
I wouldn’t have to pack anything. All I needed was to check out 
a club from the gear locker. Officially, it’s a standard NAPD-

issue thumb-locked evidence kit, but we call it the “club,” for 
CLB—Crime Lab in a Box. I was going to need it at that bloody 
crime scene.

My black Wuhan took me northeast, climbing for altitude 
past the domed sprawl of the Blue Sun Stadium and angling 
north toward the skyward stab of the Bradbury Tower arcolo-
gies. The rain had cleared in the past hour, replaced by a weak 
morning sun filtering through a toxic haze. I could just make 
out the slate grey expanse of the ocean in the distance far off 
to the right. The Andes, to the east, were still shrouded in bank 
upon towering bank of clouds.

New Angeles is, with no question whatsoever, the biggest 
and most populous megapolis on Earth, with hundreds of mil-
lions of citizens packed in ten or twelve thousand to the square 
kilometer, and God alone knows how many disenfrancistos, 
streetbangers, sewer rats, under-city scavengers, clones, and 
bioroids. Downtown takes up a quarter of what used to be the 
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sovereign nation of Ecuador, and if not for hoppers and tube-
levs, getting around town would take days.

Sometimes even air travel is slow. New Angeles Air Traffic 
Control was routing me around to the west with an estimated 
flight time of one hour. At first I tried to catch up on a bit more 
sleep, but I was already into full-blown Case Mode, going over 
the information the Commissioner had given me in my head 
and on my PAD.

I’d fanned open the display on my Palm Access Device and 
pulled down the history. Human First was arguably the largest 
of several hundred underground organizations devoted to doing 
away with clones and bioroids, and that was just here in the 
New Angeles area. Their front company—Humanity Labor—
the workers’ centers, the workers’ comp, health insurance com-
panies, even a few religious institutions, all felt that life would 
be a lot better if the vats and the bioroid assembly lines were 
all shut down.

And that was a real problem, for New Angeles in particular. 
Our legal jurisdiction extended all the way up-Stalk to Hein-
lein, and that meant the helium-3 mining consortia. Bioroids—
android and gynoid robots—weren’t so much of a problem up 
there, but clones were. The miners’ union didn’t like them be-
cause they replaced real humans in the workforce; the manage-
ment of big mining corps, like Melange, loved them because 
it was cheaper to buy a few thousand Jinteki clones and work 
them to death—sorry, fully utilize proprietary assets—than it 
was to hire humans and pay for their workers’ comp.

Me, I can’t say I like the way clones are treated—they’re 
human, damn it, no matter what their genomic mods and con-
ditioning—but I also know there isn’t anything I, personally, 
can do about it. That ancient adage about not being able to fight 
city hall went double for the big megacorps like Jinteki, or the 
congresscritters they bought and sold like commodities on the 
NYSE.
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I didn’t much care one way or the other whether they de-
cided to stop production or not, but then my job wasn’t being 
threatened by Jinteki worker clones or the latest in AI-imprinted 
hardware out of Haas-Bioroid. The human simulants I knew 
personally were all decent sorts—better behaved than most 
people of my acquaintance. I tend to be pretty apolitical myself, 
but so far as I could see, it was the androids—a catch-all term 
for both robotic bioroids and the so-called clones—that were 
getting the raw end of the deal, not the other way around.

The Commissioner had been dead right about one thing: the 
riots last year had been very nasty. Hundreds of clones had been 
killed, several bioroids had been rather messily disassembled, 
and a lot of full-humans had been killed or hurt. The mayor had 
just managed to avoid calling in the Feds. If New Angelinos 
agree on anything—which is saying one hell of a lot—it’s on 
the need to keep the Feds the hell out of our business. They 
don’t like it that we have the Beanstalk, and for thirty years 
they’ve been looking for any excuse to move in and appropriate 
it and the golden cash flow cascading down-Stalk.

And now a ristie—the word came from “aristocrat” and 
referred to any of the ultra-rich denizens on the tops of their 
klick-high arcologies—had been offed in a spectacularly messy 
fashion, and some of the evidence, at least, pointed to a miner…
and that almost certainly meant a clone.

Not good.
I needed to get up-Stalk fast.
I’d given some thought to the possibility of dropshipping up-

Stalk—it would be a little faster than a beanpod—but decided I 
didn’t want another lecture from the Commissioner about De-
partment budgets and my sacred responsibility to the taxpayers. 
A beanpod would get me there quickly enough.

First, though, I had to get to The Root.
I parked in the tower garage in Quevedo at the western foot 

of the mountains, and took the elevator down to the tube-lev 
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Metro. With my evidence kit in hand, I electronically flashed 
my badge to avoid baring all for the backscatter screening, and 
was ushered through to the main concourse, where a couple 
thousand people wandered through a hall the size of the Blue 
Sun Stadium, hunting for baggage, dragging along scream-
ing children, occasionally reuniting in enthusiastic hugs, and 
raising a dull roar of background noise that constantly echoed 
throughout the vast chamber, despite the sonic suppressors.

I downloaded my ticket into my PAD and followed a holo-
graphic yellow light glowing in the air overhead to find my plat-
form. The car was already unpleasantly crowded when I stepped 
aboard—I’m mildly claustrophobic in crowds, but I can usually 
ignore it. I felt the little bounce under my foot as the mag-levs 
adjusted to my weight. The ticket told me I was in seat 20A, and 
it only took a few moments to convince a drugged-out tourist 
that he was in my seat, and would he like to move himself or 
be moved, now?

A few seconds later, a holographic attendant reminded us all 
to stay in our seats and buckle our seatbelts, as serious injury 
could result under acceleration if we did not do so, and that the 
New Angeles Transit Authority could accept no responsibility 
for personal injuries if we did not follow the rules.

And then another guy as big as me was sitting in my lap…
or at least that was the way it felt as we entered the vacuum and 
accelerated at two gravities.

The two-G acceleration lasted just eight and a half seconds, 
and then the mag-lev train was hurtling through hard vacuum a 
kilometer or more beneath the surface at 170 meters per second. 
There were no windows, of course—there’s nothing to see out-
side in a tube-lev tunnel, after all—and the kilometers passed 
in utter silence…well, silent except for the squalling baby in 
19B, and the loudly arguing couple somewhere in the back. I 
pulled the morning edition of the New Angeles Sol from my seat 
dispenser. It was a sheet of silk-fine, carbon-weave cloth when 
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I tugged it free, but it turned rigid in a second or two, the dark 
surface coming alive with images and print. I thumb-flipped 
through the first dozen pages or so, looking for news about the 
Dow murder.

Nothing yet, thank God. 
Cardinal Reese, I noticed, had given a thoroughly inflamma-

tory homily last night as a guest speaker at the Church of St. 
Theresa on the evils of “soulless android simulants” in today’s 
society…and Human First was calling for the elimination of 
miner clones to reduce the high unemployment rate among real 
people. Same-ol’, same-ol’. The page-one vid of Reese showed 
him gesticulating repeatedly and angrily, his face florid and im-
passioned. I considered popping in an earpiece to hear the text 
of his sermon, but thought better of it. I don’t know Who’s run-
ning the universe…but I seriously doubt that Cardinal Reese or 
the Temple of Sol or any of the rest of them do, either.

I did a search to see if the rag had anything about Roger Dow, 
but all I came up with was an article on page 121 about how 
he was due to meet with a delegation of congresscritters at the 
Carousel Boardrooms tonight, where he would have proposed 
legislation allowing for the gradual elimination of simulants, 
starting with the lunar mines.

Judging from what I’d seen on Commissioner Dawn’s vid 
wall, he wasn’t going to make that meeting.

I entered a note to myself on my PAD: make sure that those 
messy remains I’d seen in Dawn’s office were those of Roger 
Dow. The first rule of crime scene analysis was to not take any-
thing for granted. A DNA check would prove the victim’s iden-
tity easily enough, but I’d run that test myself rather than rely 
on the Space Elevator Authority.

Never assume.
The Dow article, I noticed, carried Lily Lockwell’s byline. If 

she was interested in him, she’d be following up on that planned 
meeting tonight. I just hoped I could reach the crime scene be-
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fore she did, and maybe head her off.
After porting the article to my PAD, I dropped the news rag 

into the recycler pocket, then keyed my PAD’s secretary to pull 
down whatever he could find on one Roger Mayhurst Dow on 
the Net.

Netpedia had a fairly extensive bio on the guy. Yale Law, 
class of ’21. Married, one wife, one kid. Private law practice 
out of college, then a Southern California state senator for four 
years…followed by a stint in the U.S. Senate for six. Lost a bid 
for re-election, then joined the firm of Marshall, Applewhite, 
& Dow the following year—one of the big SC lobbying firms. 
Turned out the “Dow” on the firm letterhead was his father, 
Roger Mayhurst Dow, Sr., and the family was better than well 
off. Junior’s estimated personal worth was 450 million, mostly 
in private investments in both commercial spacelines and the 
Beanstalk. It seemed politics had agreed with him, and the fact 
that one of Marshall, Applewhite, & Dow’s biggest clients was 
the North American arm of 14K hadn’t hurt either.

He’d taken a temporary leave of absence from the firm four 
months ago in order to go to work for Humanity Labor. That 
was fairly routine in the lobbying game. Made having private 
tête-à-têtes with senators and representatives seem a bit less 
rabidly commercial. He was being paid well—very well—by 
Humanity Labor for hobnobbing with government officials and 
suggesting just how certain laws ought to be worded. He was 
also the author of a number of passionate Net articles on anti-
simulant legislation.

I wondered what he’d really thought. It was anyone’s guess 
whether he actually believed the Humanity Labor party line; 
give a guy that much money and he’ll say he believes in Santa 
Claus and the Tooth Fairy. Hell, he’ll swear out an affidavit that 
he saw both of them consorting with the Easter Bunny.

The tube-lev trip lasted just twenty minutes. A minute before 
arrival, the translucent attendant reappeared to tell us to stay put 
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and buckled in, and our seats rotated in place so that we were 
facing back the way we came. Then that invisible, eighty-kilo 
lummox was sitting in my lap again as we decelerated into the 
Root. The doors gulled open, and I stepped out into the heart of 
Cayambe.

Many years ago, the economy of the tiny South American 
nation of Ecuador was failing. At the same time, the United 
States government was looking into building a space elevator—
the Beanstalk—a structure 70,000 kilometers high including its 
main facility (the space complex known as Midway) at geo-
synchronous orbit, 35,784 kilometers up. They needed a spot 
smack on the equator to build the thing, and after considering 
anchoring it to an artificial floating island at sea, they settled on 
the third-highest mountain in Ecuador, a glacier-clad mountain 
in exactly the right spot.

The United States purchased 75,000 square kilometers of 
land from Ecuador for something like a trillion dollars spread 
over twenty years. That amounted to about one quarter of the 
country’s total area, including most of the coastal plain between 
the Andes Mountains and the ocean. Quito, two hundred kilo-
meters inland, became an international gateway city, still the 
capital of Ecuador, but also a dwarfed suburb of the sprawling 
megapolis that had become the city of New Angeles.

The influx of hard credit had saved the country, of course, 
and created the ground-side link of what eventually became 
known as the Beanstalk. New Angeles became the means of 
cheap access to space. Cayambe, sixty-four kilometers north-
east of Quito, was the Beanstalk’s Root.

I rode the elevator up from the tube-lev station, past level 
upon level of upscale mall boutiques, restaurants, and city ser-
vices buried inside the mountain, emerging at last into the brisk, 
thin openness of the Plaza del Cielo.

As many times as I’ve gone up-Stalk, the view from the Pla-
za never fails to get to me. It’s literally breathtaking…though a 
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lot of that is due to the fact that the outside air is so damned thin 
4,700 meters above sea level. Older folks have to wear masks 
when they leave the under-mountain facilities, though it doesn’t 
bother people with Freitas respirocytes in their bloodstreams or 
the appropriate G-mods to their lungs.

It’s the only spot on Earth’s equator with a permanent ice 
cap, though the facility’s big helium-3 reactor heats the sur-
rounding air enough to keep the Plaza itself ice-free. North, the 
main peak of Cayambe rises above the Plaza for another thou-
sand meters, ice-covered and dazzlingly brilliant in the clear, 
thin air. East, morning sun glints off blue-white ice in a daz-
zling flare of light; beyond, the ground drops away toward the 
vast and sprawling Amazonas agroplexes of Sucumbios District 
and, beyond that, southern Columbia and northern Peru.

I didn’t spend much time looking at ice, though. Like any 
rubbernecking tourist, I tilted my head back and looked…up.

Imagine a tree—with a trunk twenty meters wide and sev-
enty thousand kilometers high—planted smack on an equato-
rial mountaintop at an altitude of 4,700 meters. The Beanstalk 
had started as a buckyweave strap one meter wide, woven meter 
by meter by the constructorbots as it was lowered out of the 
sky all the way down from synchorbit, over 31,000 kilometers 
overhead. 

Nowadays, the structure’s main body was as thick as one of 
its elevator cars was long, with multiple magnetic tracks around 
the circumference for up- and down-Stalk pods. Dark grey in 
color, it arrowed from the mountaintop Plaza into an impossibly 
deep, blue zenith, dwindling up and up and up until it vanished 
from sight. 

A beanpod was coming down now, a vertical cigar-shaped 
vehicle riding a superconducting mag-lev line gently down 
the Stalk and vanishing into the elaborately domed and tower-
proud roof of Earth Station at the center of the Plaza. A moment 
later, a much larger car descended on a different track—a cargo 
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pod hauling three monster canisters of helium-3.
New Angeles’s life blood, all the way down from the Moon.
The sight was…dizzying; the Beanstalk is by far the larg-

est man-made structure ever built, whether measured by height, 
mass, or volume. At night, even out on the waterfront districts 
of Manta or Guayaquil, over three hundred kilometers away, 
you can see the Stalk clearly, a razor-slash of light, laser-beam 
straight, descending from halfway up the sky to the horizon. 
New Angelinos are proud of that streak of starlight; we’re the 
only megapolis on Earth to reach all the way up and really 
touch the sky.

The Plaza was crowded today with several hundred peo-
ple—most of them squeezed together in an angry, gesticulating 
mass. Several waved crudely lettered signs for the benefit of the 
media—things like “NO CLONES,” “HUMANS FIRST,” “LA 
TIERRA POR HUMANIDAD,” and a badly spelled “CLONS 
GOT MY JOB.” The mob appeared to be playing it up for a 
number of newsies nearby, identifiable by the small, silver 
monocams each wore over one eye. Several bored-looking yel-
low jackets—the Beanstalk’s security cops—stood off to one 
side, watching with folded arms and holstered weapons.

Except for the news media and the guards, it didn’t look like 
the demonstration was garnering much attention. Human First 
pulled this sort of stunt every so often, bringing in a paid mob 
to make noise and wave signs for the benefit of the next set 
of newsrag editions. By crowding together that way, the mob 
looked a lot bigger and more impressive in-vid than it actually 
was.

Possibly Humanity Labor was trying to set the stage for 
the planned Congressional summit later. Too bad Dow’s death 
hadn’t been announced. It might have saved some of the scream-
ing crowd members sore throats and hoarse voices.

I walked through the high, wide transplas doors of Earth Sta-
tion’s eastern portal. The security gate pinged my badge and let 

William h. Keith30



me go through without paying for a ticket…but this time I had 
to walk through the backscatter arch. 

Nobody can avoid getting scanned upon entering the Bean-
stalk. They checked me out down to the skin with x-rays…then 
added the ultrasound overlay to make sure I wasn’t carrying 
anything nasty in my stomach or colon. 

The New Angeles Transit Authority takes security on Cayam-
be very seriously. Ten years ago, a Martian terrorist managed 
to get onto a beanpod with three kilos of surgically implanted 
exotic explosives in his belly. The pod hadn’t been damaged—
those things are tough—but eight passengers had died, and the 
blast had made a hell of a mess on the first-class pod’s dining 
deck.

I knew. I’d been part of the official response team.
My pod was leaving in thirty minutes. I caught the slidewalk 

across the Grand Concourse that would take me to the departure 
platform.

“Rick! Rick Harrison!”
I turned and saw a young woman running toward the slide-

walk, elbowing her way through the crowds with consummate 
and practiced skill. Legs up to here and auburn hair down to 
there…and as deadly as fifty-eight kilos of antimatter in a leaky 
containment field.

“Hello, Lily,” I said.
Lily Lockwell jumped onto the slidewalk, nearly knocking 

an elderly Mestizo couple off as she did so.
“Excuse me! Excuse me, please. ¡Perdón! Rick! What a 

wonderful surprise! What are you doing here?”
She’d been born Lilith Ramón, but taken the alliterative 

name of Lily Lockwell as a part of her transformation into a 
high-powered media-star. She was a roving reporter both for 
the New Angeles Sol and for NBN, and her work was syndi-
cated through a dozen satellite network affiliates and twice as 
many newsrags.
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Dawn had warned me about talking with her, warned me to 
tell her “no comment,” but if I told her that, she’d know I was 
on a case. I decided to give her a little harmless misdirection 
instead.

“Sightseeing,” I replied. “What else?”
“You never sightsee, Rick,” she told me. “What dug you out 

from behind your desk?”
“Just checking on a couple of my people,” I told her. “We’re 

stretched pretty thin right now.”
“So…you going up-Stalk? Or coming down?”
“Up,” I admitted.
She brightened. “So am I! We can travel together!”
This I did not need. “I don’t think so, Lil. Not this time.” I 

patted my PAD hanging in its holster. “I…have some work to 
catch up on.”

“Nonsense! When do we ever have time to see one another? 
This is perfect!” She took my arm and stepped a little closer. 
“We could even get a private cabin on a first-class pod. My 
expense account will stretch that far.”

I decided that my safest bet was to go on the offensive. “So 
why are you up-Stalking? Where are you headed?”

She made a face. “Work. What else?”
“That rent-a-mob outside?”
“Nah. There’s a big meeting tonight. Carousel Boardrooms. 

Senator Rivera and Senator Suarez both are coming up with 
some Angelino bigwigs. Some senators and representatives on 
the Congressional Oversight Committee on Workers’ Issues are 
subbing in from D.C. Formal dinner, the works.”

I grinned. “I think I read something about that.”
“I’m touched that you still follow my pieces.”
We stepped off the end of the slidewalk. My gate was just 

ahead.
She brushed a few strands of that glorious auburn hair back 

from her face. “You know, Rick, I thought by now we could be 
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honest with one another.”
“Of course we can…”
“Then why are you lying to me?”
“What lying?”
She gestured at the heavy silver case in my hand. “If you’re 

just ‘checking up’ on a couple of your people, why are you 
dragging along an NAPD evidence kit?”

Burned. I winced. “They are on a case—”
“And have access to NAPD equipment both in Heinlein and 

on the Stalk. You also have that look.”
“Look? What look?”
“The ‘I’m on a case’ look. Distracted. A million klicks 

away.”
Lily always could read me, damn it. Hell, she can read any-

body. It’s part of her job description.
But she knew me way too well, both on and off monocam. 

We’d been lovers for a while—still were, I guess, though find-
ing time to spend together between her career and mine tended 
to make it a hit-or-miss affair. I’d known her for years—she 
was one of NBN’s brightest crime-reporting stars and we were 
always running into her during field investigations and at crime 
scenes. But we’d become close after Nina left me, something to 
do with that yawning black hole of emptiness I’d been carrying 
around inside, I suppose. One thing had led to another, and…

Something occurred to me. Reaching down, I pulled my 
PAD from its thigh holster and thumbed it on. I’d been pinged 
recently, though I had it set not to alert me. The record was 
there, though, and included the pinger’s ID.

“So,” I said easily, “why are you lying to me?”
“I’m not!”
“Well, not in so many words, no. But that was a very nice act 

just now, shouting and waving and telling me what a surprise it 
was to see me.”

I showed her my PAD screen. Lily had pinged me thirty-five 
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minutes ago while I was still on the Metro, then again twenty 
minutes later while I was out on the Plaza, and, finally, a third 
time just moments before she’d spotted me on the slidewalk.

“Stalking me?” I asked. “Maybe using a locator app to track 
me?”

She looked angry…and, believe me, only redheads can put 
that much pure fury into a glance.

But I didn’t let it burn through my armor. “How’d you know 
I was going to be here, anyway?”

“I checked in with Fuentes at the NAPD front desk, of 
course. He told me you’d be here. But I wasn’t stalking you, for 
Christ’s sake. Don’t flatter yourself, Codfish.”

“Don’t call me that.” If I ever found out who’d told her about 
that…

“You’re on a case, Rick, and the Commissioner won’t give 
me the time of day.”

“And Fuentes isn’t supposed to.”
“But you are on a case, and it’s a big one if you’re keeping it 

this quiet. So what’s going down? Or up, as the case may be.”
“No comment.”
“Aw, c’mon, Rick. Off the record?”
“It’s not worth my job.”
“There’s a rumor floating around that the big Congressional 

summit tonight is going to be called off. Any comment?”
“Nope. Let me know how it turns out.”
“Damn you, Rick…”
“I am sorry, babe.” I looked into those deep, liquid eyes and 

decided to relent just a little. “Look, maybe we can talk later.”
“You can forget about that private cabin.”
“S’okay. It’s a short trip. We wouldn’t have time to get real 

friendly…”
“Yeah? When did you ever have time for more than a cuiqui?” 

The Andean slang meant what it sounded like.
“You don’t have to get nasty.”
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She turned and fumed off, leaving me by the boarding gate. I 
admired the rear view for a moment until she was lost again in 
the crowd, then shrugged and boarded my pod.

She’d get over it. She always did.
A typical passenger pod—the kind without first-class accom-

modations—is twenty-one meters long and contains three pas-
senger decks, located in the middle and each about five meters 
wide. Inside the pointed ends, top and bottom, is the environ-
mental gear—air and water tanks, heating and air conditioning 
units—and the radar for the paraglider ram-chute hidden amid-
ships, just in case something goes wrong. Nothing ever does, of 
course. Space elevator safety systems are as close to foolproof 
as it’s possible to get.

Each deck held twelve deeply cushioned seats set around the 
deck’s circumference. Opposite the entryway, the wall swelled 
inward, taking a bite out of the circular deck. That was the 
deck’s restroom, and there was a beverage dispenser located on 
the outside of the cubicle door.

I found my seat, stowed my evidence kit in a cabin locker, 
and strapped myself in. Eight of the other seats were occupied—
two rather obvious businessmen buried in their PADs, a young 
noirie couple lost in one another, a soldier in uniform, a mother 
and her six-year-old child, and a clone in a grey-green Melange 
Mining uniform jumper. I brought up the time display on my 
wrist. Not long now.

A few minutes later, another holographic attendant flickered 
into visibility on the center of the deck, recommending that we 
stay seated and strapped in whenever possible. The curving, 
opaque walls all the way around suddenly turned transparent, 
displaying a three-sixty vid projection relayed from cameras 
strategically located on the pod’s outer hull. 

We were already moving up through the open roof of Earth 
Station and into the brilliant, mountaintop morning light. The 
broad, circular Plaza del Cielo dropped away rapidly as the 
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feeling of weight slowly increased, until it felt like someone 
half my weight was sitting in my lap. Seconds later, we were 
above the highest of Cayambe’s ice-shrouded peaks and still 
accelerating.

We were on our way up-Stalk.
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