another in the next pod over. Talan blushed and |ooked away, but Nendy
watched with unabashed interest.

“Quitethelittle microcosm of life you' ve created here,” she said softly.

“lsn'tit?” he said. He flopped down on an oversized hassock, happy to get the weight off hisfeet for a



moment. “1 can’'t wait to destroy it.”
“Redly? After dl thisacclam?’

“Especidly s0.” Hetook adeep breath. “I’m vibrating like aviolin string that’ s tuned too tight. Every little
compliment stretchesit another notch. If | don't loosen the tension soon, I’ m going to snap.”

“Theprice of fame,” shesaid.

“I just want to seeit through. I’ ve got this horrible feding that something’ s going to go wrong at the last
moment. Expose me asafraud in front of everybody.”

“Nothing will go wrong.”
“Famous last words.”

He watched his sister watching the lovers next door. Now her cheeks were growing red and her nostrils
wereflaring. Tdan felt abrief moment of lugt, ingtinctively shoved it awvay with dl his other unwanted
mental baggage, and said, “If you go back to the party in that Sate, there’ sgoing to beariot.”

She grinned, then turned around and leaned back againgt the glass. * Spoilsport.”
“I didn’t say that would be abad thing.”

“I don't want to stedl your spotlight.”

“Please do. | just want to go home and get agood night' sdeep.”

“Y ou can do that after the party. The catharsswill beworth it.”

He stared at her, seeing her asif for the first time. “'Y ou understand.”

She shrugged. “I’'m not as shalow as| look.”

“That’snot what |-

“1 know. Nobody expects happy people to need prima scream moments, but we do. We need 'em just
as much as you tormented types.” She pressed a hand against the glass bubble at her back. “1 want to
watch thistumble down just as much asyou do.”

1] G(m.”

Hiswristcom wiggled for attention, and when he held it up, the screen displayed asingle word:
“Speeches.”

“Ah, bugger,” hesaid. “It’' stimeto listen to the prez blather on about manifest destiny.”

“Petience, brother,” Nendy said. “Let him have hismoment. Y ours will be the one everyone remembers.”

Tdan carried that statement with him like atorch in the dark, letting it buoy him through the interminable
introductions and acknowledgements and lame jokes as speaker after speaker stepped up to the podium
at the center of the grand ballroom and thanked everyone who had played arole in the atmosphere
project. At last the president took the stage, but Taan was only listening with half an ear by then. His
hand kept stealing to his breast pocket, where the remote control for the destruct sequence awaited his



command. He could practicaly fedl the rumble of falling blocks aready.

A burst of gpplause brought him back to the present, and he realized that everyone was applaudinghim .
He nodded and smiled and made allittle salf-deprecating shrug, but his smile melted like ice under flame
at the president’ s next words.

“Hisorigind intention wasto destroy it & the end of today’ sfegtivities, asasymbol of thetranstion from
our old way of lifeto the new.” A murmur rippled through the audience, punctuated with gaspsfrom
those who hadn’t heard the rumors. “But,” the president said, the word echoing like agunshot, “I think
we can al agreethat we can’t let such abeautiful work of art go to waste just for our momentary

Therewas ahearty cheer, but Talan barely heard it over his own shout. “ What?\What do you mean, you
can't let it go to waste? It’ sdesigned to go to waste. That’ s the whole point of it. How can you not-that’ s
what you-look at theshape of it! It hasto fdl!”

Faces turned to look at the gibbering man at the fringe of the crowd, but he didn’t stay at the fringe for
long. He shoved hisway through to the podium while the president said, “ Come now, Tdan, surely you
can't expect usto go aong with the desecration of such awork of art. Anice sculpture or acrysta
chanddlier, certainly, but this needsto be preserved for posterity.”

“It needsto come down!” Taan yelled. He mounted the stage and stuck his head next to the president’s
to make sure he was insde the microphonefield. “ 1t needsto come down,” he said again. “You can't let
sheer immengity, or even beauty, stop you from finishing what you' ve started. If we were that kind of
people, wewould never have terraformed Nivaain thefirst place.”

The president tried to force asmile, but it looked like adesth grimace to Tadan. “I know that was the
origina intent,” he said, “but none of usimagined you would come up with something quitethis. . . this
astonishing. Y ou should take it as acompliment that nobody wantsto seeit destroyed.”

“lwant to seeit destroyed. Nendy wantsto see it destroyed.” Taan looked out at the audience. “I bet
most of you here tonight would love to see it destroyed, once you have a chance to get used to the idea.”
The president tried to speak, but Taan cut him off. “I had trouble accepting it mysdf, at firdt, but theidea
grows on you pretty fast once you start thinking about it. It' sagrand thing we ve done here, turning an
airless moon into ahome for humanity. It requires agrand gesture to commemorate it. Not some cheesy
ice sculpture; itshould be something big. Big and beautiful and ephemerd, like-” He looked over at the
president, now nearly purple with pent-up frustration, and the words tumbled out before he could stop
them: “-Like the promise of apalitician.”

The audience laughed, and surprisingly, the president laughed, but then he shook his head and said, “I
deserved that. | commissioned a scul pture to be sacrificed at the dedication ceremony, and | agreed
when Taan asked if he could hold the ceremony inside the sculpture, but even with the considerable
talent he has displayed in the past, | had no ideahow beautiful it would be.”

“Beauty doesn't enter intoit,” Taan said. “ Except that beauty is ephemerd, too.”
“Tell youwhat,” the president said. “Let’ slet the people decide. Who wants to seeit destroyed?’

The crowd murmured, and afew voices caled out, “ Yeah!” and “1 do!” but the president had hit them
too quickly for any groundswell of agreement to build. Not even Nendy, standing near an hors d’ oeuvre
table and shouting, “Doit, doit, doit!” could stir up acoordinated response.

“Tell youwhat,” Tdan said, trying the president’ stactic. “Let’ sstick with the origina program. Thereare



coats enough for everyone in the cloakroom, and there' sawalkway from the docking level to the crater
rim. Let’ sal convene outside and watch the show.”

For just amoment, it looked like they might obey. A few people turned away from the stage, but the vast
majority of them stood rooted to the spot, and then someone shouted, “No!” Another voice echoed it,
and another and another until it became a chant.

“No” sounded quite alot like “Boo” to aperson onstage. Taan tried to start a counter-chant of “Yes,
yes, yes,” but even hisamplified voice couldn’t penetrate the outcry.

The president leaned in close and shouted in hisear, “ Y ou’ ve lost the vote, my boy, but think what it
means They love you. When thisal winds down, you can name your price for your next commission.”

“Money isn't the point, either,” Tdan ydled back, but he might aswell have been shouting at Satipur. He
looked out at the crowd, thousands of faces with their mouths open, all yelling, “No!” Then he turned
away and waked off the stage.

The crowd parted for him as he walked to the hors d’ oeuvre table where Nendy waited, champagne
bottlein hand. “Here,” she said, handing him the whole bottle.

They proceeded to get smashed while the party started up again around them. People avoided them after
Tdan nearly bit the heads off the first few who cameto offer their insncere condolences. He took
perverse ddight in scaring them away from the food and drink, even though there were dozens of other
tables gpaced al the way around the perimeter of the hall. He commanded this one, at least, and by the
time he and Nendy finished their second bottle of champagne, he was sitting on the table and throwing
chocolates at the dancers.

“Thiswas supposed to be cathartic,” hetold her. “I im.. . . imbued al of my frugtrationsand al of my
anger into this damned thing, and they were supposed to disappear with it when | pushed the button.”

Shelaughed. “There san infinite supply of frugtration. You'll never getrid of it dl.”

“Y ou're probably right.” Hetilted the champagne bottle to his mouth, but got only afew drops. He
cocked it back to send it after the chocolates, but Nendy held hisarm.

“Not agood idea,” she said. “Broken glass and crowds don’t mix.”

“Right.” Helowered the bottle, but didn't set it down. “Right,” he said again. “ * Snot their fault they're
Ch@.”

1] Ch@?1
“ Sheep!” A few people glanced over at him, then quickly looked away.

He hefted the bottle-a heavy, pleasant weight in his hand-then |ooked out the window at theicy plain
bel ow, dotted with lifepods and air injection towers. “ Sheep,” he said again, and before he had timeto
think of the many reasonswhy it was abad idea, he heaved the bottle through the glass.

He had designed it to shatter. The bottle made a satisfying crash on the way through, and left ahole the
sze of hishead. Air began to whistle out through the hole, and people screamed as only people who are
used to living in sealed domes can scream when asudden wind beginsto blow.

Taan stood up and grabbed the end of the table. “Give me ahand herel” he said to Nendy.



It was nearly too big for them, but they tipped it until al the food did to the floor, and then they were able
to heft it up towaist level and swingitone ,two , andthree right through the window.

Air howled out around them now, whipping their clothes and their hair, and Tdan nearly sumbled out the
hole before he caught himself and stepped sideways out of the worst of the gde.

People ran for the eevator and the glideways, but Talan and Nendy walked camly to the next table and
heaved it through another window. Thelast of the building’ s air whooshed out, and the familiar smell of
ozone and dirt wafted in. Talan panted as the air pressure dropped and he endured the moment of
burning lungs until he was ableto stand up and laugh at the fleeing party guests.

“Broken glass and crowds don’'t mix!” he told Nendy happily as he led the way to another table.

The antigravity bubble from overhead did down past the windows, emergency protocols overriding its
origind program and piloting its occupants to safety. Almost everyone was gone from the ballroom by
now, but afew people had gathered in a huddle near the stage. They began to advance on Tdan and
Nendy, but Talan pulled the remote control from his pocket and shouted, “ Timeto leave! Sdf-destruct in
fiveminutes”

“You can't drop it with people fill ingde,” Nendy whispered franticaly.

“No, but they don’t know that,” Talan whispered back, and sure enough, when he held the remote
overhead with hisfinger on the button, the group of would-be heroes broke gpart and fled down the
glideway, leaving them donein the ballroom.

The plain beyond the windows was dive with lifepods swarming for the bubble city. “I think it' stime we
joined everyone outside,” Taan said. He picked up another bottle of champagne on the way out,
stopped briefly in the cloakroom to get coats for himsalf and Nendy, then led her out past the base of the
docking pods and across the wide catwalk to the crater rim.

“Think anyon€e still insde?’ he asked, turning around once they had put another few dozen steps
between them and his cregtion.

“I don’'t know.” She shivered and pulled her coat tight around her body. “Wheat if thereis? Y ou can't risk
someone slifejust to make apoint.”

“You'reright. That’swhy there are heat and motion sensorsal through the structure.” He pushed the
button. “Nothing will happen if there’ s anybody |lef-oh.”

The gigantic droplet quivered, then did downward like aspoonful of sugar poured into a cup of water.
Thering of observation pods at its base stretched outward for asecond, then fell to the surface, just
reaching the edge of the crater as the surge of water displaced by the tower crashed against the rim and
shot upward in acircular fountain. The rumble of blocks and water shook the ground, and wet spray
pelted down out of the sky.

Water doshed back and forth afew times, smoothing out the pile of rubblein the center of the crater.
The waves subsided, giving way to ripplesthat chased each other around the crater, but in asurprisingly
short time even those faded away and the surface of the water returned to glassy smoothness.

“Fed better now?’ Nendy asked.

“Yeah,” Tdan replied. He pitched the remote control into the crater and watched the splash spread out in
onelast wave. “Yeah. But now | really hope people can live out here, because | don't think I’'m going to
be welcomeinside the domes anymore.”



Nendy laughed. “Well, you' ve dready proven you can build ahabitat.”
He scuffed afoot on the ground. “ That was for show. There are more efficient designsfor living.”
“Likewhat?’

Helooked out acrosstheflat gray plain at the injection towersrising into the sky. Tdl, dender, graceful .
.. and free. All they needed were afew tweaksto their genetic code, and they would be perfect. It
would mean learning how to handle DNA, but he supposed it wouldn't kill him to work inanew
medium. He smiled at Nendy and said, “ Ever heard of atreehouse?’



