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To Irving Levitt, a rare jewel among men.


To Barbara, who adorns my life with beauty.


And with special thanks to Jeff Mitchell, a real rocket scientist; to Chris Fountain, metallurgist and optimist; and to Lee Modesitt, an economist with imagination; true friends all.






The modern tropics and their fringes support more than half the world’s population, numbered in the billions. Many already live at the fringe of survival, dependent on food aid transported from the grain belts of more temperate zones. Even a small climatic shift . . . would physically compress the geographical limits for cereal cropping . . . I leave it to your imagination what such a pace of climate change would entail for most people.


Stephen Drury


Stepping Stones: Evolving the Earth and Its Life


. . . some men have already embarked on a bold new adventure, the conquest of outer space. This is a healthy sign, a clear indication that some of us are still feral men, unwilling to domesticate ourselves by any kind of bondage, even that of the spatial limitations of our planet’s surface.


Carleton S. Coon



The Story of Man (Third Edition)







Memphis


‘Jesus,’ the pilot kept murmuring. ‘Jesus, Jesus, Jesus.’


The helicopter was racing north, bucking, jolting between the shattered land below and the thick dark grey clouds scudding just above, trying to follow Interstate 55 from the Memphis International Airport to what was left of the devastated city.


You could not see the highway. It was carpeted from horizon to horizon with refugees: bumper-to-bumper traffic inching along, an unending stream of cars, trucks, vans, buses; people on foot swarming like ants, trudging painfully along the shoulders of the road in the driving, soaking rain, women pushing baby carriages, men and boys hauling carts piled high with whatever they could salvage from their homes. Flood water was lapping along the shoulder embankment, rising, still rising, reaching for the poor miserable people as they fled their homes, their hopes, their world in a desperate attempt to escape the rising waters.


Dan Randolph felt the straps of his safety harness cutting into his shoulders as he stared grimly out the window from his seat behind the two pilots. His head throbbed painfully and the filter plugs in his nostrils were hurting again. He barely noticed the copter’s buffeting and jouncing in the choppy wind as he watched the swollen tide of refugees crawling sluggishly along the highway. It’s like a war zone, Dan thought. Except that the enemy is Mother Nature. The flooding was bad enough, but the earthquake broke their backs.


Dan put the electronically boosted binoculars to his eyes once again, searching, scanning the miserable, soaking wet throng below for one face, one individual, the one woman he had come to save. It was impossible. There must be half a million people down there, he thought. More. Finding her will take a miracle.


The chopper bounced and slewed wildly in a sudden gust of wind, banging the binoculars painfully against Dan’s brow. He started to yell something to the pilot, then realized that they had run into another blustery squall. Fat, pounding raindrops splattered thickly against the copter’s windows, cutting Dan’s vision down almost to nothing.


The pilot slid back the transparent sanitary partition that isolated Dan’s compartment. Dan suppressed an angry urge to slam it back. What good are sterile barriers if you open them to the outside air?


‘We’ve got to turn back, sir,’ the pilot yelled over the thrumming thunder of the engines.


‘No!’ Dan shouted. ‘Not till we find her!’


Half turning in his seat to face Dan, the pilot jabbed a finger toward his spattered windscreen. ‘Mr Randolph, you can fire me when we land, but I ain’t going to fly through that.’


Looking past the flapping windscreen wipers, Dan saw four deadly slim dark funnels writhing across the other side of the swollen Mississippi, dust and debris flying wherever they touched the ground. They looked like coiling, squirming snakes thrashing across the ground, smashing everything they touched: buildings exploding, trees uprooted, autos tossed into the air like dry leaves, homes shattered into splinters, RV parks, housing developments, shopping malls all destroyed at the flick of the twisters’ pitiless, mindless malevolence, blasted as completely and ruthlessly as if they had been struck by an enemy missile attack.


The enemy is Mother Nature, Dan repeated silently, numbly, as he stared at the advancing tornadoes. There was nothing he could do about them and he knew it. They couldn’t be bought, bribed, flattered, seduced, or threatened into obedience. For the first time since he’d been a child, Daniel Hamilton Randolph felt totally powerless.


As he locked the partition shut again and fumbled in his pockets for his antiseptic spray, the chopper swung away, heading back toward what was left of the international airport. The Tennessee National Guard had thrown a cordon around the grounds; the airport was the Memphis region’s last link with the rest of the country. The floods had knocked out electrical power, smashed bridges, covered roads with thick muddy brown water. Most of the city had been submerged for days.


Then came the earthquake. A solid nine on the Richter scale, so powerful that it flattened buildings from Nashville to Little Rock and as far north as St Louis. New Orleans had already been under water for years as the rising Gulf Of Mexico inexorably reclaimed its shoreline from Florida to Texas. The Mississippi was in flood all the way up to Cairo, and still rising.


Now, with communications out, millions homeless in the never-ending rains, aftershocks strong enough to tumble skyscrapers, Dan Randolph searched for the one person who meant something to him, the only woman he had ever loved.


He let the binoculars drop from his fingers and rested his head on the seatback. It was hopeless. Finding Jane out there among all those other people—


The copilot had twisted around in his seat and was tapping on the clear plastic partition.


‘What?’ Dan yelled.


Instead of trying to outshout the engines’ roar through the partition, the copilot pointed to the earpiece of his helmet. Dan understood and picked up the headset they had given him from where he’d dumped it on the floor. He had sprayed it when they’d first handed it to him, but now he doused it again with the antiseptic.


As he clamped it over his head, he heard the metallic, static-streaked voice of a news reporter saying, ‘. . . definitely identified as Jane Scanwell. The former President was found, by a strange twist of fate, on President’s Island, where she was apparently attempting to help a family of refugees escape the rising Mississippi waters. Their boat apparently capsized and was swept downstream, but snagged on treetops on the island.


‘Jane Scanwell, the fifty-second President of the United States, died trying to save others from the ravages of flood and earthquake here in what remains of Memphis, Tennessee.’




La Guaira


It was raining in Venezuela, too, when Dan Randolph finally got back to his headquarters. Another hurricane was tearing through the Caribbean, lashing Barbados and the Windward Islands, dumping twenty-five centimetres of rain on the island of La Guaira, and on Caracas, on the mainland, with more to come.


Dan sat behind his big, bare desk, still wearing the rumpled slacks and pullover that he had travelled in from the States. His office smelled musty, mildewed from the incessant rain despite its labouring climate control system. He wasn’t wearing the protective nose plugs; the air in his office was routinely filtered and run past intense ultraviolet lamps.


Leaning back into the softly yielding caramel brown leather of his swivel chair, Dan gazed out at the windswept launch complex. The rockets had been towed back into the assembly buildings. In this storm they could not dare to launch even the sturdy, reliable Clipperships. The launch towers were visibly shaking in the gale-force wind, lashed by horizontal sheets of rain; roofs had already been peeled off some of the smaller buildings. Beyond the launch towers, the sea was a wild madhouse of frothing white-capped waves. The wind howled like a beast of prey, rattling even the thick double-paned windows of Randolph’s office.


Third storm to hit us and it’s not even the Fourth of July yet. Business isn’t lousy enough, we’ve got these double-damned hurricanes to deal with. At this rate I’ll be broke by Labor Day.


We’re losing, Dan thought. We’re in a war and we’re losing it. Hell, we’ve already lost it. What’s the sense of pretending otherwise?


The dampness made him ache deep in his bones, an arthritic-like reminder of his age and the dose of radiation sickness he’d contracted years earlier. I ought to get back to Selene, he told himself. A man with a broken-down immune system shouldn’t stay on Earth if he doesn’t have to.


Yet for hours he simply sat there, staring out at the pounding storm, seeing only the face of Jane Scanwell, remembering the sound of her voice, the touch of her fingers, the soft silkiness of her skin, the scent of her, the way she brightened a room; the way she had filled his life even though they were never really together, not more than a few quick hours now and then, before they fell into bitter argument. There was so much separating them. After she had left the White House, they had managed to spend a couple of days together on a tropical atoll. Even that had ended in a quarrel.


But for once they had seen things the same way, had the same goal, fought the same fight on the same side. The greenhouse cliff meant war, a war pitting humankind’s global civilization against the blind forces of nature. Jane understood that as well as Dan did. They were going to fight this war together.


And it killed her.


Should I go on? Dan asked himself. What’s the use of it? What’s the sense of it? He wanted to cry, but the tears would not come.


Dan Randolph had always seemed larger than his actual physical size. He was a solidly-built welterweight, still in trim physical shape, although now that he was in his sixties, it took gruelling hours in the gym to maintain his condition. His once-sandy hair was almost completely grey now; his staff people called him ‘the Silver Fox’ behind his back. He had a fighter’s face, with a strong stubborn jaw and a nose that had been flattened years ago by a fist, when he’d been a construction worker in space. Despite all the wealth he’d amassed since those early days, he’d never had his nose fixed. Some said it was a perverse sense of machismo. His light grey eyes, which had often glinted in amusement at the foolishness of men, were bleak and saddened now.


A chime sounded, and the sleek display screen of his computer rose slowly, silently out of the desktop surface.


Dan swivelled his chair to see the screen. His administrative assistant’s young, sombre face looked out at him. Teresa was a native of Caracas, tall, leggy, with a cocoa-cream complexion, deep brown almond eyes and thick, lustrous midnight dark hair. Years earlier Dan would have tried to bed her and probably succeeded. Now he was simply annoyed at her intrusion into his memories.


‘It’s almost dinnertime,’ she said.


‘So what?’


‘Martin Humphries has been waiting all day to see you. He’s the man Zack Freiberg wants you to meet.’


Dan grimaced. Zack had been the first one to warn Dan of the impending greenhouse cliff.


‘Not today, Teresa,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to see anybody today.’


The young woman hesitated a heartbeat, then asked, hesitantly, almost timidly, ‘Do you want me to bring you a dinner tray?’


Dan shook his head. ‘I’m not hungry.’


‘You have to eat.’


He looked at her image on his screen, so intent, so young and concerned and worried that the boss was going off the deep end. And he felt anger rising inside him, unreasoning blind blazing rage.


‘No, goddammit to hell and back,’ he snapped. ‘You have to eat. I can do any goddamned thing I want to, and if you want to keep drawing your paycheck you’d better leave me the hell alone.’


Her eyes went wide. Her mouth opened, but she said nothing. Dan snapped his fingers and the screen went blank. Another snap and it folded back into its niche in the desk’s gleaming rosewood top.


Leaning back in his chair, Dan closed his eyes. He tried to close his mind against the memories, but that was impossible.


It was all going to be so damned great. Okay, a century or two of global warming would lead to a greenhouse cliff. Not a gradual warmup but a sudden, abrupt change in the world’s climate. All that latent heat stored in the oceans would pour into the atmosphere. Ice caps in Greenland and Antarctica melting away. Sea levels shoot up over a decade or two. Big storms and lots of them. Climate shifts turning croplands into deserts.


So what? We’ll use the resources of space to solve all those problems. Energy? We’ll build solar power satellites, beam energy from space to wherever it’s needed. Raw materials? We’ll mine the Moon and the asteroids; there’s more natural resources in space than the whole Earth can provide. Food production?


Well, that would be a tough one. We all knew that. But with enough energy and enough raw materials we could irrigate the croplands that were being desiccated by the climate shift.


Yeah, sure. And when half the world’s major cities got flooded out, what did we do? What could we do? When the electrical power grid got shattered, what did we do? When earthquakes and tsunamis wiped out the heart of Japan’s industrial capacity, what did we do? Diddley-squat. When this quake flattened the Midwest, what did we do? We tried to help the survivors and Jane got herself killed in the attempt.


The office door banged open and a huge red-bearded man pushed in, carrying an ornately-carved teak tray laden with steaming dishes. In his massive hands the tray looked like a miniature child’s toy.


‘Teresa says you’ve got to eat,’ he announced in a high, sweet tenor as he set the tray on Dan’s desk.


‘I told her I’m not hungry.’


‘You can’t fookin’ starve yourself. Eat something.’


Dan glanced at the tray. A steaming bowl of soup, a salad, a main course hidden under a stainless steel dome, a carafe of coffee. No wine. Nothing alcoholic.


He pushed the tray toward the red-haired giant. ‘You eat it, George.’


Pulling one of the upholstered chairs up close to the desk, Big George looked his boss in the eye and pushed the tray back toward Randolph.


‘Eat,’ he said. ‘It’s good for ya.’


Dan stared back at George Ambrose. He’d known Big George since he’d been a fugitive on the Moon, hiding out from the Selene City authorities with a handful of other free souls who styled themselves the Lunar Underground. Big George was Dan’s personal bodyguard now; he wore custom-tailored suits instead of patched coveralls but he still looked like a barely-tamed frontiersman, big, shaggy, the kind of man who could gleefully pound your head down into your ribcage with no personal malice at all.


‘Tell you what,’ Dan said, feeling a reluctant smile bend his lips a little. ‘I’ll split it with you.’


George grinned back at him. ‘Good thinking, boss.’


They ate in silence for several minutes, George gobbling the entire main course, which turned out to be a thick slab of prime rib. Dan took a few spoonfuls of soup and nibbled at the salad.


‘Better than the old days, huh?’ George said, still chewing prime rib. ‘Fookin’ soyburgers and recycled piss for water.’


Dan ignored the younger man’s attempt to jolly him. ‘Has Teresa gone home?’ he asked.


‘Nope.’


Nettled, Dan glanced at his wristwatch. ‘She’s not my nursemaid, double-damn it. I don’t want her hovering over me like—’


‘That Humphries bloke is still waitin’ to see you,’ George said.


‘Now? He’s out there now? It’s almost nine o’clock, for chrissakes. What’s wrong with him? Is he stuck here because of the storm? Doesn’t Teresa have the smarts to put him up in one of the guest suites?’


George shook his shaggy head. ‘He said he’ll wait until you’re ready to see ’im. He did have an appointment, y’know.’


Dan let his breath out in a weary sigh. I just got back from the funeral and they expect me to stick to a schedule made out weeks ago.


‘Teresa says he’s makin’ her nervous.’


‘Nervous?’


‘He’s comin’ on to her. I can see it meself.’


Frowning, Dan muttered, ‘Teresa can take care of herself.’


‘The voice of experience?’ George grinned.


‘He’s been hitting on her all the time he’s been waiting for me?’


‘Want me to shoo ’im off?’ George asked.


For a moment Dan relished the image of George hustling his visitor out of the building. But then he realized that the man would simply come back tomorrow. I’ll have to get back to business, he told himself. Can’t avoid it forever.


‘Take the tray out,’ he said to Big George, ‘and show this Humphries guy in.’


George smacked his lips. ‘I can bring in dessert and coffee.’


‘Fine,’ Dan said, unwilling to argue. ‘Do that.’


Grinning, George scooped up the crumb-littered tray in one hand and started for the door. Dan saw that the desktop was sprinkled with crumbs, too. Annoyed, he brushed them to the carpet.


Teresa appeared at the door. ‘Mr Martin Humphries,’ she announced. She looked tense, Dan thought. Humphries must have really rattled her.


Martin Humphries looked quite young. He was on the small side, a couple of centimetres shorter than Teresa, and he seemed soft, with rounded shoulders and a waistline that was already getting thick, despite the careful drape of his burgundy blazer. He seemed to radiate energy, though, as he strode confidently across the office toward Dan’s desk.


Dan got to his feet and extended his hand across the desk.


‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ he said, making himself smile.


Humphries took Dan’s hand in a firm grip. ‘I understand,’ he replied. ‘I’m sorry to intrude on your grief.’


His eyes told Dan that the words were nothing more than an expected ritual. Martin Humphries’ face was round, almost boyish, but his eyes were diamond-hard, cold and grey as the storm-lashed sea outside the window.


As they sat down, George re-entered the office bearing a tray of pastries and the same carafe of coffee, with a pair of china cups and saucers alongside it. For all his size, Big George walked with the lightfooted step of a dancer – or a cat burglar. Neither Dan nor Humphries said a word as George deftly deposited the tray on the desk and swiftly, silently left the office.


‘I hope I haven’t kept you from your dinner,’ Dan said, gesturing to the pastries.


Humphries ignored the tray. ‘No problem. I enjoyed chatting with your secretary.’


‘Did you?’ Dan said thinly.


‘She’s quite a piece of work. I’d like to hire her away from you.’


‘Not a chance,’ Dan snapped.


With a careless shrug, Humphries said, ‘That’s not important. I came here to talk to you about the current situation.’


Dan waved toward the window. ‘You mean the greenhouse cliff?’


‘I mean the way we can help the global economy to recover from the staggering losses it’s sustained – and make ourselves a potful of profits while we’re doing it.’


Dan felt his brows hike up. He reached for one of the delicate little pastries, then decided to pour himself a cup of coffee first. Dan’s firm, Astro Manufacturing Corporation, was close to bankruptcy and the whole financial community knew it.


‘I could use a potful of profits,’ he said carefully.


Humphries smiled, but Dan saw no warmth in it.


‘What do you have in mind?’ he asked.


‘The Earth is in chaos because of this sudden climate shift,’ said Humphries.


‘The greenhouse cliff, yes,’ Dan agreed.


‘Selene and the other lunar communities are doing rather well, though.’


Dan nodded. ‘On the Moon there’s no shortage of energy or raw materials. They’ve got everything they need. They’re pretty much self-sufficient now.’


‘They could be helping the Earth,’ said Humphries. ‘Building solar power satellites. Sending raw materials to Earth. Even manufacturing products that people down here need but can’t get because their own factories have been destroyed.’


‘We’ve tried to do that,’ Dan said. ‘We’re trying it now. It’s not enough.’


Humphries nodded. ‘That’s because you’ve been limiting yourself to the resources you can obtain from the Moon.’


‘And the NEAs,’ Dan added.


‘The Near-Earth Asteroids, yes.’ Humphries nodded as if he’d expected that response.


‘So what are you suggesting?’


Humphries glanced over his shoulder, as if afraid that someone might be eavesdropping. ‘The Belt,’ he said, almost in a whisper.


Dan looked at Humphries for a long, silent moment. Then he leaned his head back and laughed, long and loud and bitterly.




Space Station Galileo



They were gaining on her.


Still wearing the spacesuit, Pancho Lane zipped weightlessly through the lab module, startling the Japanese technicians as she propelled herself headlong down its central aisle with a flick of her strong hands against the lab equipment every few metres. Behind her she could hear the men yelling angrily.


If any of those dip-brains have the smarts to suit up and go EVA to head me off, she thought, I’m toast.


It had started out as a game, a challenge. Which of the pilots aboard the station could breathe vacuum the longest? There were six Astro Corporation rocket jockeys waiting for transport back to Selene City: four guys, Pancho herself, and the new girl, Amanda Cunningham.


Pancho had egged them on, of course. That was part of the sting. They’d all been hanging around the galley, literally floating when they didn’t anchor themselves down with the footloops fastened to the floor around the table and its single pipestem-slim leg. The conversation had gotten around to vacuum breathing: how long can you hold your breath in space without damaging yourself?


‘The record is four minutes,’ one of the guys had claimed. ‘Harry Kirschbaum.’


‘Harry Kirschbaum? Who the hell is he? I never heard of him.’


‘He died young.’


They all had laughed.


Amanda, who had just joined the team fresh from tech school in London, had the face of an angelic schoolgirl with soft curly blonde hair and big innocent blue eyes; but her curvaceous figure had all the men panting. She said, ‘I had to readjust my helmet once, during a school exercise in the vacuum tank.’


‘How long did that take?’


She shrugged, and even Pancho noticed the way it made her coveralls jiggle. ‘Ten seconds, perhaps. Fifteen.’


Pancho didn’t like Amanda. She was a little tease who affected an upper-class British accent. One look at her and the men forgot about Pancho, which was a shame because a couple of the guys were really nice.


Pancho was lean and stringy, with the long slim legs of her African heritage. Her skin was no darker than a good tan would produce back in west Texas, but her face was just plain ordinary, with what she considered a lantern jaw and squinty little commonplace brown eyes. She always kept her hair cut so short that the rumour had gone around that she was a lesbian. Not true. But she had a man’s strength in her long, muscled arms and legs, and she never let a man beat her in anything – unless she wanted to.


The transfer buggy that was slated to take them all back to Selene was running late. Cracked nozzle on one of the thrusters and the last thing the flight controllers wanted was a derelict transfer vehicle carrying six rocket jocks; they would be rebuilding the buggy forty-five ways from Sunday while they coasted Moonward.


So the six of them waited in the galley and talked about vacuum breathing. One of the guys claimed he’d sucked vacuum for a full minute.


‘That explains your IQ ,’ said his buddy.


‘Nobody’s made it for a full minute.’


‘Sixty seconds,’ the man maintained stubbornly.


‘Your lungs would explode.’


‘I’m telling you, sixty seconds. On the dot.’


‘No damage?’


He hesitated, suddenly shamefaced.


‘Well?’


With an attempt at a careless shrug, he admitted, ‘Left lung collapsed.’


They snickered at him.


‘I could prob’ly do it for sixty seconds,’ Pancho announced.


‘You?’ The man nearest her guffawed. ‘Now, Mandy here, she’s got the lung capacity for it.’


Amanda smiled shyly. But when she inhaled they all noticed it.


Pancho hid her anger at their ape-man attitude. ‘Ninety seconds,’ she said flatly.


‘Ninety seconds? Impossible!’


‘You willin’ to bet on that?’ Pancho asked.


‘Nobody can stand vacuum for ninety seconds. It’d blow your eyeballs out.’


Pancho smiled toothily. ‘How much money are you ready to put against it?’


‘How can we collect off you after you’re dead?’


‘Or brain-damaged.’


‘She’s already brain-damaged if she thinks she can suck vacuum for ninety seconds.’


‘I’ll put my money in an escrow account for the five of you to withdraw in case of my death or incapacitation,’ Pancho said calmly.


‘Yeah, sure.’


Pointing to the phone on the wall, next to the sandwich dispenser, she said, ‘Electronic funds transfer. Takes all of two minutes to set up.’


They fell silent.


‘How much?’ Pancho said, watching their eyes.


‘A week’s pay,’ snapped one of the men.


‘A month’s pay,’ Pancho said.


‘A whole month?’


‘Why not? You’re so freakin’ sure I can’t do it, why not bet a month’s pay? I’ll put five months-worth of mine in the escrow account, so you’ll each be covered.’


‘A month’s pay.’


In the end they had agreed to it. Pancho knew that they figured she’d chicken out after twenty, thirty seconds and they’d have her money without her killing herself.


She figured otherwise.


So she used the galley phone to call her bank in Lubbock. A few taps on the phone’s touchtone keypad and she had set up a new account and dumped five months’ pay into it. All five of the other jocks watched the phone’s tiny screen to make certain Pancho wasn’t playing any tricks.


Then each of them in turn called their banks and deposited a month’s pay into Pancho’s new account. Pancho listened to the singsong of the phone’s tones as she laid her plans for the coming challenge.


Pancho suggested they use the airlock down at the far end of the maintenance module. ‘We don’t want some science geek poppin’ in on us and gettin’ so torqued he punches the safety alarm,’ she said.


They all agreed easily. So they floated through two lab modules and the shabby-looking habitat module where the long-term researchers were housed and finally made it to the cavernous maintenance unit. There, by the airlock, Pancho chose a spacesuit from the half-dozen standard models lined up against the bulkhead, size large because of her height. She quickly wriggled into it. They even helped her put on the boots and check out the suit’s systems.


Pancho pulled the helmet over her head and clicked the neck seal shut.


‘Okay,’ she said, through the helmet’s open visor. ‘Who’s gonna time me?’


‘I will,’ said one of the guys, raising his forearm to show an elaborate digital wristwatch.


‘You go in the lock,’ said the man beside him, ‘pump it down and open the outside hatch.’


‘And you watch me through the port,’ Pancho said, tapping the thick round window on the airlock’s inner hatch with gloved knuckles.


‘Check. When I say go, you open your visor.’


‘And I’ll time you,’ said the guy with the fancy wristwatch.


Pancho nodded inside the helmet.


Amanda looked concerned. ‘Are you absolutely certain that you want to go through with this? You could kill yourself, Pancho.’


‘She can’t back out now!’


‘Not unless she wants to forfeit five months’ pay.’


‘But seriously,’ Amanda said. ‘I’m willing to call off the bet. After all—’


Pancho reached out and tousled her curly blonde hair. ‘Don’t sweat it, Mandy.’


With that, she stepped through the open airlock hatch and slid down her visor. She waved to them as they swung the hatch shut. She heard the pump start to clatter; the sound quickly dwindled as the air was sucked out of the metal-walled chamber. When the telltale light by the inner hatch turned red, Pancho touched the button that slid the outer hatch open.


For a moment she forgot what she was up to as she drank in the overwhelming beauty of the Earth spread out before her dazzled eyes. Brilliantly bright, intensely blue oceans and enormous sweeps of clouds so white it almost hurt to look upon them. It was glorious, an overwhelming panorama that never failed to make her heart beat faster.


You’ve got work to do, girl, she reminded herself sternly.


Turning to the inner hatch, she could see all five faces clustered around the little circular port. None of them had the sense to find a radio, Pancho knew, so she gestured to her sealed helmet visor with a gloved finger. They all nodded vigorously and the guy with the fancy wristwatch held it up where Pancho could see it.


The others backed away from the port while the guy stared hard at his wristwatch. He held up four fingers, then three . . .


Counting down, Pancho understood.


. . . two, one. He jabbed a finger like a make-believe pistol at Pancho, the signal that she was to lift her visor now.


Instead, Pancho launched herself out the airlock, into empty space.




La Guaira


Martin Humphries looked irked. ‘What’s so funny about the Asteroid Belt?’


Dan shook his head. ‘Not funny, really. Just . . . I didn’t expect that from you. You’ve got a reputation for being a hard-headed businessman.’


‘I’d like to believe that I am,’ Humphries said.


‘Then forget about the Belt,’ Dan snapped. ‘Been there, done that. It’s too far away; the costs would outweigh the profits by a ton.’


‘It’s been done,’ Humphries insisted.


‘Once,’ said Dan. ‘By that nutcase Gunn. And he damned near got himself killed doing it.’


‘But that one asteroid was worth close to a trillion dollars once he got it into lunar orbit.’


‘Yeah, and the double-damned GEC took control of it and bankrupted Gunn.’


‘That won’t happen this time.’


‘Why not? You don’t think the GEC would seize any resources we bring to Earth? That’s the reason the Global Economic Council was created – to control the whole twirling Earth’s international trade.’


Humphries smiled coldly. ‘I can handle the GEC. Trust me on that one.’


Dan stared at the younger man for a long, hard moment. Finally he shook his head and replied, ‘It doesn’t matter. I’d even be willing to let the GEC run the show.’


‘You would?’


‘Hell yes. We’re in a global emergency now. Somebody has to allocate resources, control prices, see to it that nobody takes advantage of this crisis to line his own pockets.’


‘I suppose so,’ Humphries said slowly. ‘Still, I’m convinced there’s a lot of money to be made by mining the Belt.’


Nodding, Dan agreed, ‘There’s a lot of resources out there, that’s for sure. Heavy metals, organics, resources we can’t get from the Moon.’


‘Resources that the Earth needs, and the GEC would be willing to pay for.’


‘Mining the asteroids,’ Dan mused. ‘That’s a major undertaking. A major undertaking.’


‘That’s why I’m here. Astro Manufacturing has the resources to do it.’


‘Astro Manufacturing is just about broke and you know it.’


‘I wasn’t talking about financial resources,’ Humphries said, waving a hand in the air almost carelessly.


‘Oh no?’


‘No.’ Pointing a finger toward the window and the storm-battered launch facility outside, Humphries said, ‘You’ve got the technological know-how, the teams of trained personnel, the rockets and infrastructure to get us into space.’


‘And it’s bleeding me white because there’s less and less of a market for launch services. Nobody can afford to buy electronics manufactured on the Moon, not when they’re being driven from their homes by floods and earthquakes.’


Humphries’ brows rose questioningly.


‘I know, I know,’ Dan said. ‘There’s the energy market. Sure. But how many solar power satellites can we park in orbit? The double-damned GEC just put a cap on them. We’re building the next to last one now. After those two, no more powersats.’


Before Humphries could ask why, Dan continued, ‘The goddamned Greater Asia Power Consortium complained about the powersats undercutting their prices. And the double-damned Europeans sided with them. Serve ’em all right if they freeze their asses off when the Gulf Stream breaks up.’


‘The Gulf Stream?’ Humphries looked startled.


Dan nodded unhappily. ‘That’s one of the projections. The greenhouse warming is already changing ocean currents. When the Gulf Stream breaks up, Europe goes into the deep-freeze; England’s weather will be the same as Labrador’s.’


‘When? How soon?’


‘Twenty years, maybe. Maybe a hundred. Ask five different scientists and you get twelve different answers.’


‘That’s a real opportunity,’ Humphries mused. ‘Winterizing all of Europe. Think of it! What an opportunity!’


‘Funny,’ Dan retorted. ‘I was thinking of it as a disaster.’


‘You see the glass half empty. To me, it’s half full.’


Dan had a sudden urge to throw this young opportunist out of his office. Instead, he slumped back in his chair and muttered, ‘It’s like a sick Greek tragedy. Global warming is going to put Europe in the deep-freezer. Talk about ironic.’


‘We were talking about the energy market,’ Humphries said, regaining his composure. ‘What about the lunar helium-three?’


Dan wondered if his visitor was merely trying to pump him. Warily, he answered, ‘Barely holding its own. There’s not that many fusion power plants up and running yet – thanks to the knee-jerk anti-nuke idiots. And digging helium-three out of the lunar regolith ain’t cheap. Fifty parts per million sounds good to a chemist, maybe, but it doesn’t lead to a high profit ratio, let me tell you.’


‘So you’d need an injection of capital to start mining the asteroids,’ Humphries said.


‘A transfusion,’ Dan grumbled.


‘That can be done.’


Dan felt his brows hike up. ‘Really?’


‘I can provide the capital,’ Humphries said, matter-off-actly.


‘We’re talking forty, fifty billion, at least.’


Humphries waved a hand, as if brushing away an annoyance. ‘You wouldn’t need that much for a demonstration flight.’


‘Even a one-shot demo flight would cost a couple bill,’ Dan said.


‘Probably.’


‘Where are you going to get that kind of money? Nobody’s willing to talk to me about investing in Astro.’


‘There are people who’d be willing to invest that kind of money in developing the asteroid market.’


For an instant Dan felt a surge of hope. It could work! Open up the Asteroid Belt. Bring those resources to Earth’s needy people. Then the cost figures flashed into his mind again, as implacable as Newton’s laws of motion.


‘You know,’ he said wearily, ‘if we could just cover our own costs I’d be willing to try it.’


Humphries looked disappointed. ‘Just cover your own costs?’


‘Damned right. People need those resources. If we could get them without driving ourselves into bankruptcy, I’d go to double-damned Pluto if I had to!’


Relaxing visibly, Humphries said, ‘I know how we can do it and make a healthy profit, besides.’


Despite himself, Dan felt intrigued. ‘How?’


‘Fusion rockets.’


By the Seven Cities of Cibola, Dan thought, this guy’s a fanatic. Worse: he’s an enthusiast.


‘Nobody’s made a fusion rocket,’ he said to Humphries. ‘Fusion power generators are too big and heavy for flight applications. Everybody knows that.’


With the grin of a cat that had just finished dining on several canaries, Humphries replied, ‘Everybody’s wrong.’


Dan thought it over for all of half a second, then leaned both his hands on his desktop, palms down, and said, ‘Prove it to me.’


Wordlessly, Humphries fished a data chip from his jacket pocket and handed it to Dan.




Space Station Galileo



Leaving her five fellow astronauts gaping dumbfounded at the airlock in the maintenance module, Pancho sailed weightlessly to the metal arm of the robotic cargo-handling crane jutting out from the space station. It was idle at the moment; with no mass of payload to steady it, the long, slim arm flexed noticeably as Pancho grasped it in both hands and swung like an acrobat up to the hand-grips that studded the module’s outer skin.


Wondering if the others had caught on to her sting, Pancho hand-walked along the module’s hull, clambering monkeylike from one runglike grip to the next. To someone watching from beyond the space station it would have looked as if she were scampering along upside down, but to Pancho it seemed as if the space station was over her head and she was swinging like a kid in a zero-gee jungle gym.


She laughed inside her helmet as she reached the end of the maintenance module and pushed easily across the connector section that linked to the habitation module.


‘Hey Pancho, what the hell are you doing out there?’


They had finally gotten to a radio, she realized. But as long as they were puzzled, she was okay.


‘I’m taking a walk,’ she said, a little breathlessly from all the exertion.


‘What about our bet?’ one of the men asked.


‘I’ll be back in a few minutes,’ she lied. ‘Just hang tight.’


‘What are you up to, Pancho?’ asked Amanda, her voice tinged with suspicion.


Pancho fell back on her childhood answer. ‘Nothin’.’


The radio went silent. Pancho reached the airlock at the end of the hab module and tapped out the standard code. The outer hatch slid open. She ducked inside, sealed the hatch and didn’t bother to wait for the lock to fill with air. She simply pushed open the inner hatch and quickly sealed it again. A safety alarm shrilled automatically but cut off when the module’s air pressure equilibrated again. Yanking off the spacesuit’s cumbersome gloves, Pancho slid her visor up as she went to the wallphone by the airlock hatch.


Blessed with perfect pitch and a steel-trap memory, Pancho punched out the numbers for each of the five astronauts’ banks in turn, followed by their personal identification codes. Mother always said I should have been a musician, Pancho mused as she transferred almost the total amount of each account into her own bank account. She left exactly one international dollar for each of them, so the bank’s computers would not start the complex process of closing down their accounts.


By the time she finished, the hatch at the other end of the habitation module swung open and her five fellow astronauts began to push through, one at a time.


‘What’s going on?’ demanded the first guy through.


‘Nothin’,’ Pancho said again. Then she dived through the hatch at her end of the long narrow module.


Into the Japanese lab module she swam, flicking her fingers along the equipment racks lining both sides of its central aisle, startling the technicians working there. Laughing to herself, she wondered how long it would take the rocket jockeys to figure out that she had looted their bank accounts.


It didn’t take very long. By the time Pancho had reached the galley once again, they were roaring after her, the men bellowing with outrage.


‘When I get my hands on you, I’m gonna break every bone in your scrawny body!’ was one of their gentler threats.


Even Amanda was so furious she lapsed back to her native working-class accent: ‘We’ll ’ang you up by your bloody thumbs, we will!’


As long as I can stay ahead of them, I’m okay, Pancho told herself as she skimmed through the European lab module and into the observatory section, ducking under and around the bulky telescopes and electronics consoles there. They were still yelling behind her, but she wondered if all five of them were still chasing. By now there’d been plenty of time for one or more of them to pop into a suit and cut across the top of the tee-shaped station to cut her off.


Sure enough, when she barged into the Russian hab module, two of the guys were standing at the far end in spacesuits, visors up, waiting for her like a pair of armoured cops.


Pancho glided to a halt. One of the privacy screens slid back and a stubbled, bleary, puffy male face peered out, then quickly popped back in again and slid the screen shut with a muttered string of what sounded like Slavic curses.


The other three – Amanda and two of the men – came through the hatch behind her. Pancho was well and truly trapped.


‘What the fuck are you trying to pull off, Pancho?’


‘You cleaned out our bank accounts!’


‘We oughtta string you up, damn you!’


She smiled and spread her hands placatingly. ‘Now fellas, you can’t hang a person in microgee. You know that.’


‘This isn’t funny,’ Amanda snapped, back to her faux Oxford enunciation.


‘I’ll make restitution, okay?’ Pancho offered.


‘You damned well better!’


‘And you lost the bet, too, so we each get a month’s pay from you.’


‘No,’ Pancho said as reasonably as she could. ‘We never went through on the vacuum breathing, so the bet’s off.’


‘Then we want our money back from your goddamned escrow account!’


‘Sure. Fine.’


Amanda pointed to the wallphone by the hatch. ‘You mentioned restitution,’ she said.


Meekly, Pancho floated to the phone and tapped out her number. ‘You’ll have to give me your account numbers,’ she said. ‘So I can put the money back in for you.’


‘We’ll punch in the account numbers ourselves,’ Amanda said firmly.


‘You don’t trust me?’ Pancho managed to keep a straight face, but just barely.


They all growled at her.


‘But it was only a joke,’ she protested. ‘I had no intention of keeping your money.’


‘Not much you didn’t,’ one of the guys snapped. ‘Good thing Mandy figured out what you were up to.’


Pancho nodded in Amanda’s direction. ‘You’re the brightest one around, Mandy,’ she said, as if she believed it.


‘Never mind that,’ Amanda replied tartly. To the men she said, ‘Now we’ll all have to change our ID codes, since she’s obviously figured them out.’


‘I’m going to change my account number,’ said one of the guys.


‘I’m gonna change my bank,’ another said fervently.


Pancho sighed and tried her best to look glum, chastised. Inwardly, she was quivering with silent laughter. What a hoot! And none of these bozos realizes that the half hour or so they’ve spent chasing me means half an hour’s worth of interest from each of their accounts into mine. It’s not all that much, but every little bit helps.


She just hoped they wouldn’t figure it out while they were all cooped up in the transfer buggy on the way to the Moon.


Well, she thought, if they try to get physical I’ll just have to introduce them to Elly.




Chengdu, Sichuan Province


Dan had to shout through his sanitary mask to make himself heard over the din of construction.


‘All I’m asking, Zack, is can he do it or can’t he?’


He’d known Zack Freiberg for more than twenty years, since Zack had been an earnest young planetary geochemist intent on exploring asteroids and Dan had hired him away from his university post. Freiberg had taken flak from his friends in academia for joining big, bad Dan Randolph, the greedy capitalist founder and head of Astro Manufacturing. But over the years a mutual respect had slowly developed into a trusting friendship. It had been Zack who’d first warned Dan about the looming greenhouse cliff, and what it would do to the Earth’s climate.


The greenhouse cliff had arrived, and the Earth’s politicians and business leaders had sailed blindly over its edge as the planet plunged into catastrophic warming. Zack was no longer the chubby, apple-cheeked kid Dan had first met. His strawberry hair had gone iron grey, although it was still thick and tightly curled. The past few years had toughened him, made him leaner, harder, boiled away the baby fat in his body. His face had hardened, too, as he watched his equations and graphs turn into massive human suffering.


The two men were standing on the edge of a denuded ridge, looking out across a barren coal-black valley where thousands of Chinese workers toiled unceasingly. By all the gods, Dan thought, they really do look like an army of ants scurrying around. In the middle of the valley four enormously tall smokestacks of a huge electricity-generating plant belched dark grey fumes into the hazy sky. Mountainous piles of coal lay by the railroad track that ran alongside the power plant. Off on the horizon, beyond the farther ridge, also stripped bare, the Yangzi River glittered in the hazy morning sunshine like a deadly boa constrictor slowly creeping up on its prey. A sluggish warm breeze smelled of raw coal and diesel fumes.


Dan shuddered inwardly, wondering how many billions of microbes were worming their way through his sanitary mask and nose plugs, eager to chew past his weakened immune system and set up homes for themselves inside his body.


‘Dan, I really don’t have time for this,’ Freiberg hollered over the roar of a huge truck carrying twenty tons of dirt and rubble down into the valley on wheels that dwarfed both men.


‘I just need a few hours of your time,’ Dan said, feeling his throat going hoarse from his shouting. ‘Jeez, I came all the way out here to get your opinion on this.’


It was a sign of the Chinese government’s belated realization that the greenhouse warming would decimate China as well as the rest of the world that they had asked Freiberg to personally direct their massive construction programme. At one end of the valley, Chinese engineers and labourers were building a dam to protect the electrical power-generating station from the encroaching Yangzi. At the other end, a crew from Yamagata Industries was constructing a complex pumping station to remove the carbon dioxide emitted by the power station’s stacks and store it deep underground, in the played-out seams of the coal bed that provided fuel for the generators.


With an exasperated frown, Freiberg said, ‘Listen, I know I still get my salary from Astro, but that doesn’t mean I can jump whenever you blow the whistle.’


Dan looked into the other man’s light blue eyes and saw pain there, disappointment and outright fear. Zack blames himself for this catastrophe, Dan knew. He discovered the greenhouse cliff and he acts as if it’s all his fault. Instead of some fathead king shooting the messenger, the messenger wants to shoot himself.


‘Look, Zack,’ he said, as reasonably as he could manage, ‘you have to eat a meal now and then, don’t you?’


Freiberg nodded warily. Often enough in the past he’d been sweet-talked by Dan into doing things he hadn’t wanted to do.


‘So I brought you lunch,’ Dan said, waving his arm in the direction of the oversized mobile home he’d arrived in. Its roof glittered with solar panels. ‘When the noon whistle blows, come in and break some bread with me. That’s all I’m asking.’


‘You want me to look at this proposal over lunch? You think I can make a technical decision about this in an hour or less?’


Dan shrugged disarmingly. ‘If you can’t, you can’t. All I’m asking is that you give it a look.’


Freiberg gave Dan a look that was far from happy.


Yet five minutes after noon he climbed up through the open door of Dan’s big mobile home.


‘I might have known,’ he muttered as he stepped past Big George, standing by the doorway.


The van was luxuriously fitted out. An attractive young Japanese woman, petite and silent, was stirring steaming vegetables in an electric wok. Dan was sitting in the faux-leather couch that curved around the fold-down dinner table, a suede jacket draped over his shoulders even though the van felt uncomfortably warm to Freiberg. Zack could see the crease that the sanitary mask had left across Dan’s face.


‘Drink?’ Dan asked, without getting to his feet. A half-empty tumbler of something bubbly sat on the table before him.


‘What are you having?’ Freiberg asked, sliding into the couch where it angled around the table’s end. The table was already set for two.


‘Ginger beer,’ said Dan. ‘George turned me on to it. Non-alcoholic and it’s even good for the digestion.’


Freiberg shrugged his rounded shoulders. ‘Okay, I’ll have the same.’


George quickly pulled a brown bottle from the refrigerator, opened it, and poured Freiberg a glass of ginger beer.


‘Goes good with brandy, y’know,’ he said as he handed the glass to Freiberg.


The scientist accepted the glass wordlessly and George went back to his post by the door, folding his heavy arms over his massive chest like a professional bouncer.


After a sip of his drink, Dan asked, ‘Might have known what?’


Freiberg waved a hand around the compartment. ‘That you’d be living in the lap of luxury, even out here.’


Dan laughed. ‘If you’ve got to go out into the wilderness, you might as well bring a few creature comforts with you.’


‘Kind of warm in here, though,’ Freiberg complained mildly.


Dan smiled gauntly at him. ‘You’re accustomed to living in the wild, Zack. I’m not.’


‘Yeah, guess so.’ Freiberg glanced at the painting above Dan’s head: a little girl standing by a banyan tree. ‘Is that real?’


‘Holoprint,’ said Dan. ‘A Vickrey.’


‘Nice.’


‘What’re you living in, out here?’


‘A tent,’ said Freiberg.


Nodding, Dan said, ‘That’s what I thought.’


‘It’s a pretty good tent, as tents go, but it’s nothing like this.’ His eyes swept the dining area appreciatively. ‘How many other rooms in here?’


‘Just two: office and bedroom. King-sized bed, of course.’


‘Of course.’


‘You like it, it’s yours.’


‘The holoprint?’


‘The van. The whole shebang. I’ll be leaving later this afternoon. If you can find somebody to drive George and me to the airstrip you can keep this for yourself.’


Surprised, Freiberg blurted, ‘Can you afford to give it away? From what I’ve heard—’


‘For you, Zack,’ Dan interrupted, ‘my last penny. If it comes to that.’


Freiberg made a wry face. ‘You’re trying to bribe me.’


‘Yep. Why not?’


With a resigned sigh, the scientist said, ‘All right, let me see this proposal you want me to look at.’


‘Hey George,’ Dan called, ‘bring me the notebook, will you?’


Almost an hour later, Freiberg looked up from the notebook’s screen and said, ‘Well, I’m no rocket engineer, and what I know about fusion reactors you could put into a thimble, but I can’t find anything obviously wrong with this.’


‘Do you think it’ll work?’ Dan asked earnestly.


‘How the hell should I know?’ Freiberg snapped irritably. ‘Why in hell did you come all the way out here to ask my opinion on something you know is outside my expertise?’


Dan hesitated for several heartbeats, then answered, ‘Because I can trust you, Zack. This guy Humphries is too slick for me to believe. All the experts I’ve contacted claim that this fusion rocket is workable, but how do I know that he hasn’t bought them off? He’s got something up his sleeve, some hidden agenda, and this fusion rocket idea is just the tip of the iceberg. I think he wants to get his paws on Astro.’


‘That’s a helluva mixture of metaphors,’ Freiberg said, grinning despite himself.


‘Never mind the syntax. I don’t trust Humphries. I do trust you.’


‘Dan, my opinion doesn’t mean a damned thing here. You might as well ask George, or your cook.’


Hunching forward over the table, Dan said, ‘You can talk the talk, Zack. You can contact the experts that Humphries has used and sound them out. You can talk to other people, the real specialists in these areas, and see what they think. They’d talk to you, Zack, and you’d understand what they’re saying. You can—’


‘Dan,’ Freiberg said icily, ‘I’m working twenty-six hours a day already.’


‘I know,’ Dan said. ‘I know.’


Freiberg had thrown himself totally into the global effort to cut down on the greenhouse gas emissions given off by the world’s fossil-fuelled power-generating stations, factories, and vehicles.


Faced with disastrous shifts in climate due to the greenhouse warming, the nations of the world were belatedly, begrudgingly, attempting to remedy the cataclysm. Led by the Global Economic Council, manufacturers around the world were desperately trying to convert automobiles and other vehicles to electrical motors. But that meant trebling the global electricity-generating capacity, and fossil-fuelled power plants were faster and cheaper to build than nuclear plants. There was still plenty of petroleum available, and the world’s resources of coal dwarfed the petroleum reserves. Fission-based power plants were still anathema because of the public’s fear of nuclear power. The new fusion generators were costly, complex, and also hindered by stubborn public resistance to anything nuclear.


So more and more fossil-fuelled power plants were being built, especially in the rising industrial nations such as China and South Africa. The GEC insisted that new plants sequester their carbon dioxide emissions, capture the dangerous greenhouse gas and pump it safely deep underground.


Zachary Freiberg had devoted his life to the effort to mitigate the greenhouse disaster. He had taken an indefinite leave of absence from his position as chief scientist of Astro Manufacturing and criss-crossed the world, directing massive construction projects. His wife had left him, he had not seen his children in more than a year, his personal life was in tatters, but he was driven to do what he could, what he had to do, to help slow the greenhouse warming.


‘So how’s it going?’ Dan asked him.


Freiberg shook his head. ‘We’re shovelling shit against the tide. There’s just no way we can reduce greenhouse emissions enough to make a difference.’


‘But I thought—’


‘We’ve been working our butts off for . . . how long has it been? Ten years? Not even a dent. When we started, fossil fuel burning pumped six billion tons of carbon dioxide into the air every year. Know how much we’re putting out now?’


Dan shook his head.


‘Five point three billion tons,’ Freiberg said, almost angrily.


Dan grunted.


Pointing through the van’s window to the massive trucks rumbling by, Freiberg grumbled, ‘Yamagata’s trying to convert their whole fleet of trucks to electricity, but the Chinese are still using diesels. Some people just don’t give a damn! The Russians are starting to talk about cultivating what they call the “virgin lands” in Siberia, where the permafrost is melting. They think they can turn the region into a new grain belt, like the Ukraine.’


‘So something good might come out of all this,’ Dan murmured.


‘My ass,’ Freiberg snapped. ‘The oceans are still warming up, Dan. The clathrates are going to break down if we can’t stop the ocean temperature rise. Once they start releasing the methane that’s frozen in them . . .’


Dan opened his mouth to reply, but Freiberg kept right on agonizing. ‘You know how much methane is locked up in the clathrates? Two times ten to the sixteenth tons. Twenty quadrillion tons! Enough to produce a greenhouse that’ll melt all the ice in Greenland and Antarctica. Every glacier in the world. We’ll all drown.’


‘All the more reason,’ Dan said, ‘for pushing out to the Asteroid Belt. We can bring in all the metals and minerals the Earth needs, Zack! We can move the world’s industrial operations into space, where they won’t screw up the Earth’s environment.’


Freiberg gave Dan a disbelieving look.


‘We can do it!’ Dan insisted. ‘If this fusion rocket can be made to work. That’s the key to the whole damned thing: efficient propulsion can bring the cost of asteroid mining down to where it’s economically viable.’


For a long moment Freiberg said nothing. He merely glared at Dan, half angry, half sullen.


At last he mumbled, ‘I’ll make a few calls for you, Dan. That’s all I can do.’


‘That’s all I ask,’ Dan replied, forcing a smile. Then he added, ‘Plus a ride to the airstrip for George and me.’


‘What about your cook?’


With a laugh, Dan said, ‘She goes with the van, old buddy. She only speaks Japanese, but she’s terrific in the kitchen. And the bedroom.’


Freiberg flushed deep red. But he did not refuse Dan’s gift.




Selene City


The Customs inspector looked startled when he saw the plastic cage and the four live mice huddled in it among the loose food pellets.


He set his face into a scowl as he looked up at Pancho. ‘You can’t bring pets into Selene.’


The other astronauts had sailed through the incoming inspection without a hitch, leaving Pancho to face the grim-faced inspector alone. They had cruised to the Moon without incident, none of the others realizing that Pancho had milked each of their bank accounts for a half-hour’s interest. Pancho figured that even if they eventually discovered her little scam, the amount of money involved was too small to fight over. To her, it wasn’t the amount so much as the adroitness of the sting.


‘They’re not pets,’ she said coolly to the inspector. ‘They’re food.’


‘Food?’ The man’s dark eyebrows hiked halfway to his scalp line.


‘Yeah, food. For my bodyguard.’ Most of the Customs inspectors knew her, but this guy was new; Pancho hadn’t encountered him before. Not bad-looking, she thought. His dark blue zipsuit complemented his eyes nicely. A little elderly, though. Starting to go grey at the temples. Must be working to raise enough money for a rejuve treatment.


As if he knew he was being manoeuvred into giving straight lines, the Customs inspector asked, ‘Your bodyguard eats mice?’


Pancho nodded. ‘Yes, sir, she does.’


The inspector huffed. ‘And where is this bodyguard?’


Pancho lifted a long leg and planted her softbooted foot on the inspector’s table. Tugging up the cuff of her coverall trouser, she revealed what looked like a bright metallic blue ankle bracelet.


While the inspector gaped, Pancho coaxed Elly off her ankle and held her out in front of the man’s widening eyes. The snake was about thirty-five centimetres long, from nose to tail. It lifted its head and, fixing the inspector with its beady, slitted eyes, it hissed menacingly. The man flinched back nearly half a metre.


‘Elly’s a genetically-modified krait. She’ll never get any bigger’n this. She’s very well behaved and wicked poisonous.’


To his credit, the inspector swiftly recovered his composure. Most of it, at least.


‘You . . . you can’t bring a snake in,’ he said, his voice quavering only slightly. ‘That’s against the regulations and besides—’


‘There’s a special exception to the regulations,’ Pancho said calmly. ‘You can look it up. Paragraph seventeen-dee, subclause eleven.’


With a frown, the inspector punched up the relevant page on his palmcomp. Pancho knew the exception would be there; she had gone all the way up to the Selene health and safety executive board to get it written into the regs. It had cost her a small fortune in time and effort; many dinners with men old enough to be her grandfather. Funny thing was, the only overt sexual pass made at her was from the woman who chaired the executive board.


‘Well, I’ll be dipped in . . .’ The inspector looked up from his handheld’s tiny screen. ‘How in hell did you get them to rewrite the regs for you?’


Pancho smiled sweetly. ‘It wasn’t easy.’


‘That little fella is poisonous, you say?’


‘Her venom’s been engineered to reduce its lethality, but she’s still fatal unless you get a shot of antiserum.’ Pancho pulled a slim vial from her open travel bag and wagged it in front of the inspector’s bulging eyes.


He shook his head in wonder as Pancho coaxed the snake back around her ankle. ‘And he eats mice.’


‘She,’ Pancho said as she straightened up again. ‘When I stay up here for more than a month I have to send Earthside for more mice. Costs a bundle.’


‘I’ll bet.’


‘The mice never get out of their cage,’ Pancho added. ‘Every other week I put Elly in with them.’


The inspector shuddered visibly. He took Pancho’s entry forms and passed them in front of the electronic reader. The machine beeped once. Pancho was cleared. The inspector put the transparent mouse cage back into her flight bag and zipped it shut.


‘You’re okay to enter Selene,’ he said, almost as if he didn’t believe it himself.


‘Thank you.’


Before she could hoist her bag onto her shoulder, he asked, ‘Uh . . . what’re you doing for dinner tonight?’


Pancho smiled her sweetest. ‘Gee, I’d love to have dinner with you, but I already have a date.’


Dressed in a crisp white pantsuit set off by the flowery scarf she’d tied around her neck, Pancho followed the directions Martin Humphries had videomailed to her.
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