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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.






Chapter One

 

 

The planet Earth hung against the blackness of space like a blue-white gem, far too distant for her flaws to show, looking much as she had for the last million years.

Only the closest of inspections would reveal the fact that the atmosphere was full of carbon dioxide, chloro-fluorocarbons, and halons, that the average sea level was six feet higher than it had been twenty years before, that the big-brained two-legged omnivores who had dragged themselves out of the mud and up to the very top of the food chain had reproduced themselves to the very brink of extinction and were trying to run.

Their means of escape, the first of many to come, was a ship called Outward Bound.

She was shaped like a globe and made an ominous black silhouette as she drifted across the face of the planet below. Solar arrays grew like warts on the surface of her skin, radio antennas pointed accusingly outward, and observatories bulged like boils waiting to burst.

Not a single dollar, pound, franc, ruble or yen had been spent on the way that she looked. Every section, unit, component, part, wire, weld and rivet had at least one function, and sometimes more. Taken together those functions had a purpose, and the purpose was to reach Mars, and to do so as quickly and efficiently as possible.

And the same could be said of her multi-national crew. The core team had undergone years of training, passed endless batteries of tests, and proved themselves over and over again. The rest were semi-skilled filler, not unlike the third sons, convicts, misfits, and adventurers that have always populated human frontiers.

But with three thousand people aboard there were bound to be anomalies, people who seemed normal but were as flawed as the planet they came from.

One such individual paused inside a hatch, waited for a ship-suited com tech to pull her way past, and pushed off. And, due to the fact that this particular person had more than a thousand hours of zero-G experience, the move was graceful.

The crew member found a handhold, checked to make sure that no one was watching, and headed "up-ship."

The concepts of "up" and "down" don't mean much in a zero-G environment, but some idiot had decided that "up-ship" meant counter-clockwise, and "down-ship" meant clockwise. Other idiots had gone along with the idea and it had stuck.

Still another convention called for up-ship traffic to hug the overhead . . . while down-ship traffic cruised the surface of the deck.

Like everything else on the Outward Bound the corridor was extremely utilitarian. Recessed handholds appeared at regular three-foot intervals. Multicolored numbers, letters, arrows, and pictographs came and went. Gray conduit ran along the outside bulkhead, disappeared into padded junction boxes, and reappeared a few feet further on. Fiber-optic cables squirmed along beneath the deck gratings, turning here and there to link various parts of the ship together or mated within the privacy of mysterious black boxes. Rectangles of light arrived at regular twelve-foot intervals, rippled the length of the crew person's body, and vanished behind the curvature of the hull.

There were sounds too, like the incessant whisper of the air passing through miles of duct work, the never-ending announcements on the PA system, and the hollow booming noise that no one had been able to figure out.

But none of this registered on the person's mind because it was filled with the babble of many voices. There was Susy the conciliator, still searching for some sort of compromise, Frank the child, unsure of what to do, Norma the cynic, questioning the decision, Morey the prankster, making fun of Frank, and Kathy the observer, aloof as always, but watching from a distance.

But one voice dominated all the rest. It belonged to the newest member of the group, an entity who called himself "Otis the protector," and was intent on action.

"We have no choice. He suspects that we exist. That amounts to a threat. We must kill him."

"But that would be murder!" Susy wailed. "And murder is wrong!"

"Wrong, shmong," Norma said testily. "You say he knows. I say he doesn't."

"Auntie Norma could be right," Frank said cautiously.

"But what if she isn't?" Otis asked calmly. "What then?"

"We could be locked up," Frank replied, instantly frightened. "That would be awful!"

"And boring," Morey added. "Almost as boring as this conversation."

"What about a compromise?" Susy asked. "We could make him look bad, get him fired. It worked on what's his name . . . Wilkens."

"Get serious," Otis said sarcastically. "The ship is scheduled to break orbit in three hours. We don't have enough time to execute one of your chicken shit plans."

There was silence for a moment as they thought it over. Morey was the first to speak. "All right, I'm in."

"Me too," Frank added reluctantly. "Killing him scares me, but not killing him scares me even more."

"Oh, all right," Susy said wearily. "I don't want to be the odd one out. Kathy, what about you?"

Kathy sounded distant. "Do what you think is best. I have a job to do."

"I have a job to do . . ." Norma mimicked, imitating Kathy's voice. "Big deal. Each and every one of you is an idiot."

Susy started to say, "Norma didn't mean that..." but Otis interrupted.

"Shut up. We agreed to take him out, I'm the one equipped to do the job, and the rest of you can take a break."

There was some mumbling, especially from Frank and Norma, but it slowly died away. And, with the exception of Kathy's watchful presence, Otis was in control. It felt good to have the body all to himself. He gloried in his freedom, saw the "MEDICAL" sign strobe up ahead, and collected his thoughts.

Otis looked back over his shoulder, saw that the corridor was empty, and turned his eyes forward again. A lab tech pushed himself out into the corridor, glanced at his watch, and headed up-ship.

Odds were that the tech was on his way to the departure ceremony. Good. The departure ceremony was an important part of his plan. Everybody would attend, except for Dr. Havlik and the other people unlucky enough to appear on the duty roster.

The medical section was spacious by shipboard standards, consisting of a reception area, four examining rooms, two surgical suites, a diagnostic center, pathology lab, supply section, and some tiny offices.

Otis felt a rush of adrenaline as he entered the reception area. It was empty of both people and furniture. Velcro patches indicated where patients could hook themselves to the bulkheads, elastic bands kept the magazines in their racks, and an unsecured clip board drifted only inches below the overhead.

There was a podium-shaped console however, and a velcro patch to hold the records tech in place, but he or she was nowhere to be seen. A hand-lettered sign had been taped to the front of the console. The sign said, "Gone to ceremony, buzz for service," and a crudely drawn arrow pointed down toward a button.

Otis could feel the blood pound in his head as he reached for a back pocket, found the specially modified work gloves, and pulled them on.

This was it, the last opportunity to stop, to spare the doctor's life. Otis grinned. Fat chance.

He pushed himself away from the entrance, used the console for a rebound, and headed straight for the double-wide hatch. It sensed his approach and opened with a whisper.

Corridors branched right and left, and could have been a problem, except that Otis had gone to the trouble of memorizing all of them ahead of time. With the exception of some command and control stuff, anyone with a terminal could pull up design schematics for the entire ship, and the medical facility was far from secret.

Otis turned right, pulled himself past the examining rooms, the diagnostic center, and the pathology lab until the cubicles appeared. The ship carried eight doctors and each one had a small cubicle. Dr. Havlik's office would be the second on the right. The doctor would be floating free or velcroed to the wall. Chances were that he'd be jacked into his terminal or spooling through some medical text.

The first task was to immobilize him, the second was to silence him, and the third was to kill him. A relatively easy task given the advantage of surprise.

The sharp smell of antiseptics filled the air, supply cabinets lined the bulkheads, and stainless steel gleamed beneath the lights.

Otis was alert, ready for almost anything, except an attack from within.

Frank came boiling up out of nowhere, took control of the body, and shouted, "NO! NO! NO!"

The words were incredibly loud within such a confined space. Otis knew Frank's history rather well, since it was nearly identical to his own, and understood what had taken place. The smell of antiseptics and the sight of medical equipment had triggered memories from Frank's childhood. Painful memories that made him wild with fear.

Otis responded with overwhelming force. He pushed Frank down into the darkness and ordered the others to keep him there. He wanted to speak with them, to emphasize the importance of keeping Frank under control, but didn't have the time.

Dr. Havlik had heard the noise. He stuck his head out of his office and looked around. He had bright brown eyes, thinning blond hair, and a sensuous mouth. He sounded annoyed. "Oh, it's you. What's going on?"

It was now or never. Otis released the stanchion that Frank had grabbed, used it to brace his feet, and pushed off.

Havlik saw him coming, started to move back, but was far too slow.

Otis crossed the intervening space, wrapped both arms around the doctor, and snapped his head forward. It was Kathy's idea, something she'd been taught in the military, and it worked. Bone hit bone, Havlik's eyes lost focus, and a glob of saliva drifted out of his mouth. The doctor had bad breath and it made Susy gag. Momentum carried them into the cubicle.

Otis worked quickly. He knew Havlik would recover at any moment. Recover and fight back. Otis couldn't allow that. The doctor was built like a prize fighter and capable of putting up a real tussle.

Otis opened the cargo pocket on his right thigh, removed the roll of duct tape, and used it to immobilize his victim. Around and around it went, like the rope in old-fashioned cartoons, wrapping Havlik within a cocoon of tape. Arms, hands, and legs until he couldn't move and looked like a giant grub.

Otis tore what remained of the tape off and the doctor began to spin. His eyelids fluttered and his mouth made inarticulate sounds. Globules of saliva circled his head like planets orbiting a sun. Havlik was coming around.

The complete absence of gravity made the next part rather easy. Otis pushed the doctor into a corner, tacked him into place with the last of the tape, and looked for a way to anchor his feet to the deck. He cursed himself for failing to think of the problem earlier. A blow delivered by someone in free-fall carries no force. He looked around.

Ah, there they were, over by the hatch. A pair of bright pink magnetic clamps. They were of the standard U-shaped variety and were used for a number of tasks.

Otis retrieved the clamps, placed them in front of Havlik, and slid his feet under the padded arches. The doctor was awake. He looked frightened—very, very frightened—and his lips were dry. He ran his tongue along them. "So, I was right."

Otis brought his hands up. The gloves were black. Light winked off the pieces of metal that he had so painstakingly super-glued to each finger. "Yes, you were right."

The combination desk-computer terminal was right next to him. Otis reached over, grabbed hold of the standard head-jack, and pulled. Cable left the hidden reel with a soft whirring noise.

Otis brought the wire up, gave a jerk to lock it in place, and slid the jack into the side of Dr. Havlik's head. The psychiatrist's eyes grew larger.

Otis turned, looked for the auxiliary head-jack, and found it. He smiled as he pulled the jack up to his own head and plugged it in. Suddenly both minds were together, swirling in and around each other, different but the same. Now they could speak without words, share the same thoughts, feel the same feelings. Havlik was frightened. Otis fed on it.

"Call up your files. All of them."

Havlik swallowed. Afraid to obey and afraid not to. "No."

Otis clenched and unclenched his fists. "Do it or die."

Havlik paused, thinking it over, gauging his chances.

"You won't hurt me?"

"No," Otis lied. "I won't hurt you."

Morey giggled.

Havlik sent a thought toward the ship's central computer. It heard and used a tiny fraction of its total capacity to handle the request. A menu of Havlik's files flooded into their combined minds.

"Are these all of your files?"

Havlik nodded mutely.

"There are no backups? No floppies? No handwritten notes?

Havlik shook his head. "Destroy them."

Havlik paused, reluctant to give up countless hours worth of work, but forced himself to give the order.

The computer heard and sent a message back. "Destroy all Havlik files. Authority code AH 6-15-21. Please confirm."

Havlik swallowed. "Order confirmed."

The pause lasted two seconds.

"Files destroyed."

Otis pulled the jack from the side of his head, removed Havlik's as well, and allowed the reels to pull them in.

The connection was broken now, but Havlik had glimpsed something before it snapped and sought to confirm it. "You plan to kill me, don't you?"

Otis pulled at the gloves, enjoying the feel of leather against his skin, glorying in the sensation of power. "Yes, I plan to kill you."

Havlik believed him. The little beads of sweat on his forehead testified to that. Otis saw one swell slightly, break free from the doctor's skin, and float away.

"Don't do it. Let me help you, or if not me, then someone else."

Otis shook his head. "No. You would send us dirt-side, lock us up, and kill us one by one. And there's something else . . ."

Havlik's voice cracked. "What?"

"This." The gloved lashed forward, hit Havlik's face with a satisfying thud, and left a bloody smear. The first blow was followed by many more. The beating went on, and on, until blood misted the air and Kathy intervened.

"Stop."

Otis knew better than to defy Kathy. He stopped. Havlik's head hung limply forward. A rope of bloody saliva drifted sideways from his mouth. "Check his pulse."

Otis pushed his hand through a curtain of blood. His fingers found the doctor's neck. He felt nothing. 

"Take the gloves off."

Otis removed a glove, felt for a pulse, and found none.

"Put the glove back on."

Otis did as he was told.

"Leave the cubicle. Close the hatch."

Otis obeyed.

''Now, remove the jump suit.''

Otis unzipped the front closure, worked his arms out of the sleeves, and pulled the suit off. He wore an exact duplicate underneath. The body did a complete sommersault in the process.

Kathy's voice was dispassionate. "Place the suit and gloves in an ejection chute."

Otis looked around, spied a chute at the far end of the corner, and shoved off. He sailed the length of the corridor, turned end for end in midair, and used a handhold to slow down. He felt his feet touch steel.

After that it was a simple matter to stuff the clothes into the chute, close the door, and press the button. Otis heard a thump as air, jump suit, and gloves were sucked into space. Two pieces of garbage had just been added to the hundreds of thousands that circled the planet already.

"Find a mirror. Check for blood. Hurry it up."

There was a unisex head just down the corridor. Otis pulled himself inside, rotated in front of the mirror, and there was blood on his face and in his hair. He used pre-moistened towelettes to wash it off, gathered them into a wad, and turned toward the door.

“Check your shoes.”

Otis did and found that they were clean.

"Put the towelettes in the ejection chute and leave the area."

Otis did as he was told. And once the body was in the corridor, and safely headed up-ship, he allowed himself to be displaced by the others. He felt drained and temporarily at peace. A few weeks from now, a month at most, it would be necessary to kill again. Necessary to protect the body, to feel the freedom, to exercise the power. But that was then, and this was now. Otis fell asleep. Kathy took over and the body continued on its way.


Chapter Two

 

 

Air Force One made gentle contact with the Outward Bound's number one lock, shuddered slightly as the maglocks cut in, and settled into place. The President of the United States heard voices as Secret Service agents gave orders and the crew pressurized the lock.

She looked around. Three members of her staff were present and all of them had found reasons to look elsewhere. They knew how nervous she was and were doing their best to make it easier.

The President gritted her teeth, hit the release button on her harness, and floated free of her chair.

She had spent twenty hours jacked into a zero-G simulation program, had foregone the last two meals, and still felt like throwing up. Not too surprising since the gravity-induced cues that normally told her vestibular system which way was up had all but disappeared. The President grabbed a convenient handhold and did her best to stay perfectly still.

Charlie Skuba was her chief of staff. Eternally handsome, neat, and unperturbed, his sky blue jump suit looked as though it had been spray-painted onto his body. He'd spent eighty hours in zero-G simulation and appeared completely at ease. His expression contained just the right amount of concern. Nothing superior, nothing patronizing, just a genuine interest in her well-being.

"Are you all right Madam President?"

"Hell, no," the President replied sourly, "but I'll make it. Keep it short that's all. In, out, and gone."

"Of course," Skuba replied sympathetically. "Both Fornos and Jopp have been warned."

"Good. Is everything ready?"

Skuba looked at a silver-haired Lt. Colonel, received a nod of assent, and smiled. "Yes, Madam President. Everything is ready."

The President nodded, pulled a mirror out of her pocket, and checked her makeup. Something less than perfect, but what the hell. She still looked better than a lot of women who were years younger. The President summoned up the smile that had won the hearts and minds of so many Americans. "All right then. Let's go."

 

C-deck occupied the middlemost slice of the sphere-shaped ship, and in spite of its vast size, was packed bulkhead to bulkhead with free-floating humanity. They were everywhere, drifting into each other and throwing up with almost monotonous regularity.

All of them had plastic bags, and most were able to make use of them, but some missed and left globules of vomit to drift through the air. And due to the crowded conditions, the normal "You barf, you clean it up," rule had been temporarily suspended. The smell was sickening.

Huge metal ribs arched down along the bulkheads. Nylon ropes connected them together and gave the colonists something to hook onto. Rows and rows of them were already in place. But the latecomers, along with those who couldn't seem to control their bodies, were still drifting around.

Blue-suited crew members yelled, cajoled, and pushed the colonists into place. They wore light-weight backpack propulsion systems that allowed them to maneuver without having to push off from bulkheads or other solid surfaces.

Rex Corvan watched a burly power tech push a woman into place and gesture toward the yellow rope.

"Grab the rope! Hook on! Don't move!"

The woman nodded gratefully, hooked her utility belt to the rope, and proceeded to upchuck into her bag.

Corvan had taken up a position near the "B" Corridor Lock, or "BCL" in the parlance of the ship's crew, all of whom considered themselves a cut above the more than two thousand colonists. And, while some of the superiority was imagined, some of it was quite real. Many of them had been preparing for such a mission most of their lives.

Though technically part of the crew himself, Corvan's sympathies lay more with the colonists and their troubled stomachs. Though well past the upchucking stage himself, he remembered what it felt like and knew what they were going through.

"Audio check please.''

Kim's voice was cool and professional inside his head, available because of his implants and some state-of-the-art electronics. It was nothing like the softer voice that had whispered things in his ear only hours before. Corvan grinned. Zero-G sex was anything but routine.

Kim entered his mind once more. Her thoughts were prim, proper, and tinged with pleasure.

"Keep your mind on business. I need an audio check."

"Yes, ma'am. One audio check coming up."

Corvan cleared his throat and spoke out loud. "This is an audio check. One . . . two . . . three . . . four . . . five . . ."

Corvan was something of a celebrity on Earth, and might have attracted some attention under normal circumstances, but most of the colonists were too ill to care who he was.

Kim was back. "Thanks. Security informs me that the President has entered the main lock and is headed our way. Let's take a look at the wide shot."

Corvan sent a thought to the robo cam and it took off. The device was cylindrical in shape with a set of skids under its belly and a high resolution zoom lens located in its nose. Although this robo cam looked similar to the units that Corvan had used on Earth, it was actually quite different.

It had a more powerful propulsion system for one thing, a modification made necessary by the red planet's thin atmosphere, and larger fuel tanks. The wings that had provided lift within Earth's thicker atmosphere were gone.

Not only that, but the new robo cam was equipped to function in a total vacuum if necessary, and had been equipped with a pair of small manipulator arms. The manipulator arms made it possible for the robo cam to lift and transport objects weighing up to ten pounds. A capability that Corvan hadn't asked for but the tech types had given him anyway.

The robo cam dodged a crew member and turned. The wide shot showed Corvan in the foreground, colonists to either side, and the BCL in the middle. Within a minute, two at the most, the President of the United States would step through the lock and into the picture.

In the meantime a small group of VIP's had gathered around the lock. Kim caught a glimpse of Dr. George Fornos, the World Peace Organization's point man and the mission's head cheese. He was a small man, whose Buddha-like composure hid a mind like a steel trap and a passionate desire to succeed.

And there, floating just beyond him, was the tall graceful figure of Air Force Colonel Mary Ann Jopp. If Fornos was fire, then she was ice, as cold as a winter day and just as friendly. She was the mission's executive officer and a lifelong member of the Exodus Society.

The World Peace Organization, aka the business establishment, had long opposed colonization and only recently come around. The Exodus Society, aka the people who wanted to turn, everything upside down, favored colonization but didn't control enough resources to make it happen.

The result was an uneasy truce. A truce that kept Fornos and Jopp from going for each other's throats. Gossip had it that the two of them disagreed on everything, but Kim had seen nothing to support that.

Kim wished for a cigarette, remembered that smoking wasn't allowed, and popped a breath mint instead. She forced herself to the task at hand.

A three-dimensional representation of the robo cam's shot floated in Kim's mind. She checked it carefully. Definition was close to perfect. Much better than the video produced by Corvan's previous robo cam. It had been grainy compared to the high resolution eye cam that had been surgically implanted into his skull.

There were numerous computers and computer-driven devices at her command, but the Grass Valley Ultima sat at the very top of the electronic hierarchy. This was a newer model than the one that Dietrich had destroyed during the Matrix Man fiasco, but she liked it less. "Val," as her previous computer had been known, had been a personality, a co-worker, and a friend.

This computer, unnamed as yet, was too new to have an identity of its own. Still ... it was cooperative enough, and when Kim asked for a video analysis, the displays appeared a fraction of a second later.

The displays were rectangular in shape and consisted of a light green grid, with a series of darker green lines zig-zagging across their surfaces. A single thought was sufficient to superimpose the two displays. They were almost identical. The audience would be unable to see a difference in quality as she cut back and forth between them.

She gave her husband a once-over, searching for the messy hair, unzipped pocket, or other flaw that might detract from his appearance.

Corvan was a big man, with brown hair, and a camera where his right eye should be. A camera that was wired directly to his brain and controlled by thought.

Kim knew that superconducting wires acted as transducers between the chemical and electronic actions of Corvan's brain, sending signals to the tiny bio-chip video recorder implanted at the base of his skull, where they were stored or transmitted live to her receiver.

His left eye was blue and, more than that, filled with intelligence. The kind of intelligence that likes to look under rocks, find the wriggly things that live there, and drag them kicking and screaming into the light. A characteristic that made her proud at times and angry at others. Kim felt there were enough problems in the world without uncovering more. Besides, there were other reporters out there. They could and should do their share.

A metal guard rested on Corvan's left shoulder. It mounted a six-inch antenna, a flat place for the robo cam to land, and battery packs front and back to hold the guard in place and balance each other out.

He wore a blue ship-suit with his name imprinted over the right-hand breast pocket, a utility belt, and a pair of the black high-top sneakers issued for shipboard use. He looked handsome in a rakish sort of way, and she liked that.

Kim smiled, thankful that her thoughts had been directed inwards and were inaccessible to her husband. His ego was sufficiently large already.

"Is everything okay?"

Corvan's question brought her back to the situation at hand. The displays vanished as the wide shot zoomed forward to fill her inner vision. "That's a roger. Stand by while I check the bird."

Thoughts flickered, electrons responded, and the Ultima delivered its response. "Comsat NN 2068 is in geosynchronous orbit over the United States. We have full redundancy via Comsat NN 2067. Both satellites report all systems green.''

Kim didn't bother with the networks. Each and every one of them were taking the feed and waiting for the President to appear. All of them had requested permission to send their own man cams and all had been refused.

Neither Fornos nor Jopp wanted a bunch of reporter-operators running all over the place interviewing sick colonists. The funding for subsequent missions would depend on the success of this one, and the brass wanted everything to look perfect. Never mind the air leaks, the hydroponics problems, or the mysterious booming noise that no one could figure out. Those were minor problems that would be handled soon. Or so they said. No, the mission must be flawless, or at least seem that way.

And that's where Corvan came in. Due to the fact that Corvan had broken what came to be known as the Computer Coup story, and survived the resulting investigations, his credibility was legendary. If he said something viewers believed it, and the networks had no choice but to go along.

It was of course why Jopp and Fornos had hired him, why Kim was on a space ship bound for Mars, and why the two of them had this story entirely to themselves.

Kim sighed. It was too good to last. The suits thought her husband was bought and paid for. She knew better.

A female voice filled, C-deck, passed through Corvan's hearing, and flooded Kim's mind. It came from the ship's PA system.

"Ladies and gentlemen, your attention please. The President of the United States has entered the BCL and will join us momentarily."

The murmur of conversation died away. The resulting silence was nearly complete, interrupted only by the sounds of sick colonists and the syrupy music that filled the PA system.

Corvan, secure in the knowledge that the networks had already introduced him, began his report. He addressed himself to the robo cam knowing that Kim would go to an establishing shot first.

"Welcome to C-deck of the spaceship Outward Bound. The President of the United States will appear any moment now. I think most of you will agree that this is a truly momentous occasion.

"Other ships have gone where this ship will go. And, if those who lead this mission have their way, others will certainly follow.

"But this is the first colony ship to depart Earth for another planet, and these are the first settlers to leave with no intention of coming back."

Kim saw BCL start to iris open and said so. "Here she comes."

Corvan turned in one smooth motion, knowing that Kim would cut his eye cam, careful to maintain a medium shot. Wide enough to make out what was going on, but close enough to see the President's face.

And an attractive face it was. Attractive enough to win a beauty pageant, lock up an anchor job with one of the networks, and win a seat on the Seattle city council. The first step on a ladder that led to the mayor's office, the Senate, and the White House, the last advancement being hurried along by her predecessor's assassination. An assassination that had gone undetected until Corvan and Kim discovered the existence of the Video Matrix Generator and a plot to take over the world.

But, while physical beauty might have helped the President achieve national office, the real reason for her success lay behind the big blue eyes. The President had an I.Q. of 136, an almost magical ability to change people's minds, and an indomitable will. Though little respected prior to her predecessor's death, she had blossomed since and earned wide-ranging respect.

Fornos, Jopp, and some other shipboard notables moved forward to shake hands with the President. Words were exchanged and they moved back again.

The same voice flooded the PA system once again. "Ladies and gentleman ... the President of the United States!"

The colonists applauded, their stomachs momentarily forgotten, caught up in the importance of the moment.

The President pushed herself out of the lock, grabbed hold of the line rigged for her convenience, and did her best to stay vertical. "Vertical" being defined as the same relative position that her audience maintained. The bottom of her stomach tried to leapfrog her throat. She forced a smile.

The applause continued. Kim cut to the robo cam. Audiences all over the world saw the President and the multi-national crew all floating in zero-G. It was great stuff and would be replayed for weeks to come.

The President knew that and allowed her eyes to skim the audience. She made eye contact with a man, nodded, found a woman, nodded again, and kept on going. She knew that each one of them would feel touched, would remember the contact for the rest of their lives, would vote for her in the next election. Assuming they were American, assuming the ship made it to Mars, and assuming that they survived long enough to vote.

She waited for the applause to die down, and when it had, waited a little longer.

The silence built, focused attention on her, and added weight to the words that followed. She wore a wireless mike and it fed her words to the ship's PA system.

"Ladies and gentlemen, citizens of Earth, this is a momentous occasion. I come before you not as the president of a single nation, but as the representative of all your various countries, bringing with me their admiration for your courage, prayers for your success, and hopes for the future.

"Your presence here signals a new era of peace and cooperation on our planet. Although you come from many nations, and from many lands, you have but one goal: the peaceful colonization of Mars."

The President paused, felt her feet start to drift out from under her, and pulled upwards on the rope to force them down.

"I wish that our history was different. I wish that our ancestors had been wiser. I wish that our purpose was less urgent. How nice it would be if this mission was motivated by scientific curiosity rather than an urgent need for additional space and resources."

The President smiled wistfully. "But we do have a need for more space, and we do have a need for more resources. So like it or not this mission takes on added significance. The men and women of this ship are nothing less than pioneers. Blazing paths for the rest of us to follow . . . opening a frontier for us to settle . . . building a home for us among the stars."

It was good stuff, written by Charlie Skuba the day before and memorized by the President in transit. The applause was close to deafening.

The President had another paragraph or two, more material in much the same vein, but decided to drop it. "Know when to quit." That's what an old mentor had told her and it was good advice.

The President signaled a Secret Service agent with a glance, waved to the crowd, and used the rope to push herself off. She was slightly off target, but a surreptitious nudge from Skuba put her back on track, and the lock opened before her. Fornos, Jopp, and the other dignitaries closed in behind and she was lost to sight.

Corvan held the shot on his eye cam until the BCL had closed behind them, turned toward the still hovering robo cam, and knew Kim would cut wide.

"So there you have it. The President is making her way back to the main lock, where she will board Air Force One and return to Washington. In the meantime the men and women of Outward Bound have a lot of work to do. There is last minute cargo to stow, systems to check, and a multitude of problems to solve. Small things mostly, but necessary nonetheless, and made all the more so by the fact that departure is only hours away."

Kim used the robo cam's 20:1 zoom lens to go in tight. Her husband smiled. "As the Outward Bound's Information Officer, it will be my responsibility to bring you regular reports on the mission's progress, up to and including completion of a domed city called 'Mars Prime.' Eight hundred men and women are already there, starting construction and preparing the way for the rest of us."

Kim readied the pre-produced three-dimensional graphic and gave certain directions. A map of the solar system appeared on billions of television sets. Earth and Mars were shown orbiting around the sun while slowly approaching each other. A delta labeled Outward Bound appeared near Earth and made its way outward. Corvan supplied the voice-over.

"As many of you know, Mars has a diameter roughly half that of Earth's, about forty-two hundred miles, and has an orbital period of six hundred and eighty-six days. The distance between Earth and Mars varies anywhere from forty-nine million to two hundred and thirty-five million miles depending on the time of year. That's why it's so important for Outward Bound to break orbit during the next few hours. By leaving now, the ship can take advantage of the shortened distance between the two planets, and trim months off the length of the journey."

Kim dissolved from the animation to a shot of Corvan. The reop looked her in the eye. "Mars is still a long ways off, though—so far away that it will take up to fifteen minutes for each one of my reports to reach you."

Corvan glanced around, saw the colonists being herded toward the locks, and started his close. "But regardless of how long it takes our reports to make the journey, we will look forward to sending them your way, and hearing back from you. This is Rex Corvan, Information Officer for the vessel Outward Bound, reporting live from Earth orbit.'' Corvan killed the outgoing signal and breathed a sigh of relief. Things had gone very smoothly. He sent a thought toward Kim. "That's a wrap. Coffee's on me. See you in the mess hall."
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