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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Dimensions aboard Trikon Station are frequently expressed in the metric system. For those not familiar with this European system of measurement:


One millimeter is about twice the width of the lead in a mechanical pencil.


One centimeter is roughly the thickness of a piece of sliced bread.


One meter is about three inches longer than a yard.


One kilometer is almost two-thirds of a mile.


One kilogram equals 2.205 pounds.


 










4 SEPTEMBER 1998 TRIKON STATION


To the human eye, space is serene. From three hundred miles above its surface, our Earth appears as a vast, smoothly curved panorama of deep blue oceans and brown wrinkled landmasses decked with parades of gleaming white clouds, ever changing, eternally beckoning. Our world shines with warmth, with beauty, with life.


Floating in the emptiness of space three hundred miles above the luminous curving glory of Earth is a glittering jewel, a diamond set against the infinite darkness of the cold void.


From a distance, hanging against that black infinity, it seems delicate, fragile, a child’s toy construction of gossamer and dreams. It is not until you approach that you realize how large it really is.


Nearly three football fields across, its skeleton is a giant diamond of gleaming alloy girders. Ten sparkling white aluminum cylinders form a raft fixed to its central truss; three of them bear the painted flags of nations: on one cylinder are the twenty-two flags of United Europe; on another is the rising sun of Japan; a third displays the Stars and Stripes of the United States and the Maple Leaf emblem of Canada.


At two corners of the huge diamond are attached two bulbous, blimplike structures, burnt orange in color and far larger than the white cylinders. Once they were external tanks for space shuttles; now they are extensions of this island in space, moored to the diamond-shaped structure like giant balloons. The gently tapering nose of one of the ETs points directly forward, the other directly aft, as the diamond knifes through the calm emptiness of orbital space. The trailing ET bears the curious circle-and-arrow symbol of the planet Mars.


Robots slide back and forth across the station’s main truss, silent in the airless vacuum, their metal wheels clasping the special guide rails, their spindly arms ending in gripping pincers strong enough to hold hardware that would weigh tons back on Earth. From the topmost corner of the diamond, bristling batteries of instruments aim outward at the stars while others, at the nadir corner, peer down at the dazzling blue sphere of Earth with its white swirls of clouds. On the station’s trailing edge, broad wings of deep-violet solar panels drink in sunlight while smaller, darker companions radiate away the heat generated within the station.


For there are men and women living and working at this outpost in space. This is Trikon Station, the first industrial research laboratory to be built in orbit.


Trikon.


To the human eye, space should be serene. Trikon station floated in its orbit on the sunlit side of the Earth, passing across the radiantly intense blue of the wide Pacific, adorned with clouds of brilliant, purest white.


The station shuddered. Like a giant sail suddenly caught in a crosswind. Like a man startled by danger.


Alarms screeched in every laboratory and living module, Klaxons hooted along the lengths of its passageways, and a computer-synthesized woman’s voice called from every intercom speaker in the station with maddening mechanical calm:


“Emergency. Emergency. Major malfunction. All personnel to CERV stations. All personnel to CERV stations. Prepare to abandon the station.”


No one cared. No one heeded the alarms. No one moved toward the Crew Emergency Reentry Vehicles.


From the astronomical observatory at the uppermost corner of Trikon Station two space-suited figures emerged, one of them encased in the “armchair” rig of a manned maneuvering unit, MMU.


Dan Tighe, commander of Trikon Station, fought back murderous fury and a terrible fear that clawed at his chest as he watched the space station begin to wobble and sway. Through the heavily tinted visor of his helmet he saw the bulbous burnt-orange structure of the Mars module detach itself from the station and begin to drift away, like a rudderless ship caught by an evil tide. The broad wings of the solar panels were swaying, undulating visibly. Dan knew they would break up within minutes.


We’re all going to die, said a voice inside his head. We’re going to die and it’s my fault. All my own goddamned stupid fault.


 










15 AUGUST 1998 TRIKON STATION


Names are important. When we hammered together this consortium of major industrial corporations I insisted upon a name that would reflect its spirit of international cooperation, a name that would not offend any of the sensitive egos among the various boards of directors, or in the governments to whom they paid taxes. The corporations were based in Europe, North America, and Japan. Three continents: Trikon.


The original spelling proposed was Tricon; however, my public relations consultants suggested that this might cause confusion over the hard or soft pronunciation of the letter c. The letter k connotes strength and provides an echo of classical Greece.


So they said.


—From the diary of Fabio Bianco, CEO, Trikon International


The station had been in operation for more than a year on the day when the trouble began.


David Nutt still encountered that moment of vertigo, that feeling that his insides were adrift and he was falling into a strange pastel-colored abyss. Everything was shifting, swirling like a kaleidoscope.


Clutching at the metal edge of the entry hatch, Dave took a deep breath and lined himself up with the strip of black tape stuck onto the bottom of its lip.


“This side down, stupid,” he muttered to himself.


The pastels tumbled into perspective. A long cylinder with a pale blue-floor and yellow ceiling. Silver and white equipment in racks along the walls. Ovens, centrifuge, microscopes all where they should be, and right-side-up. But it didn’t help that the damned technician was floating almost on his head at the far end of the lab.


The American scientific laboratory module had been nicknamed The Bakery by an earlier rotation of researchers. The pastel colors were the brainchildren of a team of psychologists who had never left the ground. Nutt was grateful for their help. After six months aboard Trikon Station, he still had trouble orienting himself whenever he moved from one module to another. In the microgravity world of the space station, with everything weightless, he had trouble telling up from down without help. If he pulled himself through the hatch at any angle except true vertical The Bakery became a distorted alien world and his guts would start churning. Nutt was a confirmed “flatlander.” He felt queasy unless he had his feet on a solid floor, even in the almost-zero gravity of the space station.


Fifteen meters away, at the far end of the cylinder, Stu Roberts was loading tempered glassware into the two huge microwave ovens that had inspired the lab’s nickname. His thick mop of brick-red hair was puffed up into a wild, waving nest of weightless microgravity snakes. The mesh hairnet he was supposed to be wearing was nowhere in sight. His white coveralls looked grimy and spattered. Thin-faced, lean, and loose-jointed as a scarecrow, Roberts was making this rotation the longest six months of Nutt’s life.


Roberts fancied himself a creative soul. Simple tasks such as sterilizing glassware and monitoring experiments were too easy for him, so he constantly poked himself into Nutt’s research. He invented shortcuts, misused organic material, and analyzed data in ways that only he could interpret, all with an irrepressible cheerfulness that irritated Nutt beyond measure.


Roberts closed the oven door, then floated upside down over to the keyboard that controlled the ovens and other equipment and deftly tapped out a combination. He clamped a pair of earphones over his wild hair and immediately started to convulse, feet kicking wildly and arms flailing at tiny spheres of color that bubbled up around his head. A stranger might have thought that Roberts was being electrocuted or zapped by lethal microwaves. Dave knew better.


Heaving a sigh, Nutt pulled himself through the hatch. Properly oriented, he could maneuver through the narrow confines of The Bakery fairly well. It was almost like swimming in air instead of water. The microscope and centrifuge workstations slid quickly past before he grabbed a handhold and steadied himself at the refrigeration section. Roberts’s convulsions had slowed down. He was moving in time to rock music from a portable compact-disc player Velcroed to the ceiling between the strips of fluorescent lights. Nutt could hear its thin wail and the thump of a heavy bass beat. The kid must have the earphones up to max, he thought He’ll be deaf before he’s thirty.


The colored spheres floating around Roberts’s red mane were globules of water shot through with dyes used for experiments, the kid’s version of psychedelic lighting effects.


Roberts’s back was still to him, twitching in time to the music. Nutt pushed himself past the module’s computer terminal, reached the CD player, and cut off the music.


“Circus time is over,” he said.


Roberts abruptly turned his head. His body automatically twisted in the opposite direction; his flailing arms made the colored spheres scatter. He caught himself and for a moment hung in midair, a lean youthful scarecrow in dirty white laboratory coveralls hovering a scant few inches in front of the bearded, puffy-faced “old man” of nearly forty who was his boss. Nutt was slightly pudgy and potbellied back on Earth; in the weightlessness of the station his body fluids had shifted to make him look even rounder.


“Aw, Dave,” Roberts whined as he yanked off the earphones, “you never let me have any fun.”


“Fun is for the ex/rec room. Find your hairnet and do something about those spheres. If one of them gets into a specimen you’ll have ruined six months’ work.”


Roberts hung up the earphones and then shepherded the spheres into a group and pressed them against the door of a small freezer. They adhered to the cold surface and formed perfect hemispheres. Soon they would evaporate and leave smudges of food coloring that could be wiped off with a damp cloth.


“Did you unzip the wrong end of your sleep restraint?” asked Roberts. One of the most annoying things about the kid was that he constantly tried to adapt Earthbound clichés to the realities of life on a space station. Few translated well. “I thought you were happy about going home.”


“I’m damn happy about going home. But there’s this little matter of a report I have to write in order to justify all the money we’re being paid.”


Nutt shoved himself backwards to the computer terminal and slipped his stockinged feet into a pair of loops attached to the floor. Chairs were useless in microgravity; it took more work to force the body into a sitting position than to stay on one’s feet. All the work surfaces were breast high because under the weightless conditions one’s arms tended to float up almost to shoulder level.


Standing at the chest-high desk, his body hunched slightly in a zero-gee crouch, Nutt began pecking at the computer keyboard. After the obligatory beeps and grunts, the display screen lit up in bright blue and spelled out in cheery yellow letters: GOOD MORNING! TODAY IS THE FIRST DAY OF THE REST OF YOUR LIFE!


Another of Roberts’s little cutenesses. Nutt cast the technician a sour look.


He entered his password, received clearance, and typed in the preliminary set of instructions he had written with the help of a programmer back on Earth. The computer responded with the date and the time that each file had last been accessed.


Nutt felt his heart spasm in his chest.


“Were you in here last night?”


“When?” asked Roberts.


“Two a.m.”


“You’re kidding, right?”


“What about Wilson and the other techs?”


“Beats me,” said Roberts.


“The computer says my files were last accessed at two a.m.,” said Nutt. He typed in another command; the computer responded with another message. “Holy shit! There’s been a download!”


“What?”


“A download.” Nutt typed furiously, his stomach wrenching with each response that played across the monitor screen. “The genetic files. Goddammit! Some sonofabitch copied all my genetic files!”


“Dave, there’s no problem.”


“No problem? Six fucking months of work stolen and you say no problem?”


“If you’ll let me explain …”


“Explain what? The computer’s already explained everything. Somebody slipped in here at two this morning and downloaded all the genetic files!”


“There’s nothing to worry about,” said Roberts.


“Nothing to worry about!” Nutt shouted. “I’m not talking about a glitch in an experiment! I’m talking about a career at stake. My career!”


Nutt unlooped his feet and pushed away from the computer and its terrible string of messages so hard that he sailed across the width of the lab and banged his head against a cabinet on the opposite wall. The pain stunned him momentarily. He tumbled slowly, running his fingers through his hair and checking for blood. Roberts grabbed his arm to steady his movement, but the touch only angered him.


“I’ve got to tell Tighe.” Nutt yanked away from Roberts’s grip, spinning himself halfway toward the hatch.


“Dave, don’t!”


But Nutt swam away toward the hatch, his shouted curses fading to echoes.


“Well, if you want to make an asshole of yourself, be my guest,” said Roberts to the empty lab. He patted the hip pocket of his coveralls.


 


Mission control for Trikon Station was at Houston. Many of the consortium’s European members had objected, but it made more sense to lease time and equipment from NASA’s existing Manned Space Center than to build an entirely new complex somewhere else.


So it was at 0753 hours central daylight time that Commander Dan Tighe closed the light-blue plastic accordion-fold door of the cramped cubbyhole that served as his office. It was no larger than a telephone booth wedged into a forward corner of the command module.


His regular morning call to Mission Control was scheduled for 0800, as usual. And after that he was supposed to see the station doctor for his weekly exam. Like most fliers, Dan Tighe did not trust doctors, not even attractive female doctors. He rummaged through the small cabinet built into the corner of his office where the curving shell of the module met the forward bulkhead. His face, red and chafed, was set in a grim scowl of determination.


It was a face built of contradictions: finely sculpted cheekbones and a hawk’s nose that had been broken long ago when he had crash-landed a crippled jet fighter. Strong stubborn jaw with a mouth that seemed almost too small for it, lips as thin and sensitive as a poet’s. He kept his dark brown hair short enough to meet the old military regulations, but combed it forward to conceal his receding hairline. The gray at his temples bothered him, even though women called it distinguished.


And the eyes: electric blue, vital, brilliant. The eyes of an eagle, a flier, probing incessantly, never still, never satisfied. But now they were wary, guarded, the eyes of a man who had been defeated and banished. The eyes of a man who wanted to be alone in the cockpit of a nimble supersonic jet, but found himself smothered in the responsibilities of commanding a glorified schoolhouse that plodded along a fixed and calculated orbit—and in danger of losing even that.


A small bonsai bush trimmed into the shape of a bird floated at the end of a tether attached to the wall of his cramped office. Tighe whispered to it, “Sorry, no time for you this morning,” and gently pushed it out of his way as he searched through the Velcro-lined shelves of the narrow cabinet.


At last he found what he was looking for: the blood-pressure cuff. With a grunt of satisfaction he rolled up the left sleeve of his coveralls and wrapped the plastic around his biceps. Taking a deep breath that was supposed to calm him, he inflated the cuff and then read off the glowing digital numbers on its tiny electronic display: 163 over 101. The readout was adjusted for the effects of microgravity. Not bad, he thought. But not good enough.


The command module was the smallest of all the sections that made up the Trikon space station, and the most densely packed. While the laboratory and habitat modules were each fifteen meters long, the command module’s cylinder was half that length. It was jammed with computer systems that tracked everything and everyone aboard the station, communications gear that kept Tighe and his crew in constant touch with Earth, and a command and control center that maintained the station’s life-support systems and external equipment. Dan’s office and the infirmary were wedged into opposite ends of the cramped module. Next to the cubbyhole infirmary was the sick bay: three sleep restraints fastened against the only bare spot on any of the walls. As if to compensate for the crowding, it was the only module with a view: a trio of small fused-silica viewing ports were built into the bulkhead at the command and control station.


Tighe anchored his slippered feet in the loops at the base of the chest-high desk that held his personal computer and tapped out the instructions that patched it into the station’s communications network. He plugged in the headset and clamped it on, adjusting the pin-sized microphone in front of his mouth. Make it fast, he told himself. Give yourself a few minutes to trim the bonsai and relax before you let her take your blood pressure.


The daily transmission from Earth began precisely on time.


“Houston to Trikon Station,” scratched a voice. The display screen unscrambled to reveal the bullet head of Tom Henderson, ceiling lights gleaming on his bald dome.


“This is Trikon. I read you, Houston,” replied Tighe.


“Hello, Dan. How you doin’, boy? You look redder’n a beet.”


“I ran out of razor blades and had to use the wind-up. Beats the hell out of your face.”


“Looks like you’ll have to make do without blades for a few days more. Hurricane Caroline is stalled in the Atlantic, so the shuttle’s being delayed.”


“How long?”


“Three days, maybe five. Depends on when Caroline clears out.”


“Christ,” said Tighe. “I have a frazzled crew, a bunch of immature scientists, and now this.”


“Can’t do anything about Mother Nature,” said Henderson. “And you forgot the Martians.”


“I’m trying to forget about them.”


The two men ran through their daily housekeeping chores—analyzing the amount of food, water, air, and fuel remaining on boards plotting the orbital path, coordinating the photographs that would be taken by the camera array on the station’s nadir platform. Meteorologists were especially anxious to get all the photos of Caroline that they could provide. One task originally scheduled for today’s communication—fixing the rendezvous with the shuttle—would have to wait.


“One more thing,” said Henderson. “Trikon has added another scientist to the next rotation. His name is Hugh O’Donnell. American biochemist. I don’t have his file yet, but I see that he has standing orders to report to your medical officer on a daily basis.”


“Health risk?”


“Looks it.” Henderson arched his eyebrows. “I’ll shoot you his file as soon as I receive it.”


“Keep me posted on the shuttle.”


“Roger that,” said Henderson. “Out.”


Tighe removed the headset and clipped it to its receptacle on the wall. It was important to fasten down everything in microgravity. Otherwise they somehow floated away, lost until they turned up stuck to an intake ventilator grid. Tighe remembered waking up in the middle of the night on his first shuttle flight to find a green snake gliding toward him. It took him a couple of panicked heartbeats to realize that it was the garden hose that one of the mission specialists had brought aboard for a botany experiment. The jerk hadn’t tied it down properly and it was undulating like a cobra across the middeck section where the crew slept.


Then he remembered his last shuttle flight, and felt his pulse quickening with anger. The bonsai bird hovered near his shoulder. He nuzzled its beak. Calm me down, pal, he said to the green bird. Calm me down before they throw me out of this job, too.


Somebody rapped on the bulkhead. Before Tighe could answer, the accordion door squealed back and Dave Nutt pushed through. He was gasping for air. His T-shirt had come untucked from his nylon pants and rode up over his paunchy stomach.


“What’s wrong, Dave?” Tighe liked Nutt; otherwise he would have snapped at him for barging into his office. Nutt was dedicated and sober, not at all like the other cases of arrested development Trikon called scientists. But now he was wild-eyed, panting, his hair and beard beaded with perspiration.


“My computer!” heaved Nutt. “Someone’s tampered with it!”


“What? How?”


“Downloaded my research files.”


The scientists were always complaining to Tighe about people tampering with their work. Although the corporations that made up the Trikon consortium were supposed to be working cooperatively, industrial espionage seemed to be the major industry aboard the station. Most of the accusations were false alarms bred by overactive imaginations or personal animosities among the scientists. Or at least they could not be proved to Tighe’s satisfaction.


“How do you know?” Tighe asked.


“I have a subprogram that logs every use. Somebody went into our module at two a.m. and downloaded my goddamned files!”


“I’d better take a look,” said Tighe, mentally postponing his date with the doctor.


 


Stu Roberts was still in The Bakery when Tighe and Nutt arrived. Now that Nutt had taken the extreme step of actively involving the station commander, Roberts decided to lie low and let the scientist embarrass himself. He hovered on the edge of audibility as Nutt gave Tighe a fevered explanation of the messages appearing on the computer monitor.


Tighe had only a general idea of the work being conducted in the three Trikon laboratory modules. He knew that the project involved microbial genetics: the scientists were trying to engineer a bug that would eat pollutants or toxic wastes or something like that. His interest in the bug was purely practical. As station commander, he constantly worried about containment of all the potentially toxic agents used by the scientists in their research. Accidental release of bacteria, caustic chemicals, or pollutants could wreak havoc in the delicately controlled environment of the station. In space you cannot open a window for fresh air. One mistake with chemical or biological materials could kill everyone aboard very swiftly.


Tighe had worked with many scientists during his years in the Air Force and with NASA. He was accustomed to competing philosophies because scientists and the military usually were at odds. But on Trikon Station there were cliques within cliques. The Americans stayed with the Americans. The Japanese stayed with the Japanese. And the Europeans, true to their history, fought among themselves as well as with all the others. While the corporations that employed them trumpeted the benefits of cooperative research in slick brochures and television specials, the scientists were more competitive than Olympic athletes. They never traded information willingly and regarded each other with the warmth of professional assassins.


The situation was particularly tense just prior to a rotation. Every ninety days a third of the scientific staff was replaced by new people from Earth. That was when a successful industrial spy could take his loot back home.


“That’s what happened,” said Nutt, winding up his explanation.


Tighe leaned close to the keyboard as if scrutinizing it for fingerprints. He realized how ridiculous he must have looked and pushed himself away.


“What do you want me to do about it?” he asked.


“Search everybody on the station! Force whoever downloaded the files to turn them over.”


“I’m not a policeman.”


“This is very sensitive material! It’s …”


“And I’m in a very sensitive position. I’m not just dealing with an international contingent of scientists. There’s a couple of dozen governments who view these scientists as diplomats. If I start strong-arming people without good cause, the shit will fall on my head, nobody else’s.”


“You’re saying I should work for six months, have my results stolen, and do absolutely nothing about it?”


“The files are still in your computer, right?” said Tighe. “They’ve been copied, not stolen.”


Nutt reluctantly nodded.


“Then consider yourself a benefactor of mankind.”


“The hell I will!”


“You’re supposed to be working cooperatively with all the others, aren’t you? Why the panic?”


“I want the credit!” Nutt snarled through gritted teeth. “I did the work and I want the credit for it. The work’s got to be published in my name. A scientist’s reputation depends on his publications, his discoveries. Don’t you understand that?”


Roberts decided it had gone far enough. Gliding over toward his flustered boss and the tight-lipped station commander, he interrupted, “Hey, there’s really no problem.”


Tighe looked at Roberts, then cocked his head toward Nutt. The scientist’s bearded, puffy face twisted into a grimace of exasperation.


“Explain yourself,” Tighe said to Roberts.


“Dave put that security subprogram into his PC because he was worried about theft. I had a suspicion that the subprogram could be fooled, so I played around with it. Sure enough, I was able to hack into the files and download them.”


Roberts produced a diskette from a pouch pocket of his pants.


“You did it!” screamed Nutt. He pushed himself at Roberts and knocked the diskette out of his hand. The diskette skittered crazily in midair while the two men tumbled in a confusion of arms and legs. Tighe pried them apart.


“Explain yourself,” Tighe said again to Roberts. “Fast”


“That wasn’t Dave’s files,” said Roberts, rubbing his forehead gingerly. “It was another subprogram I wrote to protect the files. Whoever downloaded them will never be able to access them, not without jamming his own computer.”


Tighe shot a look at Nutt, who was glaring at the technician.


“Say that again,” Tighe commanded Roberts.


“I wrote in a bug that’s programmed to be triggered by an unauthorized download. When somebody tries to access the stolen files, his monitor will fill with I AM A THIEF in big yellow characters and the bug will replicate itself in his computer.”


Tighe suddenly grabbed Roberts by the front of his coveralls.


“Can you delete that program?”


“I think so.”


“Don’t tell me what you think.” Tighe wedged one foot into a floor loop and shook Roberts as if he were made of straw. “Yes or no? Can you delete it without starting the bug?”


“Yeah … Yes!”


“Do it. Top priority. And when you’re finished, find that disk and break it into little pieces. If we’re fast enough and lucky enough, we just might get through this alive.”


Tighe pulled himself into a tuck and shot like a torpedo through the hatchway.


“Am I missing something?” said Roberts.


“You fucking idiot!” screamed Nutt. “The computer terminals are all tied into the station’s mainframe! If whoever downloaded the file tries to access them here, that bug will worm its way into life support and kill us all!”


 










15 AUGUST 1998 FLORIDA


The Earth is dying. The human race is rushing headlong toward extinction.


The problem is not for our grandchildren, or our children. The problem is ours. It is happening now. The dying has already begun.


We are killing ourselves. Smog chokes our cities. Farmlands are becoming barren while megatons of chemical fertilizers poison groundwater. Deserts are expanding, and rain forests are rapidly being destroyed. The ozone layer is being eaten away by pollution. Global temperatures are rising toward the greenhouse level.


Worst of all, the oceans—the great embracing mother seas that are the foundation of all life on our planet—the oceans are being fouled so thoroughly that all life will die off in a few short years.


We do not have a century to clean up the environment. We do not even have decades. The oceans are already beginning to die. We are in a race against our own extinction.


And while the Earth dies, most people go about their daily lives as if nothing is happening. Unthinking, uncaring, they are helping to kill the Earth, murdering their own world, committing mass suicide.


A few persons are aware of the danger. Very few. Some try to get their fellow humans to pay attention, to stop fouling the Earth. Some even blame our modern technology for polluting our air and water to the point where the entire environment is beginning to collapse around us.


They are almost right.


The basic problem is that human habits change slowly, so slowly. A hundred thousand years ago, what did it matter to a Stone Age hunter that his campfire sent smoke into the air, or that he urinated into a clear mountain brook? But today, with six billion humans burning and urinating, life on Earth cannot survive much longer.


There are those who say we must stop all technology and return to a simpler way of life. How can that be done without killing most of the people on Earth? We depend on our technology to produce food for us, to give us heat and light, to protect us against disease. To stop our technology would mean allowing billions to starve and freeze and die.


Instead of stopping technology, we must invent new technologies, clean and efficient ways to do all that our old technologies have done for us—without polluting our world to death.


And we must invent a means to clean up the filth that is choking our air and our water, destroying the atmosphere and the oceans. We need that now, if we are to survive the next few years.


That is why I created Trikon. To save the world. To save the human race.


But salvation means change, and most people fear change more than anything else. To save the Earth means that we must engage in genetic research. There is no other way. Only by developing new forms of life, creating microbes that can eat up our pollutants and convert them into harmless biodegradable waste matter, can we hope to cleanse the Earth quickly enough to avert our own destruction.


Yet to the great masses of people all around the Earth, genetic research is new, and what is new to them is terrifying.


So I decided that the genetic research would have to be done in orbit, entirely off the Earth. Too many important people are frightened of having something go wrong, causing a man-made plague or some other disaster. It is a foolish fear, but it is very real.


In the U.S. and many other nations, it is impossible to do the research that we need. The U.S. Supreme Court, no less, decided against field testing of genetically altered plants and bacteria, stating that “damage to the environment from testing cannot be ruled out to a scientific certainty,” even though there have been no recorded incidents of accidental release of genetically altered organisms into the environment.


This proved to me that the pressures against genetic experiments are getting worse. We want to save the world, but the world does not trust us!


There is literally nowhere on Earth that scientists can do the research that needs to be done. That is why we needed a research laboratory in space. No national government would do it. No single corporation could afford to risk the necessary investment capital. That is why Trikon Station had to be a multinational effort by the multinational corporations.


To save the world. To keep the human race from going the way of the dinosaurs.


—From a speech by Fabio Bianco, CEO, Trikon International, to the United Nations Committee on the Global Environmental Crisis, 22 April 1997 (Earth Day)


Hugh O’Donnell trembled, soaked with sweat.


“Don’t worry, O’Donnell, my main man. No jury in this state will convict you.”


Pancho Weinstein, Esq., directed O’Donnell’s attention to the jury box. One juror drooled, another played solitaire, a third had his hand stuffed into his shirt à la Napoleon. All were cross-eyed.


O’Donnell turned back to the gallery where Stacey, his live-in girlfriend, sat in the first row. She wore black stockings and a miniskirt short enough to reveal the garters crossing her thighs.


“I’m cold,” she said with a pout.


Weinstein plucked O’Donnell’s motorcycle jacket from the back of his chair and tossed it to Stacey. She smiled and drew her tongue across her lips.


“Order!” The judge banged a ball peen hammer, then affixed a surgeon’s lamp to his forehead. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”


A bailiff wearing polka-dot suspenders danced into the center of the courtroom.


“Foundation for Thus ’n Such versus Agri Bio Futuro Tech Something or Other,” he announced through a megaphone. “Aw hell, read the program.”


“Oh, that one,” said the judge. “The defendant is directed to rise so we all can take a look at his mug.”


Weinstein elbowed O’Donnell in the ribs, then blew Stacey a kiss. O’Donnell struggled to his feet. The people in the gallery hissed. At the opposite table, the foundation’s attorney floated on a perfect cumulus cloud. He was dressed in a long white robe; a halo circled his head.


“What’ll it be?” said the judge. “Testimony evaluated by an impartial jury, or would you two rather just duke it out?”


“Duke it out,” said O’Donnell.


“That’s what I say,” said the judge. “Let’s hear the evidence.”


A young boy materialized on the witness stand. He looked like a normal teenager except for the tomato plant growing out of his shoulder. The tomatoes were ripe enough to pick.


“I grew up next to a field sprayed with SuperGro Microbial Frost Retardant produced by that man.” The boy leveled a leafy finger at O’Donnell. “The tomatoes were very juicy.”


He pulled one from the plant and offered it to the judge.


“Not on your life, baby,” said the judge. “Next.”


The boy dissolved and re-formed as a pretty woman with vines for hair. A watermelon hung from each ear.


“I worked on a farm that used GroFast Microbial Fertilizer,” she said. “We grew watermelons in five weeks. But as you can see, progress had its price.” She tossed her head and one of the watermelons slapped the judge in the face.


“I think we’ve heard enough,” the judge said as he readjusted his surgeon’s lamp. “Has the jury reached a verdict?”


“Shouldn’t they deliberate?” O’Donnell asked. But Weinstein did not answer. Stacey sat on his lap with her tongue in his mouth.


The foreman stood and tapped the jury rail with a conducting wand. The rest of the jurors began to chant “O’Donnell, O’Donnell, O’Donnell …”


“We the members of the jury,” said the foreman, “being duly constituted in the State of Grace, and otherwise perfectly fit to determine the issues presented here, find the defendant guilty of playing with nature and otherwise trying to make the world a better place.”


“Couldn’t have said it better myself.” The judge looked at his watch. “Might as well sentence now. Has the jury a recommendation?”


“Sentence?” cried O’Donnell. “This isn’t a criminal trial. You can’t send me to jail. I’m a scientist. I’ve committed no crimes.”


But everyone ignored him. The jury, whose chanting had reached a crescendo, suddenly lowered its collective voice to a whisper. Slowly a new chant rose in volume: “OD, OD, OD …”


“What a clever idea,” said the judge. “Saves the state a ton of cash.”


A black suitcase appeared at O’Donnell’s feet. It began to shake, as if something insider were trying to escape, then burst open. A storm of white powder filled the courtroom, swirling, drifting, chasing people out the door. All except for O’Donnell and the disembodied chanting of the jury. He couldn’t move. The powder rose to his waist, his chest, his neck. And then it plugged his nose.


Hugh O’Donnell bolted upright His heart thumped wildly and his hands shook. He unwound himself from the bed sheets. Gray light leaked around the edges of the thick dusty drapes. The wind was still howling outside; it felt as if the motel walls were shaking. He reached up to flick on the bed lamp. Nothing happened. He looked over at the radio/alarm clock on the nightstand. That was out, too.


Stumbling into the bathroom, he splashed cold water on his face. Another wanger of a dream. No two were alike, yet all were strangely the same: sanity and reason turned on their heads, enemies cloaked in righteousness, friends selling out to friends, and the misinformed sitting in judgment. Just like real life. He pinched water into his nostrils and shot several staccato breaths out his nose. His sinuses were clear.


O’Donnell passed a wet comb through his hair. It was quickly turning from the sandy color of his misspent youth to a scattered and premature gray. Life begins at forty, he told himself. I sure hope so. He fit his wire-rimmed glasses on his face and looped two wings of slicked hair behind his ears. He stepped into a pair of gym shorts and went out to the balcony.


The wind was gusting so hard he had to lean against it, but it was warm, like the hand driers in cheap restrooms. Clouds boiled across a gunmetal sky. The palm trees were white, their fronds turned inside out by the buffeting gale. On the parking lot below he saw a newspaper plastered against the side of a car. The full-color picture of the space shuttle Constellation bled into the pavement.


“Yo, O’Donnell.”


Freddy Aviles, dressed in an abbreviated jumpsuit, hand-walked down the balcony rail. For an absurd instant O’Donnell thought he was still dreaming. Then Aviles stopped in front of him and deftly sat on the rail; one of his pinned-up jumpsuit legs showed only a stump inside it, the other not even that. He had mocha-colored skin and a tuft of wispy black hair on his jawline that he was trying to cultivate into a beard. His muscular arms and chest bulged the metallic suit fabric as he smiled lazily at O’Donnell. A gold canine flashed briefly.


“Tree knocked down a power line,” he said. “Me and Lance, we’re gonna take a walk to find someplace that can cook us some food. Wanna come?”


“In this?”


“We dodge the branches. Be fun, eh?”


O’Donnell looked at the sky and scowled.


“C’mon, man.” Freddy flipped up into a handstand and began a set of vertical push-ups. A huge gold crucifix fell from the collar of his jumpsuit It dangled from his neck and clicked against the rail with each repetition. “What you gonna do, sit in your room all day and count the walls, eh? They is only four.”


“Give me a minute so I can shave,” said O’Donnell. He paused at the door. “Hey, Freddy, do people dream in space?”


 


Dan Tighe raced down the passageways and through the hatches toward Trikon Station’s command module, grabbing handholds and literally flying weightlessly past startled technicians and crewmen, his feet never touching the deck.


All of the station’s energy and environment control systems were regulated by the life-support program in the station’s mainframe computer. The life-support program monitored air quality in every one of the ten pressurized modules and regulated the circulation fans and carbon-dioxide absorbers on a second-by-second basis. Heat, electrical power, air, water—every breath taken by every man and woman aboard Trikon Station depended on the uninterrupted operation of the life-support program.


If whoever copied Nutt’s files tried to upload the stolen data, Stu Roberts’s bug would cripple the thief’s computer and spread to the mainframe. The life-support program would be stopped along with everything else. They could all die within minutes.


Tighe pulled himself into the command module, banging his knee on the entry hatch and tumbling toward the floor.


“Ouch!” said Dr. Lorraine Renoir. Her infirmary was adjacent to the hatch. Her accordion door was open, and she was floating freely inside the cubbyhole making notes on a clipboard.


Tighe ignored both the comment and the pain in his knee. Before his body hit the floor he pushed with his palms and redirected his momentum down the length of the module like a swimmer barreling off the bottom of a pool.


The command and control center was located in the aft end of the module, adjacent to the space shuttle docking port. It contained the main computer terminal, manual controls for all systems, and the viewing ports.


Tighe curled his feet into the loops at the base of the computer and hurriedly typed in his password. The computer beeped. Tighe breathed a sigh and entered the emergency code. A series of options played across the screen.


WHICH ONE, COMMANDER TIGHE? asked the last line. The cursor blinked.


“What’s going on, Dan?”


Dr. Renoir steadied herself in the doorway to the command section. A French braid of chestnut hair floated from the back of her head.


“We have a real problem, Lorraine. I’ll explain in a minute.”


Tighe selected the option that read: AUX COMPUTER/AUX POWER/ESSENTIAL UTIL ONLY. The lights in the command module went out. He heard a gasp of surprise from Lorraine, behind him. Then the emergency lamps came on, substantially dimmer than the normal cabin lights.


Tighe flicked on the station intercom.


“This is Commander Tighe. A situation has arisen that requires a transfer to the station’s auxiliary power supply. All essential utilities such as life support will continue to operate at normal levels. However, nonessential utilities will remain inoperable until the situation is rectified. I am ordering everyone to remain where you are until full power is restored. The only exceptions are crew members Jeffries and Stanley. They are to report to the command module immediately.”


Tighe clicked off the intercom.


Lorraine was staring at him, eyes wide with either surprise or fear. Or both.


“Some idiot scientist stole files from the computer terminal in The Bakery. Turns out that a bigger idiot’s infected the files with a bug that’ll jam the computer of anyone trying to access those files.” Tighe patted the computer terminal. “If it gets in here and starts to replicate, then we’re in deep yogurt.”


“Can you keep it out?”


Nodding, Tighe forced a grin. The old command philosophy: Instill confidence in the crew. Maintain their morale and you’ll automatically maintain their respect. It occurred to him that he wanted Lorraine’s respect. She was an intelligent, level-headed woman whom he could depend on. Even though she was the physician who could permanently ground him.


She smiled back at him. She looked much better in micro-gee than she had on Earth. Back on the ground her face had been handsome, strong features and dark brows, her figure slim, almost boyish. The fluid shift that microgravity caused had served her well. Her brown eyes had an almost oriental cast to them now; her face was rounder, more feminine. Even her body seemed to have filled out better beneath the royal-blue jumpsuit she wore.


Abruptly, Jeffries, and Stanley slid through the hatch. Jeffries, a rangy, long-limbed black from Virginia Polytech, was Tighe’s most experienced crewman, with more than a year in space, the last six months on Trikon Station. He would be rotating back to Earth when the shuttle finally arrived, and Tighe would be sorry to lose him. Stanley was the station’s only Aussie: sandy hair, lazy grin, the powerful build of a swimmer. Neither man had ever experienced an emergency power-down. They both looked worried.


Lorraine backed away from the doorway so the two crewmen could enter. Tighe quickly explained the situation, unconsciously spicing this version with more jargon than the account he had given Lorraine.


“Okay,” he said, taking a breath. “Stanley, you stay here with Dr. Renoir. I want nobody, and I mean nobody, to enter the command module except for me. Jeff, you and I are going to conduct a complete search of the station.”


Jeffries shoved off. As Tighe followed toward the hatch, Lorraine floated back to the infirmary and started to unlock a pharmaceutical compartment.


Tighe stopped his momentum and cocked his head.


“Preparing tranquilizers,” she said in response to his unstated question.


“Good thinking,” said Tighe, and dove after Jeffries.


Wordlessly Lorraine watched him disappear down the passageway.


 


Hugh O’Donnell cast a dubious eye at the roadhouse. Its windows were boarded with plywood and its cratered gravel parking lot was empty except for a single pickup truck.


“Looks like it’s closed,” shouted Lance Muncie over the growl of the relentless wind.


Freddy bounced off the skateboard he used for long-distance treks and clambered up an awning post to an uncovered section of window.


“Somebody inside,” he said as he cupped a hand against the glass.


Muncie was young and big, varsity-football big, with heavily muscled arms and powerful hands. Yet he looked almost baby-fat soft: short-cropped blond hair and pinkly cherubic face. He frowned at the tattered sign clinging to the doorjamb, advertising topless dancing, and at the photos, censored with black squares across each woman’s chest.


“Let’s try another place,” he said, pulling himself away from the peeling poster.


A cardboard box smacked against O’Donnell’s legs, then flew across the parking lot. “There isn’t any other place,” he snapped, already regretting that he had accepted Freddy’s invitation.


Freddy slid down the post until he was eye level with Lance.


“ ’Scuse us a second, eh, O’Donnell?” he said.


O’Donnell moved out of earshot, which was only a few feet away in the thundering gale. Apparently Freddy knew how to handle this Muncie kid. Freddy spoke earnestly, and some of the hardness drained from Lance’s face. Lance shrugged. Freddy shot a stage wink at O’Donnell and bounced onto his skateboard. Lance held the door as Freddy rolled through.


The bartender was an amiable sort, fat and bearded and looking like he would be more comfortable in the cab of an eighteen-wheeler than behind a bar on Cape Canaveral. The storm had interrupted food delivery, he explained, but he might rustle up some tuna on toast if that suited their fancy. Everyone agreed that would be just fine.


“Where ya’ll stayin’ at?”


Freddy was gawking at the uncensored photos of the dancers taped to the mirror and Lance was staring at his fingernails, so O’Donnell answered, “The New Ramada.”


“That’s where they put up shuttle passengers.” The bartender looked at Freddy. “Say, I know you. You’re that legless guy they’re sending up.”


“Astronaut Fernando Aviles at your service.” Freddy vaulted onto the bar and spun himself on one hand.


“Goddamn,” said the bartender. “You don’t need no micro-gee to be an acrobat.”


Freddy returned to his stool.


“Goin’ to Space Station Freedom, huh?”


“Not Freedom. Trikon.” Freddy mussed Lance Muncie’s hair. “Lance and me, we’re part of the crew.”


“Trikon, huh? That’s the industrial one, ain’t it?” The bartender looked at O’Donnell. “You a scientist or something?”


“Something,” said O’Donnell.


The bartender served tuna sandwiches and poured three glasses of grapefruit juice. Freddy accepted a shot of rum in his; Lance and O’Donnell refused. As the men ate, the bartender made small talk and professed a deep interest in all matters extraterrestrial. As if to prove his dedication, he switched the television to the “Good Morning, World” show. The screen showed a man wearing a crimson flight suit and bobbing effortlessly in what appeared to be a padded room. Nearby, a lanky blond wearing an identical flight suit pedaled a cycle attached to the floor.


“Ever watch this?” asked the bartender. “They do a segment every week, live from Trikon Station. That guy there, he’s Kurt Jaeckle. He’s that scientist writes all them books about Mars.”


Freddy and Lance grunted in recognition. O’Donnell gnawed on a burnt section of his toast. Seeing that his patrons were less than talkative, the bartender retreated to a well-cushioned stool set up next to the cash register.


Kurt Jaeckle was smiling earnestly into the camera. His face was thin, pallid except for heavy dark eyebrows that shadowed his eyes.


“One of the problems of extended space missions,” said Jaeckle, “is the effect of weightlessness on the muscular system of the human body. In microgravity, objects retain their mass but not their weight. Tasks that require the exertion of muscle power on Earth require virtually no effort in space. Hence, without a planned exercise regimen, a person’s muscles will atrophy.”


The camera pulled back as Jaeckle floated effortlessly toward the blond puffing away on the exercise cycle.


“Ms. Gamble here is demonstrating our stationary cycle, which exercises the leg muscles and, more importantly, the heart as well. The heart, remember, is nothing more than a muscle. On Earth it pumps blood against the force of gravity, but here in space there is no such resistance. Therefore, the heart can atrophy just like any other muscle.”


At a nod from Jaeckle the blond stopped pedaling and tried to smile prettily into the camera.


“I require each member of the Mars training mission to spend a minimum of eight hours on the cycle each week. The station commander has a separate set of exercise requirements for his crew, and the teams of research scientists on board are advised by the station’s medical officer to exercise on a regular basis.”


“Ho boy, I’m in trouble,” said Freddy.


“You can pedal with your hands,” said Lance.


“Where do I sit?”


“You don’t need to sit.”


“Tha’s right,” said Freddy. “Maybe we can pedal with her, eh?”


“She’s a local girl,” the bartender piped up. “First name’s Carla Sue. She was a beauty queen at the University of Florida a few years back, though you wouldn’t know it to look at her on that cycle. Space travel don’t agree with her. Professor Jaeckle talked about it last week. Somethin’ about the body fluids rising from the legs to the chest and face in micro-gee. Carla Sue was prettier’n a movie star down here. But up there her face kinda looks like one of them big all-day lollipops, don’t it? Not that I still wouldn’t give her a lick.”


Freddy giggled; Lance’s face reddened. O’Donnell didn’t know whether the kid was embarrassed or angry.


“Don’t none of you guys get any ideas about Carla Sue,” said the bartender. “She’s Jaeckle’s.”


“She hasn’t met us yet,” said Freddy.


“I oughtta know,” the bartender went on. “The two of them were in here makin’ kissy-face enough before goin’ up.”


No one picked up on this morsel of gossip, so he folded his arms across his gut and swiveled his head back to the television. Jaeckle was in the midst of explaining that the stationary cycle, for all its virtues, did not provide enough exercise for the calf muscles. To demonstrate, Carla Sue unzipped the bottom of her pants leg. Her calf was as straight as a rail and so thin that Jaeckle was nearly able to encircle it with one hand.


“And, as you can see, it is quite flabby, too.” Jaeckle rubbed his hand up Carla Sue’s calf. A ripple of flesh preceded his fingers toward her knee.


“In order to exercise these muscles, we have a treadmill,” continued Jaeckle. “Now Ms. Gamble apparently has not been spending the required amount of time on the treadmill.” He smacked her calf sharply. “Better work on these.”


Lance tapped O’Donnell’s wrist.


“Did I ever show you the picture of my girl?”


O’Donnell grunted noncommittally. He had tried talking to Lance Muncie during preflight instruction and had received nothing but a hard stare in return. His initial impression was that Muncie somehow knew of his past and disapproved on a deeply moral level. Later, from talking to Freddy, he learned that Lance came from a Pentecostal community in the Oklahoma panhandle. Just what we need, he had thought, a fundamentalist aboard the space station.


Yet the kid didn’t seem too bad. Uptight, of course, but not a fanatic. O’Donnell thought of his own father, sneaking booze even into the hospital room where they tried to save him from cirrhosis. There are all kinds of fanatics in the world; maybe the son of a Bible-thumper will work out better up there than the son of an alcoholic.


O’Donnell did not want to see the picture, but Lance opened his wallet and flipped through its plastic folders until he finally came to a photo that looked like a high school graduation picture.


“Here she is,” he said, wiping away a stray piece of thread stuck to the plastic cover. The girl had blond hair in a conservative midwestern-style flip and a smile full of milk-white teeth.


“Her name is Becky. That’s short for Rebecca. What do you think?”


“She’s nice, Lance,” said O’Donnell, although his own taste ran to women with a hint of the lowlife about them.


“Do you have a girl back home?”


“I’m in between girlfriends right now.”


Lance’s mouth dropped open for a moment; then he guffawed like a donkey. “Is that anything like being in between jobs?”


“Exactly like it,” said O’Donnell. “Excuse me.”


He crossed a sorry-looking dance floor and found the men’s room. The tiles smelled of urine and stale disinfectant. The walls were etched with graffiti. The wind whistled through a crack in the frosted glass of a window.


He chose the cleaner of the two urinals. As he pissed, he thought he saw a spider dangling near his shoulder. But when he turned, the spider became a small swastika cut into the wall with a knife. The creepy-crawlies had found him.


AD the members of the club were haunted by these creatures that hovered at the periphery of their vision. Some creepy-crawlies resembled insects; others resembled rodents. A few belonged to phyla no biologist would ever dream existed. O’Donnell seemed to have a penchant for spiders.


The creepy-crawlies were a bad sign. They meant that the protective shell he had built up during the past three years was in danger of cracking. With Hurricane Caroline delaying the launch for as long as five days, O’Donnell faced an eternity with no work to keep him occupied and uptight Lance Muncie bent on male bonding. In between girlfriends. Shit. A girlfriend was the least of his problems.


O’Donnell took a long look at the swastika before leaving the men’s room. He thought he saw the ends wiggle, but he couldn’t be sure. If the phones are back in operation tonight, I’ll call in at the motorcycle club meeting. A chat with my bike buddies will do me some good.


Back at the bar, the television screen was blank.


“Show over?” asked O’Donnell.


“Don’t know,” said the bartender. “We lost the picture. Jaeckle yelled and Carla Sue screamed. And then we lost the sound.”


 










15 AUGUST TRIKON STATION


When placed in orbit, a long skinny object exhibits a peculiar property due to the basic physics of orbital mechanics. Once aligned so that its long axis points toward the center of the Earth, it tends to maintain this attitude. The bottom end (nadir) remains at the bottom and the top end (zenith) remains at the top as the object orbits around the Earth. The forces that cause this phenomenon are called gravity-gradient torques and the object is said to be gravity-gradient stabilized.


As applied to Trikon Station, this means that the modules will always be oriented so that the Earth is “down,”or “below” the station in relation to its internal architecture.


Trikon Station orbits about 480 kilometers (300 miles) above the Earth’s surface. Space is not entirely a vacuum at this altitude; there is a faint, thin atmosphere composed principally of atomic oxygen. This highly reactive gas can erode the station’s components. To minimize this erosion and the orbital decay resulting from the slight but real aerodynamic drag, the station’s normal orbital orientation is to fly “edge on,” like the blade of a broad knife flying edge-first.


However, Trikon Station’s natural tendency to remain gravity gradient stabilized is not enough to keep it properly functioning. The solar panels must always be oriented toward the sun to collect energy. The radiators must be aimed away from the sun to discharge waste heat. As the station orbits the Earth, the positions of the solar panels and radiators must be constantly adjusted for the most efficient orientations.


The station’s computerized inertial measurement unit (IMU) constantly monitors orientation and the attitude control system (ACS) automatically corrects any instability. Although the station carries gas jet thrusters to make gross changes in its position and to reboost itself to higher orbit when necessary, thrusters are an imprecise and costly method of “fine tuning” attitude.


Trikon Station therefore employs a sophisticated system of control moment gyroscopes (CMGs) to correct and maintain proper orientation. These gyroscopes are mounted in the external truss of the station’s skeleton.


—Trikon Space Station Orientation Manual


“We’ll start with the European module,” Tighe said to Jeffries. They were in the connecting tunnel, a slender tube that ran within the station’s central truss and between the rows of modules. The tunnel looked eerie in the half-light of the emergency lamps. Normally bright green and shadowless, the tunnel was now murky and splotched with dark recesses created by rows of storage lockers. Tighe felt like a crab scuttling along the bottom of the ocean.


Under normal conditions, the station gathered its energy with huge “sails” of solar cells while it flew on the sun side of the Earth. Half of the energy was delivered to the power distribution system for immediate use and half was stored in nickel-cadmium batteries to support the station when it slipped into the Earth’s shadow. The auxiliary power configuration employed by Tighe disconnected all the individual computer terminals from the mainframe, but also had the undesired side effect of disengaging the station’s utilities from the solar arrays. The nicad batteries were capable of providing full power for one complete orbit. The emergency configuration lowered the demand to one-sixteenth of full power, which theoretically allowed the crew sixteen orbits—barely a day—to correct whatever problem existed. Tighe hoped the search would not take that long.


The Trikon laboratory section of the station was composed of The Bakery, the European Lab Module (ELM), and the Japanese Applications and Science Module (“Jasmine”). The three modules were situated adjacent to each other, with ELM in the center. Viewed from space, they were identical except for the markings painted on their white skins. Their internal designs and color schemes were adapted to suit the tastes of the individual nationalities.


Tighe and Jeffries arrived at ELM to find a technician floating near the entry hatch and shouting in German at someone in Habitation Module 2, at the other end of the connecting tunnel. The tech fell silent at the sight of the commander, but a babel of voices quickly rose within Hab 2. Some demanded to be informed of the problem; others shouted advice for whatever that problem might be. Tighe acknowledged none of them. He pulled himself into ELM.


The lab was even murkier than the connecting tunnel. The gray floor and salmon ceiling blended into a single, dismal blah. Tighe moved through the shadows cast by the equipment. He passed two technicians, a stocky blonde Swede and a silent dark Spaniard. Each nodded solemnly. Tighe floated toward the end of the module, heading for the bulky figure waiting for him there.


“What is the meaning of this, Commander Tighe?” The reedy tenor voice floated clearly in the thin air.


Tighe stopped himself with a handhold. Looming in front of him, in fact blotting out several of the emergency lamps, was the corpulent figure of the chief scientist of the European contingent: Dr. Chakra Ramsanjawi. Unlike the others, who wore regulation coveralls and lab smocks, Ramsanjawi insisted upon wearing a saffron-colored kurta that billowed out from his body, making him resemble a hot-air balloon.


“Good morning, Doctor,” Tighe said tightly.


“I repeat, what is the meaning of this power-down, Commander?” said Ramsanjawi. He spoke with an upper-class British accent and just a faint hint of Hindu singsong. His skin was the dead-gray color of ashes. At first it had seemed odd to Tighe that an Indian had been placed in charge of the European lab, but Ramsanjawi was an employee of a Swiss firm, one of the corporations that made up Trikon’s European arm. And despite his personal appearance, Ramsanjawi was more English than Big Ben. Or tried to be.


“The power-down is necessary,” said Tighe.


“For whom?”


Ramsanjawi pulled himself toward a cabinet so that he no longer blocked the light from Tighe. Unconsciously Tighe backed away slightly. The Indian exuded a faintly acrid body odor, subtle but unpleasant, that he tried to cover up with cloying cologne. Tighe mentally pictured a cloud of mingled vapors hovering weightlessly around Ramsanjawi’s bloated body and thought, If only he’d stay in one place long enough he might strangle on his own stink.


“Someone downloaded files from the terminal in the American module,” Tighe said.


“Is that a problem with the Americans?” said Ramsanjawi. “For shame! I thought we all were dedicated to the common good.”


“I don’t care what you do among yourselves. I don’t care if you kill each other, just as long as you do it off company property.”


“Pray tell then, Commander, why are these American files so important?”


“Because they contain a bug. Whoever tries to upload those files will crash his computer. If that bug gets into the mainframe, this power-down will look like the Fourth of July in comparison.”


A laugh bubbled in Ramsanjawi’s throat, but Tighe sensed there was precious little humor in it.


“Commander Tighe, if your power-down had not been so ill-timed your explanation would be merely pathetic. My staff and I have worked for one month” —Ramsanjawi held a stubby finger aloft—“one entire month to produce a microbe with a genetic structure capable of neutralizing seven toxic substances. Not one, not two. Seven! Just before eight o’clock this morning, we began testing the microbe in that pressure tank behind your left shoulder. Don’t bother to look, Commander. This particular microbe can survive only under prescribed conditions of temperature and pressure. Your power-down has caused one month’s work to, how shall we say—evaporate?”


His dark eyes were glittering now, betraying the fury that his smile was trying to mask.


“And now you tell me that this bold move was occasioned by a theft of some American computer files.” Ramsanjawi laughed again, and it sounded even thinner than before. “Are you intimating that I would covet the work of the American microbiologists?”


“Cut the crap, Doctor,” Tighe snapped. “I don’t give a damn what’s in those files except for that bug. I want to know whether anyone in your group stole those files. Because until I find them, the power-down will continue.”


Ramsanjawi exhaled deeply; again, Tighe backed away.


“I will question my staff,” said Ramsanjawi, “I assure you that if any one of them is responsible, he—or she—will turn over the files.”


“You know where to find me,” said Tighe. He started to move toward the hatch.


“And Commander,” said Ramsanjawi. “I would wager that anyone clever enough to download those files would be too smart to attempt to access them here.”


“I don’t have the luxury of being a betting man,” said Tighe.


The next stop was Jasmine. As Tighe and Jeffries traversed the five meters of connecting tunnel between the two entry hatches, they noticed a slight figure speeding toward them in the shadows. They pulled up to a stop. The red-suited figure floated through a band of light. Kurt Jaeckle.


It always surprised Tighe to realize how physically small Jaeckle really was. Tighe himself had the compact build of the typical fighter pilot. Jaeckle was tiny in comparison, skinny and big-domed, almost like a child. But his voice was powerful and he knew how to use it.


“Dan, what the hell is going on?” demanded Jaeckle.


“I ordered everyone to remain where they were,” Tighe said.


“I didn’t think that applied to me,” said Jaeckle. In the weak light his eyes, set deeply in his skull, were totally black pools, like a mask.


“It does.”


“Wait a second, Dan. I’m not one of Trikon’s employees.”


“You’ll be briefed when I deem it necessary,” said Tighe.


“That’s not fair. I’m responsible for eleven other people. I have a right to know the nature of this emergency and I demand to take an active role in whatever decision you intend to make.”


“Everything is under control,” said Tighe. He turned to Jeffries. “Escort Professor Jaeckle back to the Mars module.”


“I wasn’t in the Mars module. I was in the rumpus room, broadcasting a show.”


“All right, Jeff, take him to the rumpus room.”


Jeffries placed his hand on Jaeckle’s shoulder. The professor glared at Tighe but did not resist.


That’s why Jaeckle’s sore, thought Tighe as he watched the two figures fade in the tunnel. His almighty TV show was interrupted.


The Japanese contingent waited together just inside the entryway to their module. Each wore a short lab smock neatly belted at the waist and nylon pants with many pouches. The chief scientist, Hisashi Oyamo, greeted Tighe with a bow. Oyamo resembled a downsized sumo wrestler, stubby but wide in every dimension, practically no neck at all. He had a pockmarked complexion and large watery eyes that complemented the opal ring he wore on one pinkie. Ripples of fat ran up the back of his severely crewcut head.


“We are concerned about your emergency,” he said. “How may we help?”


“Well, Doctor, it seems we’ve had a theft,” said Tighe. Whenever he talked to any of the Japanese, he found himself exaggerating his natural drawl. He assumed it was an unconscious reaction to their clipped, formal manner of speech. “Seems some enterprising person downloaded a set of files from the computer in the American module. I’m not myself concerned about the guilt or innocence of any particular party. I am concerned about those files because there was a bug written into them that will jam any computer used to access it. If that bug gets into the mainframe from any of the terminals, it’ll shut the whole station down.”


“So you disconnected the terminals from the mainframe as a precautionary measure,” said Oyamo. “I understand.”


Tighe waited for more, but Oyamo floated impassively before him.


“Well, Doctor, you’re the first person who’s grasped the situation without sticking it back in my ear.”


“You have been to the European module?”


“I have.”


“Dr. Ramsanjawi was uncooperative?”


“Dr. Ramsanjawi was Dr. Ramsanjawi,” Tighe said. “He promised to let me know if anyone on his staff was responsible.”


“I will consult with my staff and inform you immediately,” said Oyamo. “If you will excuse me.”


Jeffries rejoined Tighe as the six Japanese huddled in the center of the module. “Jaeckle’s pissed, sir,” said the crewman. “He didn’t appreciate being escorted.”


“I don’t care what he did or did not appreciate.”


“He wants to lodge a formal complaint.”


“With who?”


“Beats me. Maybe you, sir. He wants to see you after the power is restored.”


“I guess I’ll see him,” said Tighe. How the hell can you avoid anyone on a space station, he added to himself.


They watched the meeting of the Japanese. Oyamo seemed to do all of the talking. The others amply listened.


“What do you think, sir?” asked Jeffries.


“I think we’re in the wrong module, if you ask me.”


Oyamo floated back toward them, his face as impassive as a blank wall. But he was unconsciously rubbing one hand across the chest of his crisp white smock.


The Japanese director deftly slipped his feet into the nearest floor loops and made a slight bow to Tighe.


“I regret,” said Oyamo, “that I am unable to help you. None of my technicians seems to have the offending computer disk in his possession.”


Tighe thought that Oyamo was choosing his words as carefully as a lawyer speaking into a tape recorder.


“The power-down will have to remain in force until I am certain that the bug will not infect our life-support program,” he replied, equally stiffly.


Oyamo bowed again, nothing more than a dip of his chin, actually. “I understand your concern. However, it would not be advisable to continue the power-down indefinitely, would it?”


“No,” said Tighe, “Certainly not.”


“Therefore, perhaps the best that can be hoped for is the assurance that whoever copied the American files will learn of the virus implanted in them and will refrain from attempting to read the files.”


He’s telling me to go stuff myself, Tighe realized. Very politely, but the message is loud and clear.


“Furthermore,” continued Oyamo, “even if someone should hand you the offending disk, it would be impossible to know if it actually was the one with the copied data on it. Any attempt to read it would cause precisely the disaster you are trying to forestall, would it not?”


He’s got me there, Tighe admitted to himself. “Yes,” he replied aloud. “It would.”


Oyamo’s face betrayed no hint of emotion, not the slightest flicker of triumph or even satisfaction. “Indeed, even if someone did hand you such a disk, there would be no way to know if he had made another copy of it.”


Tighe smiled grimly. “It can’t be copied without activating the bug.”


“Ah so. Of course.”


Out of the corner of his eye Tighe saw Jeffries watching like a spectator at a particularly intense chess game. Behind Oyamo’s thick frame the Japanese technicians huddled together like a bunch of school kids, not daring to move.


After long moments of silence, Tighe finally said, “I guess you’re right. The best we can hope for is that whoever copied the files won’t be foolish enough to try to download them.”


“I will do my best to make certain that everyone is made aware of that fact,” said Oyamo.


“Thank you.” Unconsciously, Tighe made a stiff little bow.


“It is my pleasure to help you, Commander.” Oyamo bowed in return.
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