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ABSTRACT We studied the growth of Xe on Nb(110) from 33 K
to 100 K using a combination of low-energy electron diffraction
and an in situ oblique-incidence optical reflectivity difference
technique. We found that a hexagonal close-packed Xe film
grows after a transition layer of three monoatomic layers thick
is formed. The first two monolayers, influenced by both the
interaction with the Nb substrate and the Xe–Xe interaction,
lack long-range order. The third monolayer forms a bulk-like
hexagonal close-packed structure. Subsequently a bulk-phase
Xe(111) film grows in step-flow mode from 54 K down to 40 K.
At 40 K, we observed a brief crossover to a layer-by-layer mode.
At 33 K the growth proceeds in a kinetically limited multilayer
or a three-dimensional island mode.

PACS 68.35.Fx; 68.35.Ja; 82.20.-w; 61.16.Ch

1 Introduction

Heteroepitaxy of thin crystalline films is one of the
methods for fabricating heterostructured materials that under-
lie many existing and future device applications [1]. It also
serves as a fertile ground for basic material physics research
on interplay of various kinetic processes that occur during
unit-cell formation (e.g. intralayer and interlayer mass trans-
port and surface reactions) [2]. Heteroepitaxy is complicated
as the growth quality is also subject to factors such as mis-
match in lattice constant and electronic structure, symmetry
frustration, and intermixing between host and guest materials.
Most heteroepitaxy studies have been focused on the pseudo-
morphic growth of a guest material on a host substrate with
a lattice constant close to that of the guest (roughly within
10 to 15%). A pseudomorphic growth persists up to a critical
thickness beyond which the accumulated strain in the film be-
comes too large to further sustain such a growth [1–5]. Less
has been done on growth over highly mismatched substrates
where the critical layer is less than one-monolayer thick. The
issue becomes whether one can still grow high-quality crys-
talline films with a transition layer of a few monoatomic layers
to release the strain or to bridge the lattice mismatch and sym-
metry frustration.

� Fax: +1-530/752-4717, E-mail: xdzhu@physics.ucdavis.edu

In this regard, growth of rare gases on metals and semicon-
ductors serves as a useful model [6]. Due to the distinct differ-
ence in atomic configurations, rare-gas atoms do not intermix
with metallic or semiconductor substrates. Because rare-gas
atoms on a flat surface tend to form a hexagonal close-packed
structure, by choosing the lattice constant of a substrate or
its terminating plane one can study how the effects of lat-
tice mismatch and symmetry frustration are accommodated in
growth of rare-gas thin films. This is the subject of this report.
Specifically, we study the transition layer between a lattice-
mismatched metal substrate and a (111)-oriented rare-gas
film.

We investigate the growth of Xe on Nb(110) with a small
miscut angle of 0.1◦. Nb(110) is a lattice-mismatched tem-
plate for growth of crystalline Xe films as the latter tend to
form a (111)-terminated close-packed structure with a bulk-
phase Xe–Xe separation of 4.34 Å. This is unlike the growth
of rare-gas films on graphite(0001) and (111) and (100)

faces of a few fcc metals, where the first monolayer of Xe
forms an incommensurate hexagonal close-packed superlat-
tice. The latter is rotated to best accommodate the misfit.
On (110) faces of bcc metals such as Nb(110), Cr(110), and
W(110), misfits are too large to stabilize a rotated hexagonal
close-packed superlattice for the first Xe monolayer [6–8].
Although Xe forms a commensurate structure at low coverage
of Θ1 = 0.25 (relative to substrate atom density) on Cr(110)

and W(110) [9], at close to saturation coverage (with the area
per Xe atom in the range of 17 Å2), Engel et al. observed
that Xe adatoms on W(110) form centered-rectangular su-
perlattices instead of hexagonal close-packed structures [9].
The first centered-rectangular superlattice forms at Θ2 = 0.3
by compressing the p(2 × 2) superlattice along the [110]
azimuth on W(110). The second, more densely packed,
centered-rectangular superlattice forms at Θ3 = 0.4 by com-
pressing the first centered-rectangular superlattice along the
[001] azimuth. Since a hexagonal close-packed Xe monolayer
would have a coverage of Θclose-packed = 0.43 on W(110),
this means that the interaction of Xe with W(110) stabi-
lizes a more loosely packed structure for the first Xe mono-
layer. On Nb(110) we have also observed the evidence
of more loosely packed structures in the first and second
monolayers of Xe. Such a double layer has a strong ef-
fect on the structure and growth kinetics of subsequent Xe
layers.
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2 Experimental procedures

The experiment is performed in an ultra-high-
vacuum chamber with a base pressure below 1 ×10−10 Torr.
The chamber is equipped with an Omicron rear-view LEED/

AES (low-energy electron diffraction/Auger-electron spec-
troscopy) system. The LEED screen is imaged onto a 16-bit
CCD detector so that the LEED intensity can be measured
quantitatively. The Nb(110) substrate is cleaned by sputtering
at room temperature with a 50%–50% mixture of Ar ions/Ne
ions at 1 keV and subsequent thermal annealing at 900 ◦C for
10 min [10]. The AES measurement indicates that the Ar-Ne
mixture is effective for removing both carbon and oxygen
from the Nb(110) surface. We monitor the temperature using
a type-K thermocouple spot welded to the side of the Nb(110)

sample, with the reference junction in liquid nitrogen. We
determined the offset in our thermocouple voltage measure-
ment system by submerging the sample in liquid nitrogen. We
subtract the offset value from subsequently measured thermo-
couple voltages, and use the difference to assign the sample
temperature from the standard OMEGA table for type-K ther-
mocouples without further correction. For Xe deposition, we
back-fill the chamber with 99.999%-purity Xe gas and the
partial pressure is monitored with an ionization gauge.

The chamber has an optical access so that we can per-
form oblique-incidence optical reflectivity difference (OI-
RD) measurements to monitor the growth in situ [11]. We
used this method in an earlier study of growth of a commen-
surate, hexagonal close-packed Xe film on Ni(111) where
we observed the crossover from a three-dimensional island
growth below 35 K to a layer-by-layer growth at and above
40 K [12]. The details of the oblique-incidence optical reflec-
tivity difference setup have been described elsewhere [11, 12].
In essence, let rp0 = |rp0| exp(iΦp0) and rs0 = |rs0| exp(iΦs0)

be the reflection coefficients for p- and s-polarized light at
the wavelength λ = 0.6328 µm from the substrate before de-
position. And, let rp = |rp| exp(iΦp) and rs = |rs| exp(iΦs)

be the reflection coefficients after a Xe film is deposited on
the substrate. Let ∆p ≡ (rp −rp0)/rp0 = δ ln rp and ∆s ≡ (rs −
rs0)/rs0 = δ ln rs. We measure ∆p −∆s = δ ln(rp/rs) as fol-
lows. We pass a p-polarized He-Ne laser beam through a pho-
toelastic modulator (PEM) that alters the beam polarization
from p-polarized to s-polarized at a frequency of Ω = 50 kHz.
The polarization-modulated beam passes through a Pock-
els cell that produces a variable phase shift Φ0 between the
s- and p-polarization components of the beam before the lat-
ter is incident on the substrate through a strain-free window.
The reflected beam, after exiting the vacuum chamber through
another strain-free window, then passes through an analyzer.
The intensity of the beam IR(t) after the analyzer is detected
with a photodiode. IR(t) consists of various harmonics of
modulation frequency Ω = 50 kHz. We measure the first and
second harmonics, IR(Ω = 50 kHz) and IR(2Ω = 100 kHz),
with lock-in amplifiers. It is easily shown that

IR(Ω) ∼ Iinc

∣∣rprs cos θA sin θA

∣∣ sin(Φo +Φp −Φs) , (1)

IR(2Ω) ∼ Iinc

(∣∣rp cos θA
∣∣2 −|rs sin θA|2

)
. (2)

Here θA is the angle between the transmission axis of the
analyzer and the p-polarization of the reflected beam. By

adjusting θA before the deposition such that
∣∣rp0 cos θA

∣∣2 =
|rs0 sin θA|2, and adjusting the variable phase shift Φo such
that Φo +Φp0 −Φs0 = 0, the subsequent changes in the first
and second harmonics in response to the deposition of Xe are
given by

IR(Ω) ∼ Iinc

∣∣rp0 cos θA

∣∣2 [(
Φp −Φp0

)− (Φs −Φs0)
]

∼ Iinc
∣∣rp0 cos θA

∣∣2
Im{∆p −∆s} , (3)

IR(2Ω) ∼ Iinc

∣∣rp0 cos θA

∣∣2
[∣∣rp/rp0

∣∣2 −|rs/rs0|2
]

∼ Iinc
∣∣rp0 cos θA

∣∣2
Re{∆p −∆s} . (4)

Experimentally we separately measure Iinc

∣∣rp0 cos θA

∣∣2
so

that, with (3) and (4), we extract ∆p −∆s = δ ln(rp/rs).
The reflectivity difference ∆p − ∆s can be related to

the morphology and optical properties of the deposited film
through the classical three-phase model used by McIntyre and
Aspnes [13]. In the limit that the average thickness 〈d〉 of the
deposited film is much smaller than the wavelength of the
probe laser λ, Zhu and coworkers have shown that [12, 14]

∆p −∆s
∼= −i

4π cos ϕinc sin2 ϕinc εs
√

εo

λ(εs − εo)
[
εs cos2 ϕinc − εo sin2 ϕinc

]

×




(εd,bulk−εs)(εd,bulk−εo)(〈d〉−d0)

εd,bulk

+ (εd,terrace−εs)(εd,terrace−εo)do
εd,terrace

(1 − θe)

+ (εd,edge−εs)(εd,edge−εo)do

εd,edge
θe


 . (5)

Here ϕinc is the incident angle from the medium with an opti-
cal dielectric constant εo. In our case the medium of incidence
is vacuum with εo = 1. εs is the optical dielectric constant
of the substrate. εd,bulk is the bulk optical dielectric constant
of the deposited material. εd,terrace is the effective optical di-
electric constant characterizing those surface atoms of the de-
posited material that are embedded in the flat terraces. εd,edge is
the effective optical dielectric constant of those surface atoms
of the deposited material that are situated at step edges or
kinks, which we loosely call ‘step-edge atoms’. do is the thick-
ness of one monolayer of the deposited atoms or molecules. θe
is the fractional coverage of the step-edge atoms.

In homoepitaxy, εd,bulk = εs and thus the first term on the
right-hand side of (5) vanishes. In heteroepitaxy, the first term
varies linearly with the average thickness 〈d〉 of the deposited
material; the second and third terms combine to yield a term
proportional to θe. In step-flow growth, θe remains constant
and thus ∆p −∆s varies only with the thickness of the film.
In layer-by-layer growth, θe varies periodically with the de-
position of each monolayer [12]. As a result a small oscilla-
tory component of ∆p −∆s adds on top of the 〈d〉-dependent,
monotonic component. In three-dimensional growth or island
growth, θe increases monotonically. Consequently, ∆p −∆s

also varies monotonically but with a slope different from that
for a step-flow growth.

We tested the usefulness of such a mean-field model as
a quantitative probe by comparing the measured ∆p −∆s

from one and two monolayers of compact xenon films on
Nb(110) with the calculated value of the first term in (5). The
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model reproduced both the incidence-angle dependence and
the magnitude of the experimental ∆p −∆s.

3 Results and discussion

In Fig. 1, we show Im{∆p −∆s} as a function of
Xe exposure measured for different substrate temperatures.
Re{∆p −∆s} behaves qualitatively the same. The Xe par-
tial pressure during the deposition is p = 1.4 ×10−7 Torr and
the reading has been corrected with the ionization factor for
Xe. In Fig. 2, we show Im{∆p −∆s} obtained at 53 K dur-
ing deposition at p = 1.4 ×10−7 Torr and after Xe is quickly
evacuated from the chamber. Between 57 and 60 K, the cov-
erage of Xe on Nb(110) increases linearly with exposure and

FIGURE 1 Optical reflectivity difference signal Im{∆p −∆s} vs. exposure
time during Xe growth on Nb(110) from 40 K to 60 K. The Xe pressure is
p = 1.4×10−7 Torr

FIGURE 2 Optical reflectivity difference signal Im{∆p −∆s} during Xe
growth on Nb(110) for a Xe pressure of p = 1.4×10−7 Torr, and after
Xe is evacuated from the vacuum chamber. The desorption of the second
monolayer and that of Xe overlayers on top of the third layer are both linear
functions of time, or of zeroth order

reaches a plateau after 3.5 L (1 L = 1.0 ×10−6 Torr s). This
corresponds to the formation of one ‘full’ monolayer of Xe.
From the exposure, we find the sticking probability of Xe
monomers on Nb(110) as S1 ∼ 0.8. Since the density of the
first ‘full’ monolayer of Xe is less than that of a bulk-phase
hexagonal close-packed structure as indicated by our LEED
measurement, the sticking probability should be higher than
0.8. The first monolayer begins to desorb significantly at or
above 75 K. When the substrate temperature is dropped below
57 K and yet is still above 54 K, the second monolayer forms
on top of the first monolayer. At 54 K or below, the second
layer is ‘fully’ formed after an exposure of 3.5 L. This means
that the sticking probability onto the first monolayer is also
close to unity. The change in the apparent adsorption rate be-
tween 54 and 57 K is due to a concurrent thermal desorption
as illustrated in Fig. 2. Since the actual adsorption rate is the
sum of the apparent adsorption rate and the desorption rate,
we find that the sticking probability on the first Xe monolayer
is roughly a constant between 54 and 57 K, i.e. 1 > S2 > 0.8.

Below 54 K, Xe begins to grow continuously on top of
the first two monolayers (the double layer). Initially the rate
of adsorption or growth on the double layer is very small.
Once the third monolayer is formed, the growth of the sub-
sequent layers is again a nearly linear function of exposure.
At T = 40 K, the rate of change in Im{∆p −∆s} is the same
as that during the growth of the second monolayer at 54 K. It
means that the sticking probability of Xe atoms on the third
monolayer and subsequent layers is again close to unity and
the growth proceeds in a step-flow mode with θe ∼ constant
(according to (5)). Between 40 K and 54 K, the difference in
the apparent growth or adsorption rate from those at 40 K
is due to a concurrent thermal desorption (see Fig. 2). The
sum of the thermal desorption rate and the apparent adsorp-
tion rate gives the actual adsorption rate in the absence of
desorption, and it is roughly a constant from 40 to 54 K. As
shown in Fig. 2, the isothermal desorption of Xe overlayers
on top of the third monolayer is of zeroth order. The zeroth-
order desorption is the result of phase coexistence of 2-D
Xe solids and 2-D Xe gas between and on top of these 2-D
solids. In this case the isothermal desorption rate remains
constant as the 2-D Xe solids maintain a constant 2-D Xe
gas ‘pressure’ or density, until the 2-D solids are completely
consumed.

The Xe film structure as a function of exposure has
been monitored with low-energy electron diffraction (LEED).
Fig. 3a shows the LEED pattern of a clean Nb(110) substrate
recorded at an electron energy of E = 70 eV. We focus on
Xe overlayer structures at the completion of the first, second,
and third monolayers on Nb(110). In contrast to the findings
of Engel et al. [9], who observed well-resolved centered-
rectangular superlattices for the first monolayer of Xe on
W(110), we did not observe well-resolved spots that would
indicate long-range-ordered structures. Instead we only ob-
served a broad feature in the LEED pattern near the (0, 0)
spot after the deposition of the first monolayer on Nb(110).
To see the structure of this broad feature more clearly, we
display in Fig. 3b the change in LEED pattern at the com-
pletion of the first monolayer recorded at an electron energy
E = 86 eV. This was done by subtracting the LEED pattern
of the clean substrate from the LEED pattern with the first
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FIGURE 3 a LEED pattern recorded
from clean Nb(110) (at E = 70 eV);
b change in LEED pattern recorded at
E = 86 eV when a monolayer of Xe
is adsorbed on Nb(110); c change in
LEED pattern (at E = 86 eV) when the
third monolayer is formed on top of the
second monolayer; d change in LEED
pattern (at E = 86 eV) when 10 mono-
layers of Xe are deposited on top of the
third monolayer

monolayer Xe on the substrate. The two LEED patterns were
measured under identical camera conditions including expo-
sure time. The further change due to the deposition of the
second monolayer is very similar to Fig. 3b. Fig. 3c shows the
change in LEED pattern as a result of the formation of the
third monolayer, obtained by subtracting the LEED pattern
after deposition of the second monolayer from the LEED pat-
tern after deposition of the third monolayer. Fig. 3d shows the
additional change in LEED pattern after 10 more monolay-
ers are grown on top of the third monolayer. The intensity of
the (1, 0) spot from the Nb(110) substrate decreases exponen-
tially with the thickness of the Xe overlayer with an exponent
of 0.75 ML−1.

Given that Engel et al. observed ordered superlattices
of Xe on W(110) at close to saturation coverage [9], it is
somewhat surprising that we did not observe a similar long-
range-ordered structure in the first two monolayers of Xe on
Nb(110), as evident from the absence of well-defined diffrac-
tion spots in Fig. 3b other than a broad distribution near the
(0, 0) spot. The half-width of this broad distribution is less
than the separation between the (0, 0) spot and the (1, 0)

spot for a bulk-phase Xe(111) crystal. This shows that the
average in-plane nearest-neighbor distance within the first
two monolayers is less than the nearest-neighbor distance
in bulk Xe crystal. Interestingly, the third monolayer forms
a hexagonal close-packed structure that resembles the (111)

plane of bulk-phase Xe. Beyond the third monolayer, the in-
tensity of the (1, 0) spot corresponding to a (111)-oriented
bulk-phase structure increases, indicating that a bulk-phase
Xe(111) film grows on top of the third monolayer. The widths
of the LEED spots were dominated by the limitation of our
LEED setup instead of the domain sizes in the film. The azi-
muthal orientations of the third monolayer and subsequent
layers are of Nishiyama–Wassermann (NW) type, where the

fcc [011] row of the film is parallel to the bcc [001] azimuth on
Nb(110) [15].

The preferential NW orientation indicates that the crys-
talline orientation of Nb(110) is felt by the third Xe monolayer
through the first two monolayers and thus the latter must have
a certain orientational ordering or preference. In Fig. 4, we
show the real-space structure of a hexagonal close-packed
structure of Xe on Nb(110) in the NW orientation. In Fig. 5 we
reproduce three ordered structures of Xe on W(110) for com-
parison. It is instructive to notice that on W(110) the p(2 ×2)

structure of Xe at low coverage progressively changes with in-
creasing coverage by first compressing the superlattice along
the [110] azimuth and then along the [001] azimuth, rather
than along or perpendicular to the [111] or [111] azimuth (the
close-packed rows of W atoms). In fact, at high coverages, Xe
close-packed rows continuously cross over the close-packed

FIGURE 4 Hexagonal close-packed structure for the third Xe monolayer
and the subsequent bulk-phase Xe(111) film in Nishiyama–Wassermann
(NW) orientation on Nb(110) (solid circles)
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FIGURE 5 Three superlattices of Xe (open circles) on W(110) (solid cir-
cles) observed by Engel et al. [9] at different Xe coverages

rows of W atoms, indicating that the latter do not form deep
troughs that would stabilize Xe rows. Instead, the [001] az-
imuth of W(110) is the direction along which rows of uncom-
pressed and compressed Xe rows lay down and form the three
observed superlattices. This suggests that the [001] azimuth
on the (110) face of a bcc metal may be similar to the [110] az-
imuth on the (110) face of a fcc metal along which potential
troughs form for adsorbed Xe. In this case one expects rows
of Xe atoms to align along the [001] azimuth on W(110) and
Cr(110), as observed. If this is also the case on Nb(110), we
expect the first two Xe monolayers to consist of rows oriented
along the [001] azimuth of Nb(110), even though well-defined
LEED spots are absent. These oriented rows can further sta-
bilize a hexagonal close-packed third monolayer in the NW
orientation as shown in Fig. 4.

The apparent lack of long-range order in the first mono-
layer suggests that the Xe–Xe interaction energy and the bind-
ing energy corrugation on Nb(110) are comparable. We have
performed a density-functional calculation of the binding en-
ergy for Xe on a frozen Nb(110) surface. We find that an
isolated Xe atom prefers to adsorb at a low-coordination on-
top site with a binding energy of 247 meV, similar to what
Da Silva et al. found for Xe on Mg(0001), Al(111), Ti(0001),
Cu(111), Pd(111), and Pt(111) [16]. The binding energies
at short bridge sites and long bridges site are 196 meV and
177 meV, respectively [17]. The corrugation of the binding
energy (50–70 meV), very close to the diffusion energy bar-
rier Ediff = 57 meV for Xe on Nb(110) that we have separately
measured using an optical diffraction technique [18], is com-
parable to the strength of three Xe–Xe bonds. As a result at
‘full’ coverage the first Xe monolayer may conceivably con-
sist of domains of locally ordered superlattices oriented with
rows of Xe atoms more or less along the [001] azimuth of
the substrate. These locally ordered structures may include the
high-coverage structures (see Fig. 5) for Xe on W(110). Since
the lattice constant of Nb(110) is 4.4% larger that of W(110),
the tendency for Xe to reside on low-coordination sites is ex-

pected to further distort these high-coverage structures. The
combination of distorted, yet locally ordered Xe structures
could lead to the poorly resolved LEED pattern as shown in
Fig. 3b.

We now discuss the anomalous growth behavior for the
third Xe monolayer, most noticeably at around 54 K as shown
in Fig. 1. Unlike the adsorption of the first two monolayers
and the layers beyond the third monolayer, the initial adsorp-
tion or growth rate on the double layer is nearly zero. The rate
subsequently increases with the coverage towards the con-
stant value characteristic of the growth on top of the third
monolayer. This is particularly obvious at 54 K where an ex-
posure of 20 L only leads to an increase in coverage of less
than 0.1 ML on the double layer. Also, unlike the desorption
of Xe multilayers beyond the third monolayer, the desorp-
tion of the third monolayer deviates from zeroth order when
the coverage on the double layer becomes small (see Fig. 2
at around t ∼ 620 s). Since the optical reflectivity difference
signal reaches a plateau at the completion of the second mono-
layer over a wide range of substrate temperatures (between
40 and 56.5 K) and the second monolayer has a distinctly
larger binding energy (or heat of desorption) as indicated in
Fig. 2, the growth of the second monolayer must be com-
pleted before the third monolayer starts to form and, during
the isothermal desorption, Xe atoms on top of the double layer
leave first before the atoms in the second monolayer begin
to desorb. This means that the double layer does not main-
tain the 2-D gas density on top of it at the expense of Xe
atoms from within the double layer. As a result when the third
monolayer is being depleted, it is expected that the desorption
should deviate from that of zeroth order [6]. We note that even
though the equilibrium between 2-D solids and 2-D gas ex-
plains the zeroth-order desorption and the constant adsorption
rate for Xe multilayers on top of the third monolayer, it does
not as simply explain why the rate of adsorption on the dou-
ble layer increases with increasing coverage. Assuming that
the sticking probability remains close to unity, the fact that
the adsorption rate increases with increasing coverage implies
that the desorption rate decreases accordingly. Under the 2-D
equilibrium condition, we would then expect the isothermal
desorption rate to increase as the third monolayer diminishes.
This is not the case from the result shown in Fig. 2 at t ∼ 620 s.
In fact the desorption rate decreases as the third monolayer is
being depleted.

One possible scenario that can lead to the anomalous
growth behavior for the third monolayer is that the initial
adsorption is kinetic-limited due to the peculiar structure
of the double layer. Since the double layer is more loosely
packed than in a Xe(111) crystal, the binding energy of Xe
monomers (2-D gas) on the double layer is reduced. At 54 K,
this can make the desorption rate of Xe monomers signifi-
cantly larger than that from a close-packed Xe(111) crys-
tal so that the initial adsorption rate on the double layer
is much smaller. Though short-lived, neighboring adsorbed
monomers can form dimers, trimers, septamers, or even larger
2-D clusters that are energetically more stable against desorp-
tion (the binding energy is increased by one or a multitude of
Xe–Xe bonds). The total adsorption rate thus has an extra term
that is proportional to the probability of an impinging Xe atom
to encounter a stable cluster or an adsorbed monomer. This
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causes the adsorption rate to increase with the coverage on the
double layer. As the 2-D clusters grow into large hexagonal
close-packed islands at the expense of the exposed area of the
double layer, the adsorption rate becomes progressively dom-
inated by the adsorption rate on these large 2-D islands and
thus continues to increase towards the adsorption rate char-
acteristic of the subsequent layers (at same partial pressure
and same substrate temperature). During isothermal desorp-
tion, on the other hand, the desorption of the third monolayer
is governed by the 2-D equilibrium among the 2-D islands,
the 2-D gas on top of them, and the different 2-D gas evap-
orated from the kinks of the 2-D islands onto the exposed
double layer. As a result the rate smoothly crosses over from
that for Xe multilayers before the 2-D islands become com-
pletely consumed to that of the first-order desorption of the
remaining 2-D gas on the double layer. The latter diminishes
as the density of the 2-D gas is reduced to zero by desorption.

It is conceivable that the formation of stable clusters on
top of the double layer involves some reordering of the sec-
ond monolayer so that the latter becomes more bulk-like. This
would further increase the binding energy of a cluster towards
what it is on bulk-phase Xe(111). Such a reordering would
have to be local since we did not observe a noticeable reduc-
tion of the broad intensity pattern near the (0, 0) spot at the
completion of the third monolayer, other than the appearance
of extra LEED spots corresponding to the formation of a hex-
agonal close-packed structure. The notion of local reordering
is appealing as during the reordering the tendency of Xe rows
in the second monolayer to orient along the [001] azimuth of
Nb(110) as imposed by the structure of the first monolayer
will help to seed the Nishiyama–Wassermann (NW) orienta-
tion of the third monolayer. Furthermore the reordering will
most likely require 2-D clusters on the double layer to reach
a critical size before it takes place. This will impose a similar
or even stronger kinetic limit on the initial growth rate than we
have just proposed so that the growth rate on the third mono-
layer becomes significant only after an extended exposure.

In an earlier study of growth of a commensurate Xe(111)

film on Ni(111), we observed that the growth beyond the third
monolayer (where the influence of the Ni substrate is negligi-
ble) goes through a transition from a three-dimensional island
mode at 35 K to a layer-by-layer mode at 40 K [12]. Park
et al. observed similar growth behaviors of Xe on Cu(111)

using scanning tunneling microscopy [19]. The transition was
attributed to a dramatic increase in the critical radius (Rc)

of two-dimensional (2-D) Xe islands for second-layer nucle-
ation. In our present study, we have also observed the evidence
of such a transition at around 40 K. In Fig. 6, we display the
real part of the optical reflectivity difference, Re{∆p −∆s},
taken at 40 K. If we examine the optical signal more closely,
we notice a small oscillatory component that rides on top
of the envelope. The small oscillation becomes more notice-
able if we subtract the envelope portion of the signal (as also
shown in Fig. 6). We fit Re{∆p −∆s} between 10 L and 80 L
to a polynomial of degree two and use the polynomial as the
envelope. The average amplitude of the oscillation is about
5% of that for a full monolayer. The low signal-to-noise ratio
has distorted the expected smooth oscillation in Re{∆p −∆s}.
The small oscillation indicates that the growth at 40 K and up
to 54 K is predominantly a step-flow growth. At 40 K, it is ac-

FIGURE 6 Optical reflectivity difference signal Re{∆p −∆s} vs. exposure
during the Xe growth on Nb(110) at 40 K. The difference between the ori-
ginal signal and the envelope part of the signal (also shown) reveals small
oscillations with exposure

companied by a small component of layer-by-layer growth. At
33 K, we can no longer observe any oscillatory feature above
the noise. At 49 K, though the oscillation is still noticeable,
the average amplitude is reduced by more than one-half. This
means that as the temperature is lowered through 40 K, the
growth partly crosses over from a step-flow mode to a layer-
by-layer mode and then quickly into a three-dimensional is-
land mode at 33 K. Based on the result of our earlier kinetic
Monte Carlo simulation [12], the incomplete transition from
a step-flow mode to a layer-by-layer mode is expected on
the 0.1◦-miscut Nb(110) substrate with an average terrace
width of L t = 1300 Å or less due to random terrace-width
fluctuations [12].

4 Conclusion

To summarize, Xe growth on Nb(110) is a case
where the critical thickness of a pseudomorphic overlayer is
effectively zero. Unlike the growth of rare gases (Xe, Kr, Ar)
on the basal plane of graphite where a hexagonal close-packed
monolayer is formed and the misfit is compensated for by a ro-
tation of the superlattice with respect to the substrate [20],
Xe on Nb(110) represents a different way that a lattice mis-
match is accommodated through the formation of a transition
layer so that the subsequent growth of a bulk-phase crystalline
film can be sustained. In this case the transition layer con-
sists of two monolayers that lack long-range order, followed
by an ordered hexagonal close-packed monolayer. The first
two monolayers are strongly influenced by the substrate. The
fact that the subsequent growth of a bulk-phase Xe(111) film
proceeds in Nishiyama–Wassermann configuration suggests
that Nb(110) has played a role of pinning down the orienta-
tion of the overlayer lattice through the first two monolayers,
most likely by orienting the rows of Xe atoms in the double
layer along the [001] azimuth of the substrate. It remains to
be explored whether such a pinning effect applies to growth
of other rare gases on Nb(110) and, likewise, to heteroepi-
taxy of fcc metals on (110) planes of a bcc metal substrate in
general.
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