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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.







INTRODUCTION


THE SEASONS MOVE ALONG. The outsiders who have lived submerged among us for so long move into even greater prominence. The world has grudgingly begun to accept the concept that a subculture of not-exactly-human beings with superior mental abilities has existed on our world for hundreds of years, hidden away right in our midst, dwelling virtually invisibly in a worldwide secret ghetto of its own making.


And now an even more unnerving possibility presents itself to an uneasy mankind: the possible emergence of a supermutant, a genetic freak gifted with extrasensory powers that make him as superior to ordinary mutants as the mutants are to the normal population.


That’s the premise of the second volume of this quartet of Mutant Season books. The characters of Volume One are some fifteen years older now. The rhythms of their adult lives seem set, for better or for worse. The mutant Michael Ryton, locked in a difficult marriage with his turbulent mutant wife Jena, has moved into control of his family’s aerospace engineering firm. Michael’s troubled sister Melanie, a mutant in whom the mutant powers never developed, has begun a new life for herself as a journalist. Kelly McLeod, the nonmutant in anguish for them both, is now an officer in the Air Force space service.


And then comes a sudden bewildering telepathic warning: BEWARE THE SUPERMUTANT! BEWARE THE SUPERMUTANT! A startled world turns to its television screens and hears a silent voice telling a frightened anchorwoman, “I can talk to everybody in your audience without opening my mouth.”


PERHAPS THE POSMON of the mutants in the American society of the early twenty-first century as this second volume opens can be seen as similar to that of the American blacks not long after the civil rights victories of the 1960s. The legal barriers that had stood in the way of their advancement into the mainstream of American life had been overthrown; the official position of the government was one of absolute equality of opportunity; the majority of the citizens now gave lip service, at least, to that concept.


But what would happen next—for the blacks in the post-Martin Luther King period and the mutants of tomorrow—was far from certain. Would the once oppressed underclass (in the case of the blacks) or the carefully camouflaged special minority (the mutants) be able to consolidate its victories and move on to true integration with the majority faction? Or would the progress of the minority seem so threatening to the majority that a reactionary movement of new repression would arise?


The experience of the blacks in the 1970s and 1980s was a mixed one: gains on the one hand, losses on the other, old problems replaced by new dilemmas. A substantial number were able to find room for themselves in areas—housing, employment, politics—from which they had formerly been largely excluded. Others, less fortunate, discovered that although they were now legally entitled to ride at the front of the bus if they cared to, they were still forced to contend with repression of a more covert kind and their lives were not significantly better than they had been in the old days of open discrimination.


On balance, though, fundamental and probably irreversible changes in the American racial situation did take place in the two decades after the civil rights era. And the United States of America of 1988 saw the surprising spectacle of the Jesse Jackson presidential campaign—the first time a black political figure had seriously sought the nation’s highest office.


Though few political analysts saw much likelihood of Jackson’s winning the nomination of his party and none envisioned him as being capable of attaining the presidency in 1988, the mere fact of his candidacy, and of his obtaining a substantial number of white votes in the primary elections, were both development that would have been unthinkable in the America of only a few years before. In the vocabulary of The Mutant Season and its successors, Jesse Jackson as plausible black presidential candidate can be seen as a kind of supermutant, a figure unexpectedly rising above the supposed limitations that contained his race and breaking a path into startling new territory.


The mutants of Karen Haber’s Mutant Season books have already made the leap into national politics. Volume One of the series gave us Eleanor Jacobsen of Oregon, the first mutant member of the United States Senate—ultimately the victim of a bizarre assassination plot hatched by a fellow mutant with presidential ambitions. By the time of Volume Two, the presence of mutants at all levels of power in industry and the government is taken pretty much for granted; and though there has not yet been a mutant President or even a mutant presidential candidate, no one would regard it as astounding for such a figure to appear in the next few years.


But the analogy between blacks and mutants breaks down here.


Both groups, the real ones of our world and the imagined ones of these novels, are minorities that have had a hard struggle against the fears and prejudices of the majority race that surrounds them. Gradually, after years of careful planning, they have come forward into a situation of equality of opportunity.


Equality of opportunity is one thing, however, and equality of ability is another. It has been the position of many white supremacists that blacks are less than human, that they are a life-form inherently inferior to whites. Therefore the chief goal of the blacks in twentieth-century America has been to obtain recognition of their fundamental humanity—to demonstrate that they are something more than beasts of burden suitable only for service as slaves, to show that they are, in fact, full members of the human race, entitled to the same legal privileges as the whites who brought their ancestors in captivity to the New World. It is not an issue seriously in dispute any longer, except in South Africa, where the black-white conflict is still in an earlier phase.


The mutants are more than human, though. Perhaps all they want politically from the America of the early twenty-first century is equality, but there is no getting around the fact that they are an advanced form of the human species, or perhaps some new species entirely. No well-meaning political rhetoric can hide the uncomfortable truth that the mutants are capable of telepathy, of telekinesis, of all manner of astounding things beyond the understanding of mere normals.


For the two races to be able to live in peace, side by side, thus becomes an exercise in harmony that makes our recent real-world civil rights campaigns seem like kindergarten stuff. No one but the most confirmed racist would try to assert, nowadays, that the blacks are an inferior form of the human race who must be confined to their own districts, their own lunch counters, their own restrooms, their own sections of the bus. They differ somewhat from the majority population in their physical appearance, yes—but that is no reason to deprive them of any of their rights of citizenship.


The mutants, though, are not only a minority group—and in a generally conformist society like ours, minorities are always in danger of some oppression—but are undeniably superior. True, their only demand is for equality, the right to live as they please without fear of persecution or discrimination; but the real problem for the nonmutant majority is that equality isn’t the essential issue. What the normals need to do is to arrive at an acceptance of one stunning, gigantic fact: They’re better than we are.


The first volume of the Mutant Season books showed the United States of the near future doing a remarkably good job of overcoming the not very surprising bigotry and fear that the revelation of the mutant presence in its midst would create.


But now, with the superior mutant minority just barely assimilated into American life, to have to come to terms with the realization that an even more potent human form may have emerged, an actual supermutant—


It may be asking a little too much.


—ROBERT SILVERBERG
Oakland, California
October 1989
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THE DOME was clear and crystalline, and the deep black bowl of space pressed up against it, the sharp light of stars pricking the airless void. Then the stars disappeared behind a filament of fine white lines: a deadly cobweb. Kelly McLeod stared at it in horror. The unthinkable had happened: One of Moonstation’s main domes had cracked.


Death should make some sound, she thought. Even in the vacuum of space—a musical note to herald the end.


Instead a shrill klaxon split the air. The clank of safety doors slamming closed added a grim percussive counterpoint to the siren’s wail. Kelly tucked her dark hair under the collar of her orange pressure suit, sealed the helmet, and moved toward the main corridor.


Too late, she thought. I’m probably too late.


She walked as quickly as the cumbersome suit would allow. Sweat matted the hair to her forehead, her neck.


Thank God the shuttle trolley was connected to the south port. No safety doors to cut through. And no corpses. Yet.


The dome had been deserted because of the early hour: Kelly had drawn night shift, and for once, she was grateful. She was halfway to the airlock when she saw someone, unsuited, clinging to a steel fiber handhold. It was Heyran Landon, the mutant commander of the shuttle, her immediate superior. Where was his pressure suit? Had he heard the alarm and bolted from his quarters without thinking?


No time for questions. Kelly cast about the hallway for the suit depot. Every corridor had one; emergency preparation was a fact of life on Moonstation. Ah, there it was, red light blinking on the left, halfway down the wall. She pried it open, pulled out an orange acrylic oxygen mask with its robe, and managed to wrap it around the suffocating man. He nodded weakly, golden eyes half-shut through the mask. Mutants were rare enough in the service without adding Landon to the casualty list.


Part of the dome imploded with a muffled roar. The air around them became a pale blue gale rushing out into the vacuum. Life-giving atmosphere roared past, pulling papers, screens, furniture in its wake. Kelly dodged a pink wall seat torn loose from its moorings and grabbed at the handholds attached to the walls. At least they didn’t give.


Hastily she hooked Landon to her belt, slid her arm around his back, and towed him, handhold by handhold, toward the airlock. But even in the lowered gravity she was fighting the pull of escaping atmosphere, losing ground.


Would they make it? It wouldn’t be hard for her to hold them there, webbed to one of the walls. But the oxygen supply was finite. Landon’s would run out in six hours. Rescue was possible … all of the domes couldn’t have blown. But she and Landon were expected to be part of the rescue force.


She clung desperately to the scalloped handhold, a dull throbbing building in her arm above the elbow. Dammit, why hadn’t she worked out more? Three months on Moonstation duty had weakened her, despite rotation and time off.


Just as she decided to web them in and wait for help, Kelly felt a gentle push, as though someone had come up behind her and was leaning against her shoulders. She twisted around to look. The corridor was empty. The push became stronger, more insistent.


Telekinesis.


The hair on the back of her neck prickled.


Half-conscious, Landon was using his mutant powers to propel them down the hallway.


The airlock loomed before her, the round black doorway rimmed by double rows of blue acrylic seals around the seams. Before she had time to reach for the manual controls, the doors opened, she and Landon swept through into the trolley, and the doors sealed tight behind them. Kelly collapsed onto the nearest webseat. Landon sprawled next to her, seemingly unconscious. But they were safe.


Strapping Landon in, Kelly checked the trolley pressure readings. They were normal. She scanned the dome interior and subsidiary corridors for life readings. Found none. Other domes had blown as well.


I can’t think about that now. I won’t.


She scanned the pressure readings in the building.


Unstable.


Let’s get out of here.


She pulled the trolley away from the airlock and placed it in a low orbit. The radio began to squawk: transmissions from the dormitories below ground. She switched on the shuttle transmitter, wide band so that the French and Russian shuttle stations would catch it.


“Moonstation Control, this is Trolley Four, Captain McLeod reporting. Dome C has imploded. Repeat. Dome C is gone. Related living quarters are at risk of violent decompression. Pressure suits are suggested for all inhabitants. Please supply your coordinates. I will request rescue assistance from the Dubrovnik and Brittany orbiters.”


“We read you, McLeod. Stand by for transmission.”


Kelly saw movement out of the corner of her eye. Landon sat up carefully and pulled free from the oxygen mask. His thin face was pale.


“Are you all right, sir?”


“I thought I dreamed it.” He gazed around the trolley, taking in the screen, webseats, blinking radio. His eyes met hers. “I’m fine, McLeod. You saved us both.”


She handed him an orbit-ready pressure suit. “I think you saved us, sir. I’d be willing to bet a promotion that you gave us a telekinetic boost right through the airlock.”


“So I didn’t dream that, either.” He stood up slowly, as though every bone in his body ached. Just as slowly, he donned the gray fiber suit.


“I’d never have been able to get us both aboard,” she said. “That was some push.”


“Non-regulation. But it worked.” A slow smile lit up his features for a moment and faded. He turned toward the trolley controls. “Let’s get busy. Somebody’s got a hell of a problem on their hands. I wouldn’t want to sort out the blame for this mess.”


“Yessir. Me neither.” The trolley’s blinking green LED screen registered reports from the surface of casualties from chain-reaction decompression. Don’t think about that now. Kelly took a deep breath and switched on the radio.


“LYDDA, when will you stop hiding? What are you afraid of?”


Narlydda leaned back against the blue enameled wall of the satorifoam pool—a luxury her artwork had earned her—and gave him a scornful look. Skerry had been her lover now for three years, but sometimes he presumed too much.


“Afraid? Do I seem afraid?” She lifted one long, greenish-tinged leg half coated in iridescent foam out of the bath and watched sparkling dream images float upwards from the froth towards the skylight: a lavender horse with mane of fire, a fuchsia daisy with a yellow woman’s face at its center.


“Yep. Oh, don’t laugh. I know you, lady. The bravado. The mask of aloofness, not to mention your elaborate disguises. And the frightened mutant peering out from behind them all, unwilling to take credit for her work. Especially now that you’ve gotten that fat commission from the Emory Foundation.”


She blew sparkling foam at him. “Credit? Dear man, I take plenty of credit for my work. And Eurodollars. Diamonds. Selenium crystals. Real estate.”


“Okay, so you’ve made a fortune. And welcome to it—you’re damned good. The darling of old and new money.” It was true. Everybody from the Nouveau Brahmins to the Seventh Column chip runners wanted a Narlydda original.


“Don’t forget my simultaneous retrospective at the Getty/Whitney and the Hermitage.” She grinned triumphantly. “Before the age of forty-five, I might add!”


“Stop preening, Lydda. I’ve told you before what I think of your work. All I’m saying is you’re hiding your mutancy behind the name. The elusive Narlydda, who never attends openings. Is never photographed, holographed, videoed, or seen. You were tough even for me to track down. And I’m good.”


“Very good.” She gave him a sly look, an invitation. But he ignored it.


“Don’t you think you’ve carried this too far? Face it—you’re scared to admit that the world-famous Narlydda, artist of sky and space, is a mutant. So you cheat all of us from sharing in the legitimacy, the reknown.”


“Cheat you? That’s not how I see it.” She stood, stepped out of the foam, and stalked toward the wall-mounted sonic dryers. She was a tall, lanky woman, naked in the filtered sunlight, with an odd green cast to her skin and hair, save for a silvery white thatch at her forehead.


The dryers hummed, removing all traces of the dream foam. Nearby, a basket of ripe peaches sat on a low glass table. Narlydda selected one and floated it into her grasp, took a bite, swallowed. “Is this the face, the body, the skin, that the public wants to see behind the marvelous Narlydda’s work?” She finished the peach, tossed the pit into the compactor. “Not bloody likely. You know better, Skerry. The critics would kill me. They’d relegate my oeuvre to a mere curiosity. Mutant kitsch.”


“Bull. It’d shake everybody up. A good idea, if you ask me.”


“I didn’t.” She said it archly, but there was fire behind her words.


“What’s the use of art if it can’t stand a little controversy? Especially in this effete, technohybrid paradise? We can’t always count on the Japanese-American Consortium for scandal.”


He was using one of her own arguments against her.


Narlydda sank down onto the cushioned deck. “I can’t believe you’re that naive. The art critics will only approve so much controversy. Otherwise, they might lose control of the market. And as for collectors … well, they do what the critics tell them.”


“Don’t you have any faith in your work?” His look was steely.


“Of course I do. I’m damned good. But what are you suggesting, Skerry? That I shoot the golden goose? Thumb my nose at the art establishment? Make fools of them? I’m plenty independent, but I’m not stupid.” She slouched against a soft yellow pillow. “Fifteen years ago, when I got started, Eleanor Jacobsen had just been killed. Then old ‘Mutant Uber Alles’ Jeffers was unmasked as a lunatic fanatic.” She gave a mock salute. “And thank God for that.”


“Thank me.”


His voice was flat. She paused, uncertain. Surely he was joking.


“Well, I thought it was a bad season for mutants,” she retorted. “And a good time to lay low.”


“You weren’t alone. I remember.” He paused, lost in some private memory. Then he shook it off, returned to the offensive. “But times change.”


“Oh, sure. I grant you that things are better than before. But even now, we still make normals nervous. Admit it, Skerry. You know it’s true.”


He nodded grudgingly. She smiled, a point won.


“Besides,” she added, “I like my privacy. I don’t want to be bothered by all those critics and journalists. And I’m too old to go back to being a poverty-stricken artist.”


“So much for artistic integrity.”


“Stuff if, Skerry!” She stood up. “I’ve got plenty of artistic integrity. Narlydda is a free agent. Nobody tells me what to do or how to do it. As for cheating the mutant community, I donate plenty to our genetic research and storehouses. You can’t accuse me of being stingy or uncaring. Even if I don’t attend clan meetings. And since when are you so concerned about the mutant community, lone wolf?”


Skerry climbed out of the pool and stretched out on the biplast deck. His thick, graying hair was caught in a ponytail at his neck. Hallucinatory images of red concentric circles and black waves danced around his muscled body as the foam evaporated.


I’ve always been involved,” he said calmly. “Behind the scenes. That’s my style.”


“Well, what’s so different from what I’m doing?”


“At least I don’t hide behind the mask of a normal.”


Above the bubbling silvery foam, the image of a small woman formed. She was pink, naked, standing on a seashell, hands modestly clasped over her privates. Her dark hair was pulled back into a chaste bun. A banner ran from her left shoulder across her breast, to her waist. Blinking yellow neon letters spelled out the name ANNE VERLAND. The woman’s eyes flashed from gray to gold as her skin flickered back and forth between pink and green.


Narlydda laughed and clapped her hands. “Very good. I think maybe you should be the artist. And I see you’ve been boning up on your art history. Botticelli would be amused.”


“I’m glad somebody would be.”


“Don’t sulk,” she said. “It’s boring. What difference does it make if I’ve got a computerized alter ego? I paid a year’s income for that simulacrum, and Anne Verland has been worth every credit. Half the art critics from Metro L.A. to Gdansk think Anne Verland is Narlydda anyway. And that software’s so clever, sometimes even I believe it.”


She stretched like a cat in the sun, took a long step, and leaped into the air, tumbling above Skerry’s head up towards the arched skylights in a series of complicated, graceful arabesques. Still airborne, she performed an extended backwards somersault and came to rest in midair, floating on her back above the sparkling pool. Tiny seahorses, winking orange and green, floated up to meet her.


“Terrific,” Skerry said sourly. “I know somebody at Ringling Brothers/Sony who could use another telekinetic trapeze artist. And then you won’t have to hide behind a pink-faced computer program. Or skin dye.”


“No thanks. I prefer to work with a net.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of. But this Emory Foundation commission is big—really big. You may not be able to hide anymore.”


“Then I’ll run instead.”


“I’m not kidding, Narlydda!” Skerry’s eyes flashed golden fire. “Dammit, you know how I feel about you. I wouldn’t be here otherwise. But it’s time to decide where your loyalties lie and who you are.” He reached for his clothing.


Gods, she thought, he could be tiresome. She took a deep breath. “You’re probably right. May I decide over tea?” Even as she said it, she regretted the words. She’d merely intended to nettle, but she’d overshot and now Skerry looked furious.


Silently, he pulled on a bright purple tunic, leggings, boots. Then he turned to her. “You probably need a little more time than that,” he said. His tone was deceptively light. “And you’d probably prefer to spend it alone. Well, fine, Lydda. Take all the time you need. Take your whole bloody life.” He strode away from her toward the door.


“Come back when you’ve calmed down,” she called after him. “I promise to decide by then.”


But her words fell heavily on empty air as the front door shut behind him.


THE NEWSROOM HUMMED like a hive of insects. Curious, horrified insects. The noise broke through Melanie Ryton’s concentration. She looked up from the latest facts on orbital factories to see half of the newsroom staff gathered around the mobile scanner in the center of the room. Everybody from glamorous, bald-headed Nesse, the anchorwoman of the evening news, to Ray Goldfield, the stringy-haired part-time intern, was staring at the amber mech and its wraparound screen.


Something’s up, she thought. Something bad. Maybe San Diego finally had the 7.6 they’ve been expecting and fell off into the sea. I thought the ground felt wobbly this morning.


She slipped into her red boots and joined the crowd.


Disaster on Moonstation, a message tape announced in yellow letters. The casualty figures scrolled in: Fifty dead in subsidiary Moonstation explosion after Dome C cracks. Moonstation administrator dead. Sabotage a possibility. …


Randall Camphill, executive editor and producer, strode out of his glass-walled office. His short salt-and-pepper hair glinted. So did the diamond stud in his right earlobe. He plowed through the crowd until he was at dead center. Then he turned on the professional baritone voice that had made his fortune, first as a news anchor, then as a network executive.


“Listen up, people. You’re paid to cover the news, not watch it. We’ve got to get on this, and fast.”


Melanie held her breath.


Camphill’s icy gray eyes swept the group. “Nesse, of course,” he said, giving the nod to their star. She grinned. Her bald head gleamed. “Benjamin, Saroya …”


His gaze fell on Melanie, paused, moved on. “Richardson and Cross.” He nodded. “Get moving. I’ve got a shuttle scheduled for you in half an hour. You’ll find your mechanicals onboard.”


He turned off the voice, turned back towards his office.


Melanie followed him.


“Mr. Camphill?”


“What is it, Ryton?”


Her heart pounded. “What about backup? Couldn’t they use someone else to help with background?”


He nodded slowly. “You’re probably right. Good thinking, Ryton.” He looked over her shoulder to a stocky, dark-haired man in a blue suit. “Ferron, you go along to help with the transmission and research.” He disappeared into his office.


Stunned, Melanie stared after him.


“Tough break, Mel,” Ralph Ferron said. His tone was sympathetic, but his dark eyes twinkled. He brushed past her on his way to the door. “You know how Randy C. loves to bait and switch. Don’t feel bad. I’ll bring you back some Moon dust.”


“Thanks.” Just what she needed. Melanie slammed the green acrylic cover of her deskscreen in frustration. Randall Camphill specialized in arbitrary decisions, like most petty tyrants. How could she catch his attention long enough to convince him she deserved a chance at the anchor spot? She’d been with Cable News for five years, working her way up from the research staff to reporting as a correspondent. She worked hard, long hours, weekends, whatever they asked, and enjoyed the work. But how much harder could she work? If she gave all her reports while standing on her head, would Camphill even notice?


She dialed up Tri-Com on her deskpad. Might as well check out the competition. Her screen pulsed with yellow and green light. Then the image solidified into a blond-haired, green-eyed Brazilian, Tri-Com’s star reporter, Lucia Silva, interviewing a trim, brown-haired man in a purple Shuttle Corps uniform. A name line ran beneath his image: Shuttle Commander Heyran Landon. Landon’s eyes were golden, glittering.


A mutant shuttle commander. Melanie felt a surge of surprise.


I didn’t know there were any mutants in the Corps, she thought. Interesting. And won’t Randall C. be pissed off when he sees how Tri-Com scooped us.


Melanie pulled off her boots and sat cross-legged in her chair, a slim figure in a soft black jumpsuit.


“Audio.”


The screen volume rose to a comfortable level.


“Commander Landon, why were the casualties so few?” Silva asked.


The mutant shrugged. “I’d have to say that the timing of the explosion had something to do with it. Most of the Moonstation inhabitants and visitors were asleep, safe in their own pressurized quarters. When the dome went, there weren’t many people around. Most of the casualties were due to failures of safety door seals and related pressure leakage.”


“And here’s the other half of the rescue team,” the reporter announced. “Captain Kelly McLeod.”


A dark-haired woman in a purple uniform trimmed with gray stared steadily into the camera. Kelly McLeod? Her old friend from Piedmont High was on Moonstation, a hero of the disaster? Melanie twisted in her seat and grabbed her lapscreen. Maybe there was still a chance for her to get in on the action after all.


“DID YOU HEAR about the Moonstation disaster, boss?”


Michael Ryton looked up from his desk, his face bathed in amber screen-light. In front of him was a five-year comparison of third-quarter profits. For a moment, he stared at his secretary, Lari, without recognition. Then her short red hair and snub nose came into focus, and behind her, the smooth blue-green walls of his office at Ryton, Greene and Davis Engineering.


“What disaster?”


“The main dome blew. Or one of them.”


“Jesus, no! The entire industry will go under.” Michael turned to his deskscreen, flush against the sleek blue surface of his desk, and began punching buttons. “Survey contracts, Moonstation,” he snapped. “Specifics on dome construction.” He turned back to Lari. “I think Aubenay’s group got the contract on the domes. I hope so.”


The computer hummed, beeped. Michael scanned the screen.


“Hmmm. Still searching.” He ran his hand through his short blond hair. “That’s not a good sign.”


Lari frowned.


“Fifty people died,” she said quietly.


“Terrible,” Michael said, staring at his screen. “Keep me posted. Also, tape and transmit any statements by NASA brass, other space engineers, especially any EEC firms …”


“I get the idea.”


“Thanks, Lari.” He wheeled around in his chair to the subscreen.


“Get Jena’s shop.” Might as well tell her he’d be late. He wanted to check all the files relevant to Moonstation before the government did the research for him. Government scrutiny of documentation had gradually increased ever since the Japanese-American Consortium had joined France and Russia as a partner in Moonstation. If the industry survived this disaster, government surveillance would only increase.


Circuits whirred. He could hear the screen ringing. Then his daughter Herra appeared onscreen. Jena must have shifted the phone so that it would ring at home instead of at her import shop.


“Hi.”


“Where’s your mother?”


She shrugged coolly as only a fourteen-year-old could and levitated a strand of long blond hair over her shoulder. Herra was beautiful, just like Jena. And knew it.


“Do I keep track of her? Mutant Union meeting, maybe.” Her voice was one step beyond bored.


“Again? She’s certainly turned into a true believer.”


“I guess. Listen, Dad, I’m waiting for a call, and—”


“Forgive me for interrupting.”


Michael broke the connection. His head was pounding.


Gingerly, he massaged his temples, then reached into his desk drawer for his alpha boosters. He’d only just learned about the Moonstation disaster but it had already given him a headache.


The computer chimed, three quick bells. He turned toward the screen, scrolled through the information twice, nodded grimly. His stomach began to constrict into a hard, tight knot.


Aubenay had indeed manufactured the seals—ceramic acrylics—and substructure for the Moonstation dome, ten years ago. But Ryton, Greene and Davis had provided the kiln and casting facilities, and had acted as consultant on construction. The work had been supervised by James Ryton, Michael’s father.


“Legal, get me legal,” Michael said. “Hurry.”
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THE ROOM was dark, quiet, illuminated only by a silvery spotlight. The light was trained on a thin male figure in white, bleaching all color from his shock of blond hair and pale skin. He was floating in the air, seventeen feet up, five inches away from the sloping, black-lacquered ceiling.


Silently, the petals of the circular door slid open, creating the illusion of an unblinking eye in which the iris was dark, the pupil transparent. And in the center of the pupil, a woman stood.


“How do you feel, Victor?” she asked. Her upturned face was stained silver by the lamp’s glow. But the silvery veneer did not mask the strong nose and brow, the plump, voluptuous lips, nor the strong, restless nature beneath the skin. Hers was a fierce, predatory face, softened only by the fleshiness that came from wine at lunch and dinner, rich desserts, and other savory gourmet rituals of the international business elite. Tavia Emory camouflaged her bulky figure under elegantly flowing robes, layers of slithering micro-thin silk. Her deep set eyes sparkled gold. She was not mutant. But oh how she longed to be. And Victor Ashman knew it.


He floated down the air toward her, pedaling backwards for comic effect until he stood lightly upon the gray woven-rubber carpet.


“I’m fine, Tavia. Much better.”


“I’m so glad to hear it. After last time …”


“That’s over with,” he said quickly. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m stronger than ever.” He smiled, showing even white teeth almost silvery in tone. “But when are you going to release me from house arrest?” His tone was light but his smile did not reach his eyes.


“Don’t be ridiculous, Victor.” She dismissed his complaint with a wave of her hand. “As my special guest, you have the run of the house. You’re free to come and go as you please.”


“Inside, yes. In fact, there are a few places I just might want to visit.” He trailed a long finger down her neck, toward her cleavage. Tavia shuddered lightly.


Pleased, Ashman withdrew his hand. “But the front door doesn’t respond to my voice command. Or to telekinesis. What have you got in it, my dear? Mental dampers like the ones they use in the storehouses?”


She ignored his question and, with a flounce, sat down on a large woven bronzed leather chair suspended by air streams. She pointed across the room at a green alabaster tripod table covered with amethyst cabochons of varying sizes. “If you’re so strong, try to lift that table by the wall. Without knocking anything off of it.”


Ashman stared intently, and the alabaster table soared toward the ceiling, each purple gem on its surface in place as though glued.


“Now levitate.”


Eyes closed and lips compressed into a tight line, he floated upward until he was the silvery center of the table’s orbit.


“Very good! You’ve made real progress.” Her voice throbbed with rich satisfaction.


“Yes. I told you so.” The table wobbled a bit in its orbit around him, slanting dangerously. Hissing, the amethysts slid toward the table’s edge. Ashman made a small sound in his throat, halfway between a grunt and a whimper. The table righted itself, cabochons still firmly attached.


“Nice recovery.”


She watched him for a moment more. Then, growing restive, she moved toward the wall panel.


“Lights!”


The room was bathed instantly in a golden glow.


Tavia Emory stood near the door, hands on her hips.


“One more test,” she said. “Tell me what I’m thinking.”


Still floating above her, Ashman closed his eyes. Smiled a tight, pained smile with his thin, colorless lips.


“You’re thinking that you’d like to have a statue of me carved by Narlydda. Perhaps in synthetic amethyst. And that as long as you’ve given her that commission, you might as well select the subject too.”


Tavia Emory clapped her hands gleefully. Her silken, copper-colored robes whispered as she moved.


“May I set myself down now, madam?” Ashman asked, bowing pompously from midair.


“Oh, of course, silly. Come sit here by me, Victor.” She sank down onto the wallseat and patted the cushion next to her.


Ashman lowered the table and lowered himself to the capacious bronzed satin cushions. Curled on his side, head supported on one hand, Ashman watched her through half-closed eyelids.


“And just where is our young friend Yosh?” he asked. “Have you tired of him and sent him away? Does that mean there’s a chance for me?”


“Yosh is visiting Narlydda in Mendocino. They’re collaborating on the Moonstation Memorial.”


Ashman arched a thin, perfect eyebrow. “I didn’t know our musician was a sculptor as well.”


“Well, you do know that Narlydda works in various media. She wanted the help of a musician familiar with spun ceramics—controlling its tonalities in pressurized environments.”


“And he can answer her questions?” Ashman’s look of surprise was genuine now. “I thought all he could do was tootle on that glass flute of his. Well, good for him. A breakthrough for his career, I suppose. And while he’s away?”


Tavia smiled. “I love it when you flirt with me, Victor. It means you really feel good.” She grabbed his hand impulsively. “Oh, we’re going to do such wonderful things together, you and I.”


“Tell me again.” He leaned back against the pillows. “As if I haven’t heard this before. Indulge me, Tavia. It’s my favorite bedtime story.”


“Once you’re ready, we’ll contact the mutant councils, the world governments and the media. Give them a demonstration of what you can do.” She shook her head in amazement and delight. “You’ll be such a rallying point, Victor. Such a symbol of hope and unity. If only Richard had lived to see this. He dreamed of the day when mutants and nonmutants would be drawn together. Finally, we’re ready!”
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