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Heaven says nothing, and the whole earth grows rich beneath its silent rule. Men, too, are touched by heaven’s virtue; yet, in their greater part, they are creatures of deceit. They are born, it seems, with an emptiness of soul, and must take their qualities wholly from things without. To be born thus empty into this modern age, this mixture of good and ill, and yet to steer through life on an honest course to the splendors of success—this is a feat reserved for paragons of our kind, a task beyond the nature of normal man.

—Ihara Saikaku




HELL CRATER

I was late and I knew it. The trouble is, you can’t run on the moon.

The shuttle from the Nueva Venezuela space station had been delayed, some minor problem with the baggage being transferred from Earthside, so now I was hurrying along the underground corridor from the landing pad, all alone. The party had started more than an hour ago.

They had warned me not to try to run, even with the weighted boots that I had rented at the landing port. But like a fool I tried to anyway and sort of hip-hopped crazily and bumped into the corridor wall, scraping my nose rather painfully. After that I shuffled along in the manner that the tourist-guide video had shown. It felt stupid, but bouncing off the walls was worse.

Not that I really wanted to go to my father’s inane party or be on the Moon at all. None of this was my idea.

Two big human-form robots guarded the door at the end of the corridor. And I mean big, two meters tall and almost as wide across the torso. The gleaming metal door was
sealed shut, of course. You couldn’t crash my father’s party; he’d never stand for that.

“Your name, please,” said the robot on my left. Its voice was deep and rough, my father’s idea of what a bouncer should sound like, I suppose.

“Van Humphries,” I said, as slowly and clearly as I could enunciate.

The robot hesitated only a fraction of a second before saying, “Voice print identification is verified. You may enter, Mr. Van Humphries.”

Both robots pivoted around and the door slid open. The noise hit me like a power hammer: thumping atonal music blasting away against wildly over-amped screeching from some androgynous singer wailing the latest pop hit.

The chamber was huge, immense, and jammed wall-to-wall with partygoers, hundreds of men and women, a thousand or more, I guessed, drinking, shouting, smoking, their faces contorted with grimaces of forced raucous laughter. The noise was like a solid wall pounding against me; I had to physically force myself to step past the robots and into the mammoth chamber.

Everyone was in party attire: brazenly bright colors with plenty of spangles and glitter and electronic blinkies. And lots of bare flesh showing, of course. I felt like a missionary in my chocolate-brown velour pullover and tan micromesh slacks.

A long electronic window swept the length of the cavern’s side wall, alternately proclaiming “HAPPY ONE HUNDREDTH BIRTHDAY!” and showing clips from pornographic videos.

I might have known Father would pick a bordello as the site for his party. Hell Crater, named after the Jesuit astronomer Maximilian J. Hell. The gaming and porn industries had turned the area into the Moon’s sin capital, a complete cornucopia of illicit pleasures dug below the dusty floor of the crater, some six hundred klicks south of Selene City. Poor old Father Hell must be spinning in his crypt.


“Hi there, stranger!” said a brassy, buxom redhead in an emerald-green costume so skimpy it must have been spray-painted onto her. She waggled a vial of some grayish-looking powder in my general direction, exhorting, “Join the fun!”

Fun. The place looked like Dante’s Inferno. There was nowhere to sit except for a few couches along the walls, and they were already filled with writhing tangles of naked bodies. Everyone else was on their feet, packed in shoulder to shoulder, dancing or swaying and surging like the waves of some multihued, gabbling, aimless human sea.

High up near the smoothed rock ceiling a pair of acrobats in sequined harlequin costumes were walking a tightrope strung across the chamber. A set of spotlights made their costumes glitter. On Earth, performing that high up would have been dangerous; here on the Moon they could still break their necks if they fell—or more likely break the necks of the people they fell upon. The place was so tightly packed it would’ve been impossible for them to hit the floor.

“C’mon,” the redhead urged again, pawing at the sleeve of my pullover. She giggled and said, “Don’t be so twangy!”

“Where is Martin Humphries?” I had to shout to be heard over the din of the party.

She blinked her emerald-tinted eyes. “Hump? The birthday boy?” Turning uncertainly toward the crowd and waving her hand vaguely, she yelled back, “The old humper’s around here someplace. It’s his party, y’know.”

“The old humper is my father,” I told her, enjoying the sudden look of astonishment on her face as I brushed past her.

It was a real struggle to work my way through the crowd. Strangers, all of them. I didn’t know anyone there, I was certain of that. None of my friends would be caught dead at a scene like this. As I pushed and elbowed my way through the jam-packed chamber, I wondered if my father knew any of these people. He probably rented them for the occasion. The redhead certainly looked the type.


He knows I can’t take crowds, and yet he forced me to come here. Typical of my loving father. I tried to shut out the noise, the reek of perfume and tobacco and drugs, and the slimy sweat of too many bodies pressed too close together. It was making me weak in the knees, twisting my stomach into knots.

I can’t deal with this kind of thing. It’s too much. I felt as if I would collapse if there weren’t so many bodies crowded around me. I was starting to get dizzy, my vision blurring.

I had to stop in the midst of the mob and squeeze my eyes shut. It was a struggle to breathe. I had taken my regular enzyme shot just before the transfer rocket had landed, yet I felt as if I needed another one, and quickly.

I opened my eyes and surveyed the jostling, noisy, sweaty throng again, searching for the nearest exit. And then I saw him. Through the tangle of weaving, gesticulating partygoers I spotted my father, sitting up on a dais at the far end of the cavern like some ancient Roman emperor surveying an orgy. He was even clad in a flowing robe of crimson, with two beautifully supple young women at his sandalled feet.

My father. One hundred years old this day. Martin Humphries didn’t look any more than forty; his hair was still dark, his face firm and almost unlined. But his eyes—his eyes were hard, knowing; they glittered with corrupt pleasure at the scene being played out before him. He had used every rejuvenation therapy he could get his hands on, even illegal ones such as nanomachines. He wanted to stay young and vigorous forever. I thought he probably would. He always got what he wanted. But one look into his eyes and it was easy to believe that he was a hundred years old.

He saw me shouldering through the strident, surging crowd and for a moment those cold gray eyes of his locked onto mine. Then he turned away from me with an impatient frown clouding his handsome, artificially youthful face.

You insisted that I come to this carnival, I said to him silently. So, like it or not, here I am.

He paid no attention to me as I toiled to reach him. I was
gasping now, my lungs burning. I needed a shot of my medication but I had left it back at my hotel suite. When at last I reached the foot of his dais I slumped against the softly pliable fabric draped over the platform, struggling to catch my breath. Then I realized that the strident din of the party had dropped to a buzzing, muted whisper.

“Sound dampers,” my father said, glancing down at me with his old disdainful smirk. “Don’t look so stupid.”

There were no steps up the platform and I felt too weak and giddy to try to haul myself up beside him.

He made a shooing motion and the two young women jumped nimbly from the platform, eagerly joining the crowd. I realized that they were just teenagers.

“Want one?” my father asked, with a leering grin. “You can have ’em both, all you have to do is ask.”

I didn’t bother to shake my head. I just clung to the side of his platform, trying to bring my breathing under control.

“For Christ’s sake, Runt, stop that damned panting! You look like a beached flounder.”

I pulled in a deep breath, then stood as straight as I could manage. “And it’s lovely to see you, too, Father.”

“Aren’t you enjoying my party?”

“You know better.”

“Then what’d you come for, Runt?”

“Your lawyer said you’d cut off my stipend if I didn’t attend your party.”

“Your allowance,” he sneered.

“I earn that money.”

“By playing at being a scientist. Now your brother, there was a real scientist.”

Yes, but Alex is dead. It had happened three years ago, but the memory of that day still scalded me inside.

All my life my father had mocked and belittled me. Alex was his favorite, his firstborn, Father’s pride and joy. Alex was being groomed to take over Humphries Space Systems, if and when Father ever decided to retire. Alex was everything that I’m not: tall, athletic, quick and handsome, brilliantly intelligent, outgoing, charming and witty. I’m on the
small side, I’ve been sickly from birth, I’m told that I tend to be withdrawn, introspective. My mother died giving birth to me and my father never let me forget that.

I had loved Alex. I truly had. I had admired him tremendously. Ever since I could remember, Alex had protected me against Father’s sneers and cutting words. “It’s all right, little brother, don’t cry,” he would tell me. “I won’t let him hurt you.”

Over the years I learned from Alex a love for exploration, for seeing new vistas, new worlds. But while Alex actually went out on missions to Mars and the Jovian moons, I had to stay cocooned at home, too frail to venture outward. I flew an armchair, not a spacecraft. My excitement came from streams of computer data and virtual reality simulations. Once I walked with Alex on the red sands of Mars, linked by an interactive VR system. It was the best afternoon of my life.

Then Alex was killed on his expedition to Venus, he and all his crew. And Father hated me for being alive.

I left his house for good and bought a home on Majorca, a place all my own, far from his dismissive sarcasm. As if to mock me, Father moved to Selene City. Later I found out that he’d gone to the Moon so he could take nanotherapies to keep himself young and fit. Nanomachines were outlawed on Earth, of course.

It was clear that Father went for rejuvenation treatments because he had no intention of retiring now. With Alex dead, Father would never leave Humphries Space Systems to me. He would stay in command and keep me exiled.

So Father lived some four hundred thousand kilometers away, playing his chosen role of interplanetary tycoon, megabillionaire, hell-raising, womanizing, ruthless, corrupt giant of industry. I was perfectly content with that. I lived quietly on Majorca, comfortable with a household staff that took excellent care of me. Some of my servants were human; most were robots. Friends came to visit often enough. I could flit over to Paris or New York or wherever for theater or a concert. I spent my days studying the new
data about the stars and planets that were constantly streaming back from our space explorers.

Until one of my friends repeated a rumor she had heard: My brother’s spacecraft had been sabotaged. His death was not an accident; it was murder. The very next day, my father summoned me to his moronic birthday party on the Moon, under the threat of cutting off my stipend if I didn’t show up.

Looking up at his youthfully taut face again, I asked my father, “Why did you insist that I come here?”

He smiled down sardonically at me. “Aren’t you enjoying the party?”

“Are you?” I countered.

Father made a sound that might have been a suppressed laugh. Then he said, “I have an announcement to make. I wanted you to be on hand to hear it directly from my lips.”

I felt puzzled. An announcement? Was he going to retire, after all? What of it; he would never allow me to run the corporation. Nor did I want to, actually.

He touched a stud set into the left armrest of his chair and the stupefying noise of the party blasted against my ears hard enough to crack my skull. Then he touched the other armrest. The music stopped in mid-beat. The tightrope-walking acrobats winked out like a light snapped off. A holographic image, I realized.

The crowd fell silent and still. They all turned toward the dais, like a sullen horde of party-dressed schoolchildren forced to listen to their principal.

“I’m delighted that you could come to my party,” Father began, his low, modulated voice amplified and echoing across the crowded chamber. “Are we having fun yet?”

On that cue they all cheered, clapped, whistled, and yelled lustily.

Father raised both hands and they all fell silent again.

“I have an announcement to make, something that you hardworking representatives of the news media out there will find particularly worthwhile, I think.”

Half a dozen camera-carrying balloons were already
hovering a few meters from the dais, like glittering Christmas ornaments floating buoyantly. Now several more drifted out of the farther reaches of the chamber to focus on my father.

“As you know,” he went on, “my beloved son Alexander was killed three years ago while attempting to explore the planet Venus.”

A collective sigh swept through the throng.

“Somewhere on the surface of that h[image: e9781429969635_img_275.gif]llhole of a world his spacecraft lies, with his remains inside it. In that terrible heat and pressure, the corrosive atmosphere must be slowly destroying the last mortal remains of my boy.”

Somewhere a woman broke into soft sobbing.

“I want to offer an inducement to someone who is bold enough, tough enough, to go to Venus and reach its surface and bring back what’s left of my son to me.”

They all seemed to stand up straighter, their eyes widened. An inducement?

My father hesitated for a dramatic moment, then said in a much stronger voice, “I offer a prize of ten billion international dollars to whoever can reach my dead son’s body and return his remains to me.”

They gasped. For several seconds no one spoke. Then the chamber filled with excited chatter. Ten billion dollars! Reach the surface of Venus! A prize of ten billion dollars to recover Alex Humphries’s body!

I felt just as stunned as any of the others. More, perhaps, because I knew better than most of those costumed freeloaders what an impossible challenge my father had just offered.

Father touched the stud on his chair arm and the babble of the crowd immediately was cut down to a muted buzz again.

“Very nice,” I said to him. “You’ll be named Father of the Year.”

He gazed disdainfully down at me. “You don’t think I mean it?”

“I think you know that no one in his right mind is going
to try to reach the surface of Venus. Alex himself only planned to coast through the cloud decks.”

“So you think I’m a fraud.”

“I think you’re making a public relations gesture, nothing more.”

He shrugged as if it didn’t matter.

I was seething. He was sitting up there and getting all this publicity. “You want to look like a grieving father,” I shouted at him, “making the whole world think you care about Alex, offering a prize that you know no one will claim.”

“Oh, someone will try for it, I’m certain.” He smiled coldly down at me. “Ten billion dollars is a lot of incentive.”

“I’m not so sure,” I said.

“But I am. In fact, I’m going to deposit the whole sum in an escrow account where no one can touch it except the eventual prize winner.”

“The entire ten billion?”

“The whole sum,” he repeated. Then, leaning slightly toward me, he added, “To raise that much cash I’m going to have to cut a few corners here and there.”

“Really? How much have you spent on this party?”

He waved a hand as if that didn’t matter. “One of the corners I’m cutting is your allowance.”

“My stipend?”

“It’s finished, Runt. You’ll be twenty-five years old next month. Your allowance ends on your birthday.”

Just like that, I was penniless.




DATA BANK

She glows so bright and lovely in the night sky that virtually every culture on Earth has called her after their goddess of beauty and love: Aphrodite, Inanna, Ishtar, Astarte, Venus.

Sometimes she is the dazzling Evening Star, brighter than anything in the sky except the Sun and Moon. Sometimes she is the beckoning Morning Star, harbinger of the new day. Always she shines like a precious jewel.

As beautiful as Venus appears in our skies, the planet itself is the most hellish place in the solar system. The ground is hot enough to melt aluminum. The air pressure is so high it has crushed spacecraft landers as if they were flimsy cardboard cartons. The sky is perpetually covered from pole to pole with clouds of sulfuric acid. The atmosphere is a choking mixture of carbon dioxide and sulfurous gases.

Venus is the nearest planet to Earth, closer to us than Mars. At its nearest approach, it is slightly less than sixtyfive million kilometers from Earth. It is closer to the Sun
than Earth is; Venus is the second planet outward from the Sun, while Earth is the third. Venus has no moon.

It is almost the same size as Earth, slightly smaller, so that the gravity at its surface is about 85 percent of Earth-normal.

There the similarities end. Venus is hot, with surface temperatures well above 450 degrees Celsius (nearly 900 degrees Fahrenheit). It rotates so slowly that its “day” is longer than its “year:” the planet makes an orbit around the Sun in 225 Earth days—a Venusian year, yet it rotates around its axis in 243 Earth days—a Venusian day. And it rotates backward, clockwise as viewed from its north pole, while Earth and the other planets rotate counterclockwise.

Venus’s atmosphere is so thick that atmospheric pressure at ground level is equal to the pressure of an earthly ocean more than a kilometer below the surface. That atmosphere is more than 95 percent carbon dioxide, with less than 4 percent nitrogen and only negligible traces of free oxygen.

The thick layers of clouds that perpetually cover Venus from pole to pole reflect some 75 percent of the sunlight that hits the planet and make it very bright and beautiful to look at. The clouds, though, are made of sulfuric acid and other sulfur and chlorine compounds; there is practically no water vapor in them.

There are mountains and volcanoes on Venus, and evidence of plate tectonics that have shifted vast sections of the crust. There must be Venus-quakes, as well.

Imagine trying to walk on the surface of Venus! The very ground is red-hot. The atmosphere is so thick that it warps light like a fisheye lens. The sky is perpetually clouded. Yet there is no real darkness: even during the long Venusian night there is an eerie, sullen glow from the red-hot ground.

Because Venus is moving in its orbit around the Sun while it slowly rotates on its own axis, if you stood on one spot on the surface it would take 117 Earth days from one sunrise to the next—if you could see the sunrise through those thick, all-pervading clouds. And the Sun would rise in the west, set in the east.


Looking up into the grayish-yellow clouds you might see patches of darker areas hurtling across the sky, forming and dissolving against the murky background nearly fifty kilometers overhead, scudding from horizon to horizon in about five hours. Now and then you might see a stroke of lightning flashing down, or hear the threatening rumble of a distant volcano.

No place in the inner solar system is so challenging, so dangerous. By comparison, the Moon is easy and Mars a picnic.

Could life exist on Venus, either high in the clouds (where temperatures are cooler) or deep underground? There is something. in Venus’s atmosphere that absorbs ultraviolet light; planetary scientists are not certain what it might be. Could there be bacterial forms that live underground, as there are on Earth and presumably on Mars and Jupiter’s moon Europa?

If there are any creatures living on the surface, they must be capable of withstanding heat that melts aluminum and pressures that can crush spacecraft.

Formidable monsters indeed.




SELENE CITY

It should’ve been you, Runt!” he howled.”It should’ve been you who died, not Alex.”

I awoke with a start, springing up to a sitting position in the darkened hotel room, both my fists gripping the bedsheets tightly enough to rip them. I was soaked with cold sweat and trembling from head to foot.

The dream had been too real. Too totally real. I squeezed my eyes shut, sitting there on the bed, and my father’s enraged face burned before me like the wrath of some ancient god.

The party at Hell Crater. His announcement of the Venus prize. His notice that he was cutting me off without an income. It had all been too much for me. By the time I made it back to my hotel in Selene City I was near collapse, the carpeted hotel corridors swimming dizzyingly, my legs weak as tissue paper even in the low lunar gravity. I got to my room, went straight to the lavatory, and fumbled with my hypospray syringe. At last I injected a full dose of the
enzyme medication into my arm, then tottered off to bed and fell almost instantly asleep.

Only to dream. No, it wasn’t actually a dream; it was a reliving of that terrible day when we learned that Alex had been killed. A nightmare. I relived every agonizing moment of it.

When we got the news that there was no possible hope left, Father had blanked his phone screen and turned to me, his face distorted with fury.

“He’s dead,” my father had said, his voice cold and hollow, his gray eyes like ice. “Alex is dead and you’re alive. First you killed your mother and now you’re still alive while Alex is dead.”

I just stood there while he glared at me, grim and bitterly angry. At me. At me.

“It should’ve been you, Runt,” he snarled, his fury mounting, his face going from white to red. “You’re worthless! Nobody would miss you. But no, you’re here, you’re alive and breathing while Alex is dead. It should’ve been you, Runt!” he howled. “It should’ve been you who died, not Alex.”

That was when I moved out of the family home in Connecticut and bought my place on Majorca, as far from Father as I could get. Or so I thought. But he went me one better, of course, and moved to Selene City.

Now I sat in a hotel bed, shaking and cold with midnight sweat, alone, totally alone.

I got up and padded barefoot to the lavatory; tottered, actually, that’s how weak and wretched I felt. The light went on automatically and I fumbled with my hypospray syringe until I finally got a plastic cylinder preloaded with the proper dosage of enzyme clicked into place and pressed it against my bare arm. The faint hiss of the medication squeezing through the microneedles and into my bloodstream always reassured me. But not that night. Nothing could calm me, I thought.

I was born with a rare form of pernicious anemia, a birth defect caused by my mother’s drug addiction. It could be
fatal if not controlled by injections of a cocktail of enzymes that included vitamin B12 and a growth hormone that prompted my body to create new red blood cells. Without that medication I would weaken and eventually die. With it I could lead a perfectly normal life—except for the need to take the injections at least twice a day.

If anyone ever tells you that nanomachines could cure any medical condition, if only they weren’t outlawed on Earth, don’t believe him. The best labs at Selene City—the capital of nanotechnology research—haven’t been able to program a nanobug that can build millions of red blood cells every few hours.

I went back to the bed with its tangled sweaty sheets and waited for the medication to take effect. With nothing better to do, I called out for the video news. The wall screen immediately glowed to life and showed a scene of terrible devastation: another raging hurricane had swung all the way across the Atlantic and was pounding the British Isles. Even the Thames Barrage—the high-tech dam across the river—had been overrun and large sections of London were underwater, including Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament.

I leaned back against my pillows and watched, hollow-eyed, as thousands of Londoners poured into the streets in the lashing cold rain to escape the rising floodwaters. “The worst cataclysm to hit London since the Blitz of World War II, more than a century ago,” the news announcer intoned in a crack-of-doom voice.

“Next channel!” I called. Death and destruction were not what I wanted to see. But most of the channels were showing London’s agony, live and in full color. I could have watched it all in three dimensions if I’d called up the hologram channel. There were flotillas of boats chugging down the Strand and Fleet Street, rescuing men, women, children—even pets. Workers were struggling to protect Buckingham Palace from the encroaching waters.

Finally I found a channel that was not showing the flood. It was a panel discussion by self-proclaimed experts on the
global warming that was causing such storms and flooding. One of them wore the green armband of the International Green Party, another I recognized as a friend of my father’s—a sharp-tongued corporate lawyer who clearly loathed the Greens. The rest were scientists of various stripe, no two of them agreeing on anything.

I watched, glassy-eyed, hoping their quiet, mannered deliberation would lull me to sleep. As they spoke, the screen displayed animated maps that showed how the icecaps in Greenland and Antarctica were melting and how much sea levels were expected to rise. Half the American Midwest was in danger of being turned into a huge inland sea. The Gulf Stream was going to break up, they said, freezing Britain and Europe into an extension of Siberia.

Just the perfect lullaby to soothe me to sleep. I was about to turn the wall screen off altogether when the yellow message light began blinking. Who would be calling me at this time of night? I wondered.

“Answer,” I called out.

The entire wall screen turned a milky grayish white. For a moment I thought there had been some malfunction of the video.

Then a synthesized computer voice spoke to me: “Mr. Humphries, please excuse my not showing my face. It would be too dangerous for you to see me.”

“Dangerous?” I asked. “For whom?”

The voice ignored my question, and I realized this was a prerecorded message. “We know you have heard the rumor that your brother’s ship was sabotaged. We believe your father was responsible for his death. Your brother was murdered, sir, and your father is his murderer.”

The screen went dead. I sat there in the darkened hotel bedroom, stunned, shocked, gaping wide-eyed at the faintly glowing wall screen. My father had Alex murdered? My father was responsible for his death? It was a terrible, awful accusation, made by someone too cowardly even to show his or her face.


And I believed it. That’s what staggered me the most. I believed it.

I believed it because I remembered the night before Alex left for his ill-fated expedition to Venus. The night he revealed to me why he was really going.

Alex had told everyone that he was going to Venus to study the planet’s runaway greenhouse. Which was true enough. But he had a hidden agenda as well. He told me about it that night before he left. There was a political motive behind his scientific mission. I remember Alex sitting in the cozy, quiet library of the Connecticut house, where we lived with Father, and whispering his plans to me.

Earth was just starting to feel the effects of greenhouse warming, Alex told me. Glaciers and polar caps melting. Sea levels rising. Global climate changing.

The International Green Party claimed that drastic steps must be taken before the whole American Midwest is turned back into the inland sea it once was and the permafrost in Canada melts, releasing megatons of frozen methane into the atmosphere and driving the greenhouse effect even further.

“You’re one of them?” I whispered in the dark to him. “A Green?”

He chuckled in the shadows. “You’d be too, Little Brother, if you paid any attention to the real world.”

I remember shaking my head and muttering, “Father would kill you if he knew.”

“He knows,” Alex said.

He wanted to use his mission to Venus to show the world firsthand what a runaway greenhouse can do to a planet: turn it into a dead ball of rock mantled in poisonous gases, without a drop of water or a blade of grass. It would be a powerful icon, a picture branded into the consciousness of the world’s voters: This is what Earth will become unless we stop the greenhouse warming.

Powerful political forces opposed the Greens. Men such as my father had no intention of letting the IGP gain control
of the international organizations that regulated environmental protection measures. The Greens wanted to triple taxes on multinational corporations, ban all fossil-fuel burning, force the evacuation of major cities, redistribute the world’s wealth among the needy.

Alex’s expedition to Venus, then, was actually a mission to help the Greens, to give them a powerful image to use against the entrenched political power of the Establishment, against our own father.

“Father would kill you if he knew,” I had said.

And Alex had replied grimly, “He knows.”

My fear of Father’s reaction was merely a metaphor, kids’ talk. Now I wondered if Alex had understood it that way.

 


I could no more sleep than I could lift Gibraltar. I prowled through my suite in the long shuffling strides that the Moon’s low gravity demands, by turns angry, frightened, desperate.

Like all the lunar communities, Selene City is underground, dug into the ringwall mountains of the giant crater Alphonsus. So there is no dawn creeping through your windows, no sunrise to announce when a new day begins. The lights out in the corridors and public spaces turn up to a daytime level, bang, that’s it. In my suite the lights turned on automatically as I paced, the switches activated by my body heat.

After several hours I finally realized what I would do. What I had to do. I ordered the phone computer to contact my father.

It took several minutes. No doubt his disgusting party was still going on in high gear. At last, though, his face appeared on the wall screen in my sitting room.

Father looked tired, but relaxed, smiling lazily at me. I realized he was in bed, leaning back on glistening silk-covered pillows. He was not alone, either. I heard muffled giggles from beneath his bedcovers.


“You’re up early,” he said pleasantly enough.

“So are you,” I replied.

He huffed. “Don’t look so disapproving, Runt. I offered these ladies to you, remember? It would be a shame to waste such talent.”

“I’m going to take your prize money,” I said.

That popped his eyes open. “What?”

“I’ll go to Venus. I’ll find Alex’s body.”

“You?” He laughed.

“He was my brother!” I said. “I loved him.”

“I had to twist your arm to get you come up here to the Moon, and now you think you’re going to Venus?” He seemed enormously amused by the idea.

“You don’t think I could do it?”

“I know you can’t do it, Runt. You won’t even try, despite your brave talk.”

“I’ll show you!” I snapped. “I’ll take your damned prize money!”

Smirking, he answered, “Of course you will. And elephants can fly.”

“You’re forcing me into it,” I insisted. “That ten-billion prize is a powerful incentive to a man whose income shuts off next month.”

His smirk faded and he turned thoughtful. “Yes, I suppose it would be, wouldn’t it?”

“I’m going,” I said firmly.

“And you assume that you’ll win my prize money, eh?”

“Or die trying.”

“You don’t think you’ll be the only one trying to grab my ten billion, do you?”

“Who else in his right mind would even think of going?”

With a sneer, Father answered, “Oh, I know someone who’ll try. He’ll try damned hard.”

“Who?”

“Lars Fuchs. That bastard’s out somewhere in the Belt right now, but as soon as the word reaches him, he’ll head for Venus without blinking an eye.”

“Fuchs?” I had heard my father speak of Lars Fuchs
often, and always with hatred. He was an asteroid miner, from what little I knew of him. Once he had owned his own corporation and had been a competitor of my father’s, but now he was nothing more than an independent miner scratching out a living in the Asteroid Belt, a “rock rat,” in my father’s genteel phrasing.

“Fuchs. You’ll have to wrestle my prize money away from him, Runt. I don’t think you’re man enough to do it.”

I should have realized at that precise moment that he was manipulating me, he was forcing me to jump through his hoops. But to be perfectly honest, all I saw was a life of destitution unless I could take that prize money.

Well, that wasn’t quite all that I was thinking about. I still saw Alex’s handsome, determined face from that last night he had spent on Earth.

“Father would kill you if he knew,” I had said.

“He knows,” Alex had replied.




WASHINGTON D.C.

This is the opportunity of a lifetime,” Professor Greenbaum groaned like a creaking hinge, “and I’m too old to take advantage of it.”

I had never actually seen an elderly person before, not close up, in the same room. I mean, poor people probably aged, but with everybody who could afford it getting telomerase treatments as soon as they reach adulthood, and rejuvenation therapy for adults who had aged before telomerase was approved for general use, no one grew old anymore.

But Daniel Haskel Greenbaum was old. His skin was all wrinkled and spotted. He was stooped over and looked so frail I was afraid his bones would shatter when I shook hands with him. Actually, his grip was rather firm, even though his eyes were pouchy and the skin of his face sagged and was filled with lines and creases, like a worn old arroyo eroded by centuries of weathering.

Yet he was only seventy-something.

Mickey had warned me about Greenbaum’s appearance.
Michelle Cochrane had been one of his graduate students. Now a full professor herself, she still worshiped Greenbaum. She called him the greatest living planetary scientist in the solar system.

If you could call his asthmatic, arthritic, painfully slow pace of existence living. He had refused rejuvenation therapy, for some obscure reason. His religion, I think. Or perhaps just pure stubbornness. He was the kind who believed that aging and death were inevitable, and should not be avoided.

One of the last of that kind, I might add.

“He has the courage of his convictions,” Mickey had told me years earlier. “He’s not afraid of dying.”

“I’m scared to death of dying,” I had joked.

Mickey hadn’t seen the cleverness of my mot. Yet I knew she had taken telomerase treatments when she finished puberty as a matter of course. Everyone did.

Greenbaum was the world’s leading authority on the planet Venus, and Mickey had pleaded with me to meet with the old man. I had agreed without giving it another thought. The next thing I knew, she had arranged a meeting in Washington, D.C., not only with creaking Professor Emeritus Greenbaum, but with an angry-looking black bureaucrat from the space agency named Franklin Abdullah.

My father had immediately trumpeted to the news media that his other son—me—was going to try to recover Alex’s remains on the surface of Venus. Like a proud parent, he assured the reporters that if I came back with Alex’s body I would be rewarded with the ten-billion-dollar prize. I became an instant celebrity.

Fame has its advantages, I’ve been told, but I have yet to discover any of them. Every scientist, adventurer, fame-seeker, and mentally unstable person in the Earth-Moon system sought me out, begging for a chance to go to Venus with me. Even religious fanatics had insisted it was their destiny to go to Venus and I was God’s chosen method of transporting them there.

Of course, I had willingly invited a half dozen of my
closest friends to come on the voyage with me. Artists, writers, videographers, they would make valued contributions to the expedition’s history and be good company as well: more so than dull scientists and wild-eyed zealots.

Then Mickey had called me from her office in California and I had agreed to meet with her and Greenbaum without even asking myself what she might be after.

At Abdullah’s insistence the meeting took place in the space agency’s headquarters, a musty, dreary old building in a run-down neighborhood of downtown Washington. We met in a windowless little conference room; the only furniture was a battered old metal table and four unbelievably uncomfortable stiff, hard chairs. The walls were decorated—if that’s the proper word—with faded old photographs of ancient rocket launches. I mean, some of them must have gone back a century or more.

Until that afternoon, I had never seen Mickey in person. We always communicated electronically, usually through an interactive virtual reality link. We had first met—electronically—several years earlier, when I’d begun to get interested in Alex’s work in planetary exploration. He had hired her to tutor me. We worked together every week in virtual reality sessions, she from her office at Caltech, I in the family home in Connecticut, at first, then later from my own place in Majorca. Together we roamed Mars, the moons of Jupiter and Saturn, the asteroids—even Venus.

Seeing her in the flesh was a bit of a shock. In our VR sessions she had apparently used a much younger, slimmer image of herself. Sitting across the conference table from me, she was a rotund little thing with mousey brownish hair that hung limply down to her earlobes. Telomerase treatments could keep you physically young, but they could not overcome years of sitting in a university office eating junk food and not getting any exercise. Mickey wore a black pullover sweater and black athletic slacks, the kind that have loops for your feet. Yet her round chubby face was so full of good humor, so sparkling with enthusiasm, that it was easy to forget her dumpy appearance.


Franklin Abdullah was something else altogether. He sat across the conference table from me, wearing an old-fashioned three-piece suit of charcoal gray, his arms folded across his chest, and scowled as if everything in his life had always gone wrong. Believe me, he didn’t give the appearance of the stereotypical “faceless bureaucrat.” He had an attitude. I didn’t know why, but he actually seemed angry that I was preparing to go to Venus. A strange point of view from someone in the space agency.

“Since you asked for this meeting, Professor Cochrane,” Abdullah said, “why don’t you tell us what you have in mind.” His voice was deep and rumbling, like the growl of a lion.

Mickey smiled at him and wiggled a little in her chair, as if trying to get comfortable on the iron-hard plastic cushion. Clasping her hands on the tabletop, she looked at me—a bit apprehensively, I thought.

“Van is putting together a mission to Venus,” she said, stating the obvious. “A crewed mission.”

Professor Greenbaum cleared his throat noisily, and Mickey immediately shut up.

“We are here, Mr. Humphries,” the old man said, “to plead with you to bring at least one qualified planetary scientist to Venus with you.”

“With a full complement of proper sensors and analytical systems,” Mickey added.

Now I understood what she was after. I should have seen it coming, but I’d been too busy looking over the design and construction of my ship. And fending off all the other crazies who wanted a free ride to Venus.

I felt a little embarrassed. “Um … you see, this isn’t a scientific mission. I’m going to Venus—”

“To win the prize money,” Greenbaum interrupted, cranky and impatient. “We know that.”

“To recover my brother’s remains,” I said firmly.

Mickey hunched forward in her chair. “But still, Van, this is an opportunity to do terrifically valuable science. You’ll
be beneath the clouds for days on end! Think of the observations we’ll be able to make!”

“But my ship is designed strictly for the pickup mission,” I explained to them. “We find the wreckage of my brother’s ship and take back his remains. That’s it. We won’t have the space or the capacity to carry a scientist with us. The crew is at a minimum.”

That wasn’t exactly the truth, of course. I had already invited those friends of mine to come along on the expedition, the writers and artists who could immortalize this expedition after we returned. The engineers and designers naturally took a dim view of carrying what they considered to be nonessential personnel. I was already fighting with them over the size of the crew. I couldn’t go back to them and ask them to add still another person, plus all the equipment that a scientist would want to bring along.

“But, Van,” Mickey coaxed, “to go all the way to Venus without making any scientific studies of the planet …” She shook her head.

I turned to Abdullah, sitting at the head of the little table, his arms still folded across his vest.

“I thought that the scientific exploration of the solar system was a responsibility of the space agency’s.”

He nodded grimly. “It was.”

I waited for more. Abdullah just sat there. So I said, “Then why doesn’t the agency send an expedition to Venus?”

Abdullah slowly unfolded his arms and leaned them on the tabletop. “Mr. Humphries, you live in Connecticut, isn’t that right?”

“Not anymore,” I said, wondering what that had to do with anything.

“Any snow there this winter?”

“No, I don’t think so. There hasn’t been any snow for several winters in a row.”

“Uh-huh. Did you see the cherry trees here in Washington? They’re in bloom. In February. On Groundhog Day.”


“Today is Groundhog Day, that’s right,” Greenbaum agreed.

For a moment I thought I had fallen into Alice’s rabbit hole. “I don’t understand what—”

“I was born in New Orleans, Mr. Humphries,” said Abdullah, his deep voice like the rumble of distant thunder. “Or what’s left of it, after the floods.”

“But—”

“Global warming, Mr. Humphries,” he growled. “Have you heard about it?”

“Of course I have. Everybody has.”

“The space agency’s limited resources are fully committed to studies of the Earth’s environment. We have neither funding nor approval for anything else, such as exploring the planet Venus.”

“But the Mars expeditions—”

“Are privately funded.”

“Oh, yes, of course.” I had known that; it had just never occurred to me that the government’s space agency couldn’t participate in the exploration of Mars and the other planets.

“All studies of the other bodies in the solar system are privately funded,” Greenbaum pointed out.

Mickey added, “Even the deep-space work that the astronomers and cosmologists are doing has to be financed by private donors.”

“Men like Trumball and Yamagata,” said Greenbaum.

“Or organizations such as the Gates Foundation and Spielberg,” Mickey said.

Of course I already knew that the big corporations backed the mining and manufacturing operations off-Earth. The competition for raw materials out in the Asteroid Belt was something that Father had often talked about, heatedly.

“Your father is financing this mission to Venus,” Abdullah said. “We are—”

“I am raising the money for this mission,” I snapped. “My father’s prize money will be awarded only when and if I return safely.”


Abdullah closed his eyes for a moment, as if thinking over what I’d just said. Then he corrected himself. “No matter what the ultimate source of the funding may be, we are appealing to you to allow this private venture to include a scientific component.”

“For the good of the human race,” Greenbaum said, his raspy voice actually quavering with emotion.

“Think of what we might discover beneath the clouds!” Mickey enthused.

I sympathized with them, but the thought of battling with those designers and engineers made me shake my head.

Greenbaum misunderstood my gesture. “Let me explain something to you, young man.”

My brows must have gone up. Mickey tried to hold him back; she literally tugged at the sleeve of his pullover shirt, but he shrugged her off. Surprising vigor for a rickety old man, I thought.

“Do you know anything about plate tectonics?” he asked, almost belligerently.

“Certainly,” I said. “Mickey’s taught me quite a bit about it, actually. The Earth’s crust is composed of big plates, the size of continents, and they slide around on top of the hotter, denser rock below the crust.”

Greenbaum nodded, apparently satisfied with the state of my education.

“Venus has plate tectonics, too,” I added.

“It did,” Greenbaum said. “Half a billion years ago.”

“Not now?”

“Venus’s plates are locked,” Mickey said.

“Like the San Andreas fault?”

“Much worse.”

“Venus is on the verge of an upheaval,” Greenbaum said, his eyes fixed on mine. “For something like five hundred million years the planet’s plates have been locked together. All across the planet. She’s been building up internal heat all that while. Sometime soon that heat is going to burst out and totally blow away the planet’s surface.”

“Sometime soon?” I heard myself squeak.


“Geologically speaking,” Mickey said.

“Oh.”

“For the past five hundred million years Venus’s surface has been virtually unchanged,” Greenbaum went on. “We know that from counting meteor impacts. Below the surface, the planet’s internal heat is blocked. It can’t get through the crust, can’t escape.”

Mickey explained, “On Earth, the planet’s internal heat is vented out of volcanoes, hot springs, that sort of thing.”

“Water acts as a lubricant on Earth,” Greenbaum said, peering intently at me, as if to determine if I was understanding him. “On Venus there’s no liquid water; it’s too hot.”

“No liquid water,” Mickey took up, “means no lubrication for the plates. They lock in place and stay locked.”

Nodding, I mumbled, “I see.”

“For five hundred million years,” Greenbaum said, “the heat’s been building up below Venus’s surface. It’s got to go somewhere!”

“Sooner or later,” Mickey took over, “Venus is going to erupt cataclysmically. Volcanoes everywhere. The crust will melt and sink. New crustal material will well up from below.”

“It’s going to be wonderful!” Greenbaum actually cackled with glee.

“And this might happen while I’m down on the surface?” I asked, suddenly fearful that they might be right.

“No, no, no,” Mickey said, trying to soothe me. “We’re talking geological time frames here, not human.”

“But you said—”

Greenbaum went from cackling to gloom. “We’d never be lucky enough to have it happen while we’re actually on the scene. The gods aren’t that generous.”

“I wouldn’t call it luck,” I said. “The whole surface suddenly melting and blasting out volcanoes and all that.”

Mickey said, “Don’t worry about it, Van. It won’t happen during the few days you’re below the clouds.”

“Then what are you so worked up about?” I asked.


Abdullah piped up, in his bass register. “Not every scientist agrees with Professor Greenbaum.”

“Most planetary scientists disagree with us,” Mickey admitted.

“Damn fools,” Greenbaum grumbled.

By now I was thoroughly confused. “But if it’s not going to go through this cataclysm, then what are you so excited about?”

“Seismic measurements,” Greenbaum said, staring at me again. “That’s what we need.”

Mickey explained, “The whole issue depends on whether Venus has a thick crust or a thin one.”

It was starting to sound like a pizza contest to me, but I kept my mouth shut and kept on listening.

“If the crust is thin, then the upheaval is more likely. If it’s thick, then we’re wrong and the others are right.”

“But can’t you measure the crust with robot sensors?” I asked.

Mickey replied, “We’ve had some measurements over the years, but they’re inconclusive.”

“Then send more probes,” I said. It seemed so obvious!

They both turned to Abdullah. He shook his head. “The agency is not allowed to spend a penny on studies of Venus, or anything else that isn’t directly related to Earth’s environmental problems.”

“But private donors,” I said. “Surely it wouldn’t cost that much to send out a few probes.”

“We’ve been trying to get funding,” Mickey said. “But it’s not easy, especially when most of the specialists in the subject think we’re wrong.”

“That’s why your mission is a godsend,” Greenbaum said, with the fervor of a missionary. “You can carry dozens of seismic sensors to Venus—hundreds! And a scientist to handle them. Plus a lot of other equipment.”

“But my spacecraft won’t have that capacity,” I insisted. Perhaps pleaded is a more accurate term.

“It’s the opportunity of a lifetime,” Greenbaum said again. “I wish I were thirty years younger.”


“I can’t do it,” I said.

“Please, Van,” said Mickey. “It’s really important.”

I looked from her earnest face to Greenbaum’s to Abdullah’s and back again.

“I’d be the scientist,” Mickey added. “I’d be the one going to Venus with you.”

She looked so intent, so beseeching, as if her entire life depended on going to Venus with me.

What could I tell her?

I took a breath and said, “I’ll talk to my people. Maybe there’s a way for us to carry you along.”

Mickey jumped up and down in her chair like a kid who’d just opened the biggest Christmas present in the history of the world. Greenbaum half-collapsed back in his seat, as if the effort of this meeting had drained all the strength out of him. But he was grinning from ear to ear, a lopsided, gap-toothed jack-o’-lantern grin.

Even Abdullah smiled.




GREATER LOS ANGELES

Tomas Rodriguez had been an astronaut; he’d gone to Mars four times before retiring upward to become a consultant to aerospace companies and universities doing planetary explorations.

Yet what he really wanted was to fly again.

He was a solidly built man with an olive complexion and thickly curled hair that he kept clipped very short in almost a military crew cut. He looked morose most of the time, pensive, almost unapproachable. But that was just a mask. He smiled easily, and when he did it lit up his whole face to show the truly gentle man beneath the surface.

Unfortunately, he was not smiling now.

Rodriguez and I were sitting in a small conference room, just the two of us. Between us floated a holographic image of the spacecraft that was being constructed for my flight to Venus. Hanging there in midair above the oval conference table, the ship looked more like an ironclad dirigible than anything else—which it was, almost. Of course we were
using the latest ceramic-metal alloys for her exterior, rather than iron.

With a slight frown creasing his brow, Rodriguez was telling me, “Mr. Humphries, we can’t hang another gondola under the gas envelope without enlarging the envelope by a third or more. Those are the numbers from the computer and there’s no way around them.”

“But we need the extra gondola to accommodate the crew,” I said.

“The friends you want to bring along are not crew, Mr. Humphries,” Rodriguez said. “The working crew can be accommodated in the single gondola, as per our original design.”

“They’re not just my friends,” I snapped, feeling testy. “One of them is a top planetary scientist, another is a writer who’ll be doing a book about this expedition …” My voice trailed off. Except for Mickey, the others were indeed nothing more than friends, acquaintances who wanted the thrill of flying to Venus.

Rodriguez shook his head. “We can’t do it, Mr. Humphries. Not at this late date. We’d have to scrap everything that’s been built and start all over again from scratch.”

That would be too expensive, I was certain. Even with a ten-billion-dollar prize in the offing, the banks were already nervous about financing the construction of my ship. International lending officers I had known from childhood wrinkled their brows at me and talked about risks and the inability to get insurance coverage for their exposure. We had to design the ship as frugally as possible; adding what would actually be a separate module for nonessential passengers would be unacceptable to the money people.

The trouble was, I had already invited those people to come along with me. I couldn’t disinvite them now, not without enormous embarrassment. And I had promised Mickey that she could come along, too.

Rodriguez took my silence for assent. “Then we’re agreed?” he asked.

I said nothing, desperately running different schemes
through my mind. Maybe a second ship? A backup. That might work. I could present it to the bankers as a safety precaution. What did Rodriguez call that kind of thing? A redundancy, that’s right. A safety redundancy.

“Okay,” he said, and resumed his painstakingly detailed briefing of every single component and system of the ship. I could feel my eyes glazing over.

I had named my vessel Hesperos, after the ancient Greek name for Venus as the beautiful evening star. Alex’s ship had been almost identical in design and he had called his Phosphoros, the old Greek name for Venus as the morning star, the light-bringer.

“And here,” Rodriguez was droning on, “is the descent module.”

A little spherical metal object appeared beneath the ship’s single gondola, sort of like a bathysphere. It was attached to the gondola by a line so thin I could barely make it out.

Rodriguez must have seen my brows hike up. “That’s a Buckyball cable. It’ll take kilotons of tensile stress. One of ’em saved my life on Mars, during the second expedition.”

I nodded and he went on and on, in infinite minutiae. Rodriguez was wearing what he jokingly referred to as his “consultant’s suit:” a sky-blue collarless jacket with matching slacks and a crisp open-necked saffron shirt. The color of the shirt reminded me of the clouds on Venus, a little. Me, I dressed for comfort: salmon-pink sport shirt, authentic blue jeans, and tennis shoes.

I knew it bothered Rodriguez that we were going with virtually the identical design as Alex’s ship, which had somehow failed and killed its entire crew. Rodriguez believed in caution; he claimed you didn’t live long enough to be an ex-astronaut unless you knew how to be careful. But by using Alex’s basic design we could save a ton of money; it would have cost a good fraction of the prize money to design a new vessel from scratch.

“That’s the basic design and layout of the bird,” Rodriguez said at long last. “Now I’d like to go over the modifications and improvements we’re going to put in.”


I felt my lips curl slightly. “You mean that some of the modifications won’t be improvements?”

Rodriguez broke into a grin. “Sorry. Sometimes I slip into corporate bafflegab. Every modification will be an improvement, I promise you.”

So I leaned back in my padded swivel chair and tried as hard as I could to pay attention to his earnest, plodding review. It was tedious to the point of paralysis, especially when I could see through the room’s only window the wide Pacific glittering in the afternoon sun. It was so tempting to call an end to this interminable briefing and spend the rest of the day on the man-made lagoon behind the seawall.

This high up in the hills it was hard to realize that once there had been beaches and surfing and homes strung all along the oceanfront. Malibu, Santa Monica, Marina Del Rey—their beaches had all been drowned when the Antarctic icecap started melting down. Even now, on this balmy, sunny afternoon the waves were pounding the new seawall and spraying the road that ran behind it.

While Rodriguez droned on, my thoughts drifted back to that anonymous phone message I’d received in Selene City. Father had murdered Alex? It sounded too terrible to be true, even for him. And yet …

But if my father had anything to do with Alex’s death, why had he cooked up this mission to recover his son’s body? Some form of atonement? Guilt? Clever public relations to throw the suspicion off him and quiet the rumors?

Such thoughts scared me. And depressed me terribly. It was too much for me to deal with. All I really wanted out of life was to live quietly in my home on Majorca, have a few friends drop in from time to time, go visiting when the mood struck me. Not take a risk-filled flight to another world. Not listen to Rodriguez going on and on with his endless details.

I’m doing this for Alex, I told myself. But I knew that was nonsense. Alex was dead and nothing that I or anyone else could do was going to change that.

“Are you all right, Mr. Humphries?”


With an effort, I focused my attention back on Rodriguez. He looked concerned, almost worried.

I ran a hand over my face. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

“You seemed far away,” Rodriguez replied. “Are you okay?”

“Um … I’ve got to take my injection,” I said, pushing my chair away from the table and the hologram floating above it.

Rodriguez got to his feet as I did. “Okay, sure. We can finish this later.”

“Right,” I said, and headed for the door.

I didn’t really need the injection right at that moment. I even could have taken it there in the conference room; it’s no big deal, just press the microneedle head of the syringe against your skin and squeeze the activator button. But I told everyone that I had to do it in my private quarters. It was a convenient fiction, a way of getting out of worrisome or boring situations, such as this dreary briefing.

So I went to the suite of rooms I was using as my private quarters in the building up atop the Malibu hills. Once it had been a research laboratory, but when the sea started rising the local government wanted to condemn the building, for fear the hills would erode so badly that it would go sliding into the ocean. Humphries Space Systems bought the complex for a pittance, then got the condemnation procedure legally stopped—with a generous application of money to the appropriate officials.

Now the former laboratory was owned by my father’s corporation. More than half its space was rented to other corporations and the harried engineers and administrators of the Greater Los Angeles Seawall Project, who were working against time and the tides to keep the rising Pacific Ocean from inundating more of the city.

My quarters were on the top floor of the central wing, small but decently furnished. As I opened the door I saw that my phone screen was blinking MESSAGE WAITING in bright yellow letters.


“Play my messages,” I called out, heading for the bathroom and my syringe.

The mirror above the sink flickered briefly and then my father’s stern face appeared. “I warned you about Lars Fuchs, remember? Well, my people have found out that he’s cobbling together some kind of ship out in the Belt. He’ll try for my prize money, all right, just as I thought.”

The idea that I’d have competition for the prize didn’t bother me very much. Not at that moment. From the way Father described it, Fuchs wouldn’t be much of a threat. Or so I thought.

Then Father delivered his bombshell. “By the way, I’ve picked a captain for your expedition. She’ll be arriving at your quarters there in Malibu in an hour or so. Her name is Desiree Duchamp.”

Father’s image winked out and I was staring at my own slack-jawed reflection. “But Rodriguez is going to be my captain,” I said weakly.

The door buzzer sounded.

Laying the syringe on the countertop, I went out into the sitting room and called, “Enter.”

The door unlocked itself and swung open. Standing there was a tall, slim, dark-haired woman of indeterminate age, wearing a skintight jumpsuit of glittery black faux leather. Her eyes were large and luminous. She might have been beautiful if she would have smiled, but the expression on her face was hard, bitter, almost angry.

“Come in,” I said, then added. “Ms. Duchamp.”

“Captain Duchamp, thanks to you.”

She marched into the room on long-legged strides. With the outfit she was wearing I expected her calf-length boots to have spike heels, but instead her heels were sensibly low. Otherwise she looked like a video portrayal of a dominating sex symbol. All she needs is a whip, I thought.

“Thanks to me?” I echoed. “This is my father’s idea, not mine.”

“You’re the one going to Venus,” she said, her voice low.
It would have been sultry if she weren’t so obviously displeased.

“I have a captain already signed up,” I said. “Tomas Rodriguez. He’s been—”

“I know Tommy,” Duchamp interrupted. “He’ll be my Number One.”

“He’s my captain,” I said, very firmly. “We’ve already signed a contract.”

Duchamp went to the long couch on the other side of the room and sat down as if she owned the place. For a long moment I just stood by the door, staring at her.

“Close the door,” she said frowning.

I called out, “Shut.” The door swung and its lock clicked.

“Look, Mr. Humphries,” Duchamp said more reasonably, clasping her hands together. “I don’t like this any more than you do. But Hump has decided he wants me to captain your spacecraft and we’re both stuck with that decision.”

Her fingers were long and the nails colored fire-engine red. I walked over toward the couch and sat on the armchair facing it.

“Why did he pick you?” I asked.

She frowned again. “To get rid of me, why else?”

“Rid of you?”

“This is his idea of a kiss-off. He’s tired of me; he’s got a couple of new tarts to chase.”

“You were his mistress?”

She actually laughed. “Christ, I haven’t heard that term since I was reading novels under the blankets after lights-out at boot camp.”

I shook my head. I was starting to feel giddy, a sure symptom, so I got to my feet. “Excuse me,” I said, heading for the bathroom.

It took less than a minute to administer my shot, but when I returned to the sitting room she was at the desk by the window and the wallscreen displayed her biographical résumé. She was a qualified astronaut, sure enough, a veteran of eleven flights to the Asteroid Belt and three to the
Jupiter system. On four expeditions she had been mission commander.

“How long have you known my father?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the screen instead of her.

“I met him about a year ago. We were bedmates for three months. Something of a record for Hump.”

“He was married to my mother for six years,” I said, still studying the data on the screen.

“Yeah, but he was sleeping with a lot of other kids. She was out of it half the time with her habit—”

I whirled on her, furious. “You don’t know anything about it! You might think you know, he might have told you a lot, but it’s all lies. Lies! Vicious, self-serving lies!”

She jumped to her feet, as if to defend herself from assault. “Hey, don’t blame me.”

“That’s my mother you’re talking about,” I snapped. “If she got hooked on narcotics it was his doing.”

“Okay,” Duchamp said placatingly. “Okay.”

I took a deep, deliberate breath. Then, as calmly as I could manage, I told her, “I don’t want you on my mission. Not as captain. Not in any capacity at all.”

She shrugged as if it didn’t matter. “You’ll have to straighten that out with your father.”

“It’s not his decision.”

“Yes it is,” Duchamp countered. “Remember the golden rule—he who has the gold makes the rules.”




MAJORCA

I threw a sort of party of my own, a disastrous affair with just a dozen or so of my close friends. They flew in from all points of the compass obligingly enough, all dressed in the latest “in” fashion: neo-Victorian dinner clothes for the men, the women in low-cut evening gowns rich with artificial feathers and real gems.

Style is an ephemeral thing. I’m told that once, young adults such as myself and my friends dressed in grungy military fatigues and camouflage shirts. A generation later the youthful set was piercing their navels, eyebrows, even their sex organs, and wearing metal studs through their tongues and lips. Their children spent their rebellious years in plastic jackets that imitated samurai armor and tattooed their faces like Maori warriors.

The “in” style for my group was sophistication. We dressed extravagantly in vintage dinner jackets and sequined gowns. We pretended to smoke faux cigarettes of harmless organics. We glittered with jewels and bracelets and earrings of precious metals from asteroids. We spoke in the
elegant tones of cultivated boredom, affecting the witty cynicism of Oscar Wilde and Bernard Shaw. Profanities and crude language were far, far beneath us.

Yet even though we dressed so elegantly and spoke so genteelly, my gathering was a fiasco. It was terribly embarrassing to have to tell them that I couldn’t take them with me to Venus. I stammered through the reasons, and was surprised to see looks of relief on some of their faces.

But only on some of them.

“Do you mean to stand there and tell me that you made me fly all the way here from Boston just to tell me you’re reneging on your invitation?” demanded Quenton Cleary. He looked quite splendid in a crimson Hussar’s uniform, with loads of gold braid and a chestful of ribbons and medals. Something of an athlete, Quenton starred on the international volleyball team that he had organized. They had even competed on the Moon against the amateur team that Selene City had put together. And they had almost won, too, despite the totally different conditions there.

“It can’t be done,” I said, feeling miserable. “I even had to tell Professor Cochrane that there will be no room for her on the vessel.”

When I tried to explain it all again, Quenton took the whole tray of crystal champagne flutes from the table and heaved them across my living room. They smashed against the stones of the fireplace into a thousand shards.

That was Quenton: given to physical expression. But he was no fool. No one was standing within five meters of the fireplace when he gave vent to his temper. No one was scratched. He didn’t damage the Vermeer hanging over the fireplace, either.

“Really, Quenton!” said Basil Ustinov.

“Well, I had to fly all the way here from Boston, you know,” Quenton said heatedly.

“And I flew here from St. Petersburg,” Basil riposted. “What of it? I’m just as disappointed as you are, but if Van can’t do anything about it, there’s no reason to get violent over it.”


They had all come from long distances, all except Gwyneth, who was studying in Barcelona at the time. Of course, with Clippership rockets no major transport hub on Earth was more than an hour away from any other hub. It took more time to drive from the airfield at New Palma to my home up here in Majorca’s hills than it did to fly from Boston. I had often considered putting in a landing field for copters or jumpjets, but the thought of battling the townspeople and their dreary little community council kept me from even proposing it.

I could see the town’s point of view, I suppose. It truly was lovely up here in the hills, away from the thundering rockets and screeching helicopters. Not even tourist buses could get through the town’s main street, so this part of the island stayed tranquil and relaxed.

As I sat back in the silky comfort of my favorite couch and gazed through the sweeping windows at the Mediterranean, I realized how much I loved this home of mine. The sea was calm, its long gentle waves touched with the pink of approaching sunset. The hillside marched down to the water in a series of terraces that still held vegetable gardens and vineyards. Hannibal had seen those terraces. This land had been under human cultivation since long before history had begun to be written.

The rising sea level had inundated the beaches, of course, as well as much of the old city of Palma. Even the gentle Mediterranean was swallowing up its seacoasts. Still, Majorca was as close to paradise as I could imagine.

And I was going to leave this all behind to live in a metal cell for months at a time so that I could risk my life and limb trying to be the first person to set foot on the red-hot surface of Venus. I shook my head at the absurdity of the position I had put myself in.

But Quenton was getting pugnacious. “I don’t like having promises broken,” he said petulantly. “Van, you’ve gone back on your word.”

“There’s nothing I can do about it,” I said.

“I don’t believe you.”


My cheeks burning, I got to my feet. “Are you accusing me of lying to you?”

Quenton glared at me. “You made a promise and now you’ve broken it.”

“Then get out of my house,” I heard myself say. It surprised me, but I realized that I was suddenly quite thoroughly angry.

Francesca Ianetta huffed, “Really, Van!”

“You, too,” I snapped. “All of you!” I swept the room with an outstretched hand and shouted, “You can all get out! Now! Leave me alone!”

For a moment there was nothing but shocked silence. Then Basil pulled his rotund body from the armchair he’d been sitting in. “I suppose I should get back to my work,” he said.

Basil’s idea of work was to smear colors across a display screen. He was a very talented artist, everyone said, but he was extremely lazy. He could afford to be; his patroness was extremely wealthy.

Nodding curtly, I said, “Yes, you should.”

“I shall go back to Rome,” Francesca said grandly. “I have an opera to finish.”

“Good,” I said. “Maybe if you put some real work into it you’d actually finish it.”

“Really!” she said, appalled.

“Go on, all of you,” I repeated, shooing them toward the door. “Go!”

Shocked, astonished at my outburst of poor manners, they left my house. Still hot with anger, I watched them from the window of my entertainment room, a procession of flamboyantly bright-colored automobiles, their electric engines making hardly a hum on the winding brick road that went down the hillside switchbacks and connected with the motorway.

“There they go.”

I turned from the window. Gwyneth was standing next to me. She hadn’t left, and I was glad of it.

The word that always popped into my mind whenever I
thought of Gwyneth was alluring. She had a way of looking at me, a sidelong glance through those long lashes of hers, that told me she wanted me as much as I wanted her. In earlier years she would have been called a courtesan, a kept woman, or worse. To me, she was a companion, a friend who shared her body and her mind with me. Gwyneth was serious, quiet, as steady as you’d want a companion to be. She had a wicked sense of humor, which she rarely let anyone see. She was slim, tiny, almost elfin, with long auburn hair that billowed beautifully in the breeze when we sailed together. Her face was to die for, with chiseled high cheekbones, luscious full lips, and almond-shaped eyes that were a golden, tawny brown.

“You’re not angry with me, too, are you?” she asked, with a coy smile.

I felt my anger dissolve. “How could I be?”

She gave me an odd, quizzical look. “The way you told them off … you’re starting to let the others know how strong you really are.”

Surprised, I asked, “Strong? Me?”

“Real strength,” Gwyneth said, her eyes studying my face. “Not the silly tantrums Quenton throws. You have real steel, Van, deep inside you.”

“You think so?”

“I’ve known it since I first met you. But you keep it hidden, even from yourself.” Then she added, in a murmur, “Èspecially from yourself.”

Suddenly I felt uncomfortable. I turned away from her and looked out at the cars disappearing down the hillside road.

“You’d think they’d double up,” Gwyneth said, coming closer to stand beside me. “Not one of them offered to ride with any of the others.”

I hadn’t thought about that until she mentioned it. They could have driven together if they’d wanted to; the automated cars could find their way back to the airport rental lot just as well unoccupied.

We walked together back into the broad expanse of the
living room. The robot cleaners had already swept up the shattered glassware.

“I suppose I’ll never see them again,” I said.

She smiled coolly. “They’ll forget about your temper tantrum … as long as you have money.”

“Don’t be cruel,” I said. I didn’t like to think that they tolerated me only because I helped them in their chosen fields. It was true, of course, that I was a major backer for Francesca’s unfinished opera, and—come to think of it—Quenton had asked me for a loan to keep his team going. That had been more than a year ago; not a word from him about paying it back.

What would they do when they realized I was broke? I hadn’t found the courage to tell them that my income had been cut off. I was living on loans reluctantly advanced by banks against the ten billion prize dollars. Even though many of those bank officers were longtime friends of mine or the family’s, they grew more nervous with each passing month. As if it were their own money they were playing with! I hadn’t told any of the bankers about Lars Fuchs and apparently they were not as well informed about Fuchs as my father was.

Gwyneth and I walked wordlessly out onto the terrace to watch the last moments of the sunset. The sky turned flame red, flecked with purple clouds. The sea glittered crimson. From this high up the gentle waves lapping against once-dry terraces sounded like a distant sigh.

Gwyneth looked lovely in her graceful floor-length gown of gold lamé. She leaned her head against my shoulder. I slipped an arm around her waist.

“I depend on your money, too,” she said, almost whispering. “Don’t you forget that.”

Two years ago, when I had first met Gwyneth, she had been a ballet student in London. Then she decided to major in art history at the Sorbonne. Now she was studying architecture in Barcelona. I was letting her use my apartment there. In the two years I had known her, we had never used the word love. Not even in bed.


“That’s not important,” I said.

“It is to me.”

I didn’t want to know what she meant. I enjoyed her company; in a way, I suppose, I needed her. Needed her common sense, her emotional support, her quiet strength.

She pulled away from me once the sun had dipped below the horizon. I gestured toward the French doors and we went back inside.

“You realize,” Gwyneth said, as we sat together on the couch beneath my one and only Turner, “that most of them are glad they’re not going with you.”

With a nod I replied, “Yes, I thought I saw relief on their faces. Not Quenton’s, though.”

She smiled. “Quenton’s simply better at disguising his real feelings.”

“But he was so eager to go.”

“At first,” she said. “Over the past few weeks, though, his ardor cooled considerably. Didn’t you notice?”

“No. Why do you suppose … ?”

Gwyneth lifted her slim shoulders slightly in a miniature shrug. “I have the feeling that the closer you got to actually taking off on your expedition, the more Quenton—and the others, too—realized that they were frightened.”

“Frightened?”

“Of course.”

“Were you frightened, too?”

“Of course,” she repeated.

I sank back onto the cushions and thought about that for a moment. “Yet they all agreed to go. You, too.”

“It sounded exciting at first. Going to Venus and all that. But it is dangerous, isn’t it?”

I nodded. And before I realized what I was saying, I admitted, “I’m frightened, too.”

“Ahh,” she said.

“I don’t want to go through with it. I really don’t.”

“Then why do it?”

“I need that prize money.”


Gwyneth sighed. “It always comes down to the money, doesn’t it?”

“I’ve made an idiot of myself.”

“Not if you go through with it,” she said. “When you return you’ll be financially independent of your father for the rest of your life. That’s worth something, don’t you think?”

“I could get killed.”

She gave me an odd look. “Yes, there is that.”

We sat there in silence for some time as the shadows of twilight deepened and the room grew dark.

At last I said, “You know, it was Alex who turned me on to science. To planetary astronomy and all that.”

“Really?”

I could barely make out her face in the shadows. “Yes. He was ten years older than I. As far back as I can remember, whatever he did, I wanted to do.”

“Including scientific exploration.”

Nodding, I remembered, “He started showing me where he’d been on Mars. I did virtual reality trips with him. It was fascinating! A different world. So much to see, so much to discover.”

Gwyneth sat there beside me in the dark and let me babble on.

At last I said, “It’s not the money! It’s not. I’m going to Venus to find my brother. I’m going for Alex.”

She kissed me lightly on the cheek and whispered, “Of course you are, Van.”

Was it really true? Were either one of us speaking the truth? I wanted it to be true. With a pang of guilt, I recognized that I needed it to be true.

Then she said, “About the flat in Barcelona.”

“What about it?” I asked.

She hesitated a long moment. “Well, it’s only … you see, if you don’t come back from your expedition, I have no legal right to remain there. Your father will boot me out, won’t he? Or his lawyers will.”

No, I thought. Father wouldn’t evict you. He’d take one
good look at those promising eyes and lithe figure and take you for himself.

But I didn’t tell her that. Instead, I said, “I’m having a will drawn up. The apartment will be my bequest to you. Will that be sufficient?”

She kissed me again, this time on the lips.

We never spoke about love, or gratitude either, but we understood each other perfectly well.
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