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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


WE HAVE REACHED the fourth and last volume of Karen Haber’s saga of the secret mutants in our midst. The mutants, secret no longer, have moved steadily into the mainstream of American life since the time of Volume One—The Mutant Season—which saw the election of the first mutant senator, Eleanor Jacobsen.


But now we are a couple of generations onward from that point. The threat of the emergence of a supermutant with virtually invincible powers—every normal human’s paranoid horror story brought to life—came and went, apparently, with the exposure of Victor Ashman’s superabilities as a pathetic hoax in The Mutant Prime. But then—in the third book, Mutant Star—we discovered that a genuine supermutant existed after all, unbeknownst not only to his own people but even, for a long while, to himself.


Six years have gone by since the violent climax of Mutant Star, when the troubled and tormented supermutant Rick Akimura, in full possession of his immense powers at last, exploded in a frenzy of wild wrath, bringing grief to his family and posing a monstrous problem for the world of normal humans. Intoxicated by the realization of the scope of his abilities, Rick seemed about to run amok; but Julian, Rick’s fraternal twin brother, had at the last moment been able to recall Rick to his senses and send him into an exile of atonement.


Now, though, Rick is beginning to stir in his desert solitude. The final act in the tale of the mutants’ emergence from self-imposed obscurity is about to begin.


SINCE MEDIEVAL TIMES, when the genetic anomaly that created the mutant clan first appeared, this tribe of people equipped with virtually miraculous extrasensory powers had taken care to remain out of sight of the world of normals, fearing that their mutant abilities would awaken the envy and fear of the majority population and call down merciless persecution upon them. But as the age of witch burnings and pogroms retreated into history, the mutants—cautiously, even timidly—allowed themselves to edge forward into sight.


Their own scripture tells it:




And when we knew ourselves to be different,


To be mutant and therefore other,


We took ourselves away,


Sequestered that portion of us most other,


And so turned a bland face to the blind eyes


Of the world.


Formed our community in silence, in hiding,


Offered love and sharing to one another,


And waited until a better time,


A cycle in which we might share


Beyond our circle.


We are still waiting.





In the introduction to the second of these four novels I compared the emergence in the early twenty-first century of mutants into the mainstream of American life to the emergence, nearly a century earlier, of such political figures as Martin Luther King, Jesse Jackson, and other leaders of the black drive for racial equality. (I did point out that the parallel was a very approximate one, since the goal of the black civil-rights movement was equality of opportunity, whereas the mutants were in fact an advanced form of the human species, not merely equal but essentially superior, and so were faced with the overwhelming task of persuading the far more numerous normal-human population to accept them for what they really were, not simply to allow them the political rights that were due by Constitutional guarantee to any member of society.)


But the two volumes of the series that tell the story of the Akimura brothers provide us with a very different parallel to the course of human history as we know it: for now that the mutants are out in the open, they want to use their powers to heal and comfort the world’s suffering people, whether they be mutant or nonmutant. The kind of healing they will offer, though it has no overt religious content, will inevitably come to take on something of a religious coloration. And so what we begin to see is something analogous to the emergence of early Christianity in the first years of the Roman Empire.


Jesus lived and died during the reign of Tiberius, second of the Roman emperors. Through the decades that followed, Christianity became a powerful underground movement, persecuted and suppressed wherever it ventured into the open. But as the centuries passed, and Christianity was widely embraced throughout Asia Minor, Greece, and even Rome itself, the Empire’s attitude toward this subversive religious movement gradually evolved, and finally, early in the fourth century A.D., the emperor himself—Constantine the Great—was willing to claim membership in the Church. He had seen a miraculous vision in the sky—the Cross—bearing the legend, In Hoc Signo Vinces—”In This Sign You Shall Conquer”—and that seems to have been decisive in his conversion (which probably also had more worldly political motives).


An edict of Constantine’s issued in the year 313 proclaimed full toleration of all religions and restitution of wrongs done to the Christians by his imperial predecessors. Laws aimed at Christianity were repealed; Sunday was made a public holiday; and, less than fifty years after Constantine’s death in 337, Christianity had become the official religion of the Empire. The astonishing metamorphosis from secret sect to dominant spiritual and political force was complete.


In the four novels of the mutant saga we see something similar beginning to happen. The hidden, wary mutants of medieval times give way in the more tolerant twenty-first century to ones who will openly admit their powers, and we see the first election of undisguised mutants to public office. And now with the advent of Rick Akimura we observe a far more startling development—the beginning of a mighty quasi-religious movement, built around what is essentially a mutant messiah, that will sweep not only the mutant society but move into the world of normals as well.


But this parallel with ancient Christianity, like the other one, is only approximate: Jesus worked some miracles, the gospels tell us, but here we have a whole race of miracle-workers. The extrasensory powers of even the most timid and self-effacing mutant are far beyond the mental capacity of any normal. And though it is possible for a normal to be sympathetic to the mutants, even to fall in love with one and marry one, conversion to mutancy is altogether impossible. A Roman emperor could and did become a Christian, but no amount of willingness will turn a nonmutant into a telekinete or a telepath.


Still, some sort of rapprochement between the two branches of humanity is possible, leading to an end to the fears and misunderstandings that have divided them—when the proper leader is at hand. Or perhaps the job will take two leaders—one with the charisma of a messiah, and the other—well—


This is his story.


—Robert Silverberg
Oakland, California
January, 1992






… Man is not enough,


Can never stand as God, is ever wrong


In the end, however naked, tall, there is still


The impossible possible philosopher’s man,


The man who has had the time to think enough,


The central man, the human globe, responsive


As a mirror with a voice, the man of glass,


Who in a million diamonds sums us up.


—Wallace Stevens








1



I CAN STILL SMELL the city burning. I know that it was reduced to ash and the cinders blown away on the wind forty years ago. But that peculiar smell, part melting plastic, part burning flesh, arises from the ghosts of the ruins to assault me at odd moments.


My name is Julian Akimura and I am the head of what some people call the Church of the Better World. It is not a job I particularly wanted but I have grown accustomed to it in much the same way that one’s foot, by forming calluses, adjusts, with time, to a tight shoe.


The church squeezes me, squeezes my life, and in response, in virtual self-defense, I’ve grown a tough, protective hide: cool, calm Dr. Julian whom nothing rumples. Underneath, I seethe, I boil. If not for my duties and their numbing pleasure … but I won’t think about that, not now. No one sees. No one knows. And the only one capable of piercing my defenses is gone.


“Dr. Akimura?”


The voice, a sharp contralto, slides between me and my visions, neatly severing me from the past. I blink and peer out the window where the city sits, immaculate, untouched, white spires reaching for the china-blue sky.


My familiars range around me in this well-appointed meeting room: elite members of the administrative upper tier of Better World, the house that Rick built. We are having a meeting: the priests and priestesses of management like meetings. They enjoy sitting around the polished sandstone table, sipping green Mars Elixir from faceted crystal cups, and making policy while I pretend to listen.


“Dr. Akimura?” It was Barsi, director of Therapeutic Services, speaking. Lovely Barsi, former Hindu, my dark-eyed, devoted Brahmin acolyte, calling my attention back to the business at hand. “As you know, we’re still undecided about the deployment of certain Better World funds.”


“Refresh my memory,” I said.


She gave a quick, sidelong glance to Ginny Quinlan, chief financial officer, a sharp-featured blonde who wore her hair short and slicked back. Had Ginny put her up to making the proposal, knowing my obvious fondness for Barsi?


“Well,” Barsi said, “we already have sufficient funding for the outreach programs and service missions. Many of us feel that we could use some of the money elsewhere. We might find it useful to, say, buy a controlling interest in TexMedia. We know that it’s in a vulnerable position and we could get it at a good price.”


“Wait a minute,” I said. “Useful? To whom? And what good would a third-rate vid company do B.W.? Are we planning some new programs that require more production facilities? And if we are, why haven’t I heard about them?”


Another quick glance exchanged between the two. What was going on here?


“You needn’t worry,” Ginny said quickly. “We were merely thinking of expanding our broadcasting range. We want to attract as many members as possible.”


“Why?” I said. “Because of their need for help or your desire to swell our already overflowing coffers?” I could see the dollar signs in her eyes. It was the same old argument we had been having for almost twenty years: expansion of the corporation versus meeting the needs of the members. “Expansion? We already own one vid company. Excerpts from Rick’s Way are read, dramatized, and discussed every night around the globe. What more do we need?”


Barsi, beside me, took a deep breath and plunged. “Julian,” she said, and her tone was more direct than I had ever before heard it. “You might as well know that we feel Better World needs to move more, well, aggressively. Money has been piling up—Rick’s Way sells out every printing, and we think it’s time to move forward. Invest it in some of the off-world mines and so forth. Increase our returns. Prepare for future contingencies.”


“Make more money? Don’t we have enough? We shouldn’t be thinking about investments, we should be thinking about helping the poor and needy.”


“You know we are. But we can do more. So much more. We’re getting into a rut. If we don’t move forward, we’ll decay.”


“Surely you don’t have to be told that there are all kinds of programs in place,” Ginny said. Her husky alto rasp was harsher than usual, the vibrato almost shredding her words. “We provide hot meals, medical care, remedial education, family counseling. In every major city where we have a center we offer all these services. Don’t accuse us of depriving anyone.”


Quickly I took up my sword in the familiar battle and said, “If we’re doing so much and so well, why are there still so many people in need?”


The B.W. cenobites exchanged uneasy glances—obviously, the old man was proving less pliable than usual. Dammit, they would never have tried something like this when Betty Smithson was alive to ride herd on them. But she had died six months ago, and since then, the children had been getting into mischief.


Don Torrance, city manager, spoke up. “Dr. Akimura, no one is saying there isn’t always room for improvement. Perhaps what we mean to say is that there are different ways of addressing needs, of providing services, of helping people.”


“I’m listening.”


He smiled, aiming for charm but overshooting. “We’ve been considering a plan to expand a portion of Better City’s recreational facilities in order to provide activities for visitors. Perhaps even construct a museum/information center and accommodations for overnight travelers. We see it as a way to more aggressively reach out to the community.”


“Reach out aggressively?” I said. “What the hell does that mean? Do you want to seize a city? Kidnap a czar?” I was furious now, face heated until I was dripping sweat, hands shaking. “Have you all forgotten what we do here? We are a healing organization. We help others. Not ourselves. We don’t build amusement parks. We don’t put up tourist hotels.”


That should have settled them. Occasionally I’ve had to play rough in the past. But what was this? Each face, every one of them, was set, scowling, stern, unrelenting. They were not giving way, neither bowing nor scraping.


Ginny and Barsi were conferring in guarded whispers. I saw private discussions taking place around the table as though I were not even present, as though I were dead already, safely immured in the legend of Better World and nicely silent. But not yet, by God. Not just yet.


“We feel,” Ginny said, “that we should employ these funds now, while the market is accessible. It will only enable us to do more later. You shouldn’t trouble yourself about these things, Dr. Akimura. Trust us. We can handle them.”


It was a palace revolt.


“You can’t do this,” I thundered, pounding the table. “I won’t allow it. My brother did not create Better World and I have not devoted my life to preserving it so that a bunch of restless administrators could play games with the stock portfolio.”


“We didn’t mean to upset you,” Barsi said, oozing conciliation. But I could read her mind, and what I saw I didn’t like. They would placate me now and later, behind my back, proceed as they wished. A bloodless coup. The head wouldn’t even realize that it had been separated from the body.


“That’s right,” Ginny chimed in. “If you really feel strongly about this and don’t think we should invest the Better World funds, then of course we won’t do it.”


All around the table heads nodded, faces smiled. Liars. Hypocrites. Did they all really think I was so old and unaware of their motives?


“Fine,” I said. “Let’s leave everything in place then, shall we? Oh, and Ginny, from now on I’d like to see quarterly reports of the Better World portfolio.”


She stared at me, caught off-guard. “Of course. But you might find them tiresome. There’s a great deal of paperwork and I don’t know if you can handle—”


“Quarterly reports,” I snapped. “Right away.” So my suspicions were correct: Ginny had already begun to deploy the money. I could hear her dismayed thoughts loud and clear.


He’s going to be difficult.


Yes, indeed, my dear Madame CFO. At least I certainly intended to make every attempt at it.


The meeting ended quickly after that with smiles all around and a great show of false fellowship. Barsi even offered to escort me back to my quarters but I shook her off.


“No, my dear. The old man wants to be alone.” And for a moment, a precious, regretful moment, I gazed upon her lovely dark face. She wore golden bells that hung from her ears and her dark braids like metal flowers. I had come very close to loving her, in my way. Despite her sudden betrayal I found myself warming to her yet again. But no. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


ALONE IN MY ROOMS I realized that I needed help—reinforcements. And quickly. Very soon now, the administrators would seize control of Better World and run it as they saw fit: as a corporation in the business of self-perpetuation rather than the service of others. I couldn’t hold them off alone. But I couldn’t let it happen. It would make a mockery of everything I had worked toward, and my brother before me. It was unbelievable: once again I was being forced to fight for control of this blasted, sainted organization.


Rick, are you laughing?


At night when the bare branches rub against one another groaning like a poorly strung violin I think I can hear your laughter in the trees.


Memory plays tricks on an old man and the ghosts of past days waver before my eyes like old-fashioned projected movies. My parents wave from a faded frame. And there’s Narlydda, a gifted artist, and her husband Skerry, my true father. Killed by my only brother, Rick. Yes, that’s correct. The Desert Prophet was a murderer who committed that most Grecian of crimes: parricide. But that truth is hidden safely in the past along with my ghosts. I’ve seen to that. No one is alive now to remember it. No one but me. And Alanna.


And now I must turn to her. My half-sister, daughter of Narlydda and Skerry. Of all my ghosts she is the only one with substance. We have not spoken in years. But I remember her number easily and put through a call on my private, shielded line. Her message field answers: Alanna disdains simulacra.


“Help me,” I say to the orange, glowing screen. “You are the only one, Alanna, the only other who remembers …”


THE YEARS SPIN BACKWARD and I recall them all too clearly. Daylight came and went, the seasons moved through their ritual dance for six long years after Skerry died, and never in all that time did I receive word from Rick, whom I had sent into exile. Not that I expected it. At first I had felt incomplete without my twin, an emotional amputee. But with time I grew accustomed to that phantom ache, and Rick faded, faded until he was transparent as a specter, almost disappeared.


The Mars Colony that multinational forces had established in the middle of the century was a huge success—and, after the New Delhi spill, very popular with refugees. I half believed that Rick had joined the outflux to the red planet and for a time I took a certain pleasure in imagining him pitting his remarkable skills against that harsh, alien world, forcing it to yield to his will and the need of the colonists. That was in 2062, I think, or 2063—toward the end of the nine-year drought in the Western Hemisphere. A year of food riots, it was. At first there were so many hungry people. And then so many dead. It was a haunted year, and I was only slightly surprised when I received a letter from one whom I had come to regard as a ghost. It came in a creased, stained, old-fashioned postal envelope stamped with an address, some P.O. box in Portales, New Mexico.


The message inside was simple: “Come, Julian. I can be reached here. Join me.” The paper was yellow, almost antique in texture, and the message was the echo of some old, old dream. It was not so much a request as a summons, unsigned. But that didn’t matter. I knew who had sent it.


For days I pondered it, touched the paper, realized that Rick had sent me something tangible so that I could’ not dismiss him lightly. But I was not ready to deal with him. Despite the temptation to respond I forced the notion away from me and buried the letter—and my brother—deep within a file drawer safely out of sight and mind. Stay away, Rick, I thought. Stay safe, and keep us all safe.


A week later I was at Mass. General consulting on a case when I received the summons from Joachim Metzger, Book Keeper of the newly merged Mutant Councils.


“We have located your brother, Dr. Akimura. Please come at once.”


This time I moved: canceled meetings, sessions with clients, social engagements, and hopped the shuttle to California. Would Rick be there, unchanged, full of life and anger and danger, shaking his fist at the world?


The meeting hall was as I remembered, somber greens and browns stenciled along the redwood-paneled walls. A hundred pairs of golden eyes turned to gaze as I walked in. But none belonged to my brother. He wasn’t at the meeting, nor anywhere in sight, and for a moment I was relieved. He was still just a shadow at the back of my memory, a tingle at the base of my neck.


Joachim Metzger sat at the center of a long platform that had replaced the original Council table. He was a big, ruddy man with a square jaw, generous fleshy folds beside his wide mouth, and a head of curling white hair that fell almost to the shoulders of his purple Book Keeper robes.


“You said something about knowing my brother’s whereabouts—” I began.


“Dr. Akimura,” the Book Keeper said. “We know exactly where he is.”


I didn’t expect that. This Metzger was disturbingly direct. There was no way to dodge his probing golden gaze. “Where is he?” I said.


“In New Mexico.”


“How do you know?”


“His mental footprint is distinctive,” Metzger said, and a faint smile played across his face.


“Well, then you’ve found him,” I said. “Is that what you dragged me across the country to tell me?”


Metzger wasn’t smiling anymore. “Of course not. If he was just sitting in the middle of New Mexico, minding his own business, we wouldn’t have bothered to contact you at all. Unfortunately, he’s not. In fact, that’s the last thing he’s doing.”


“Meaning?”


“Dr. Akimura, we fear that your brother is building some sort of cult.”


“A cult?” I couldn’t have been more amazed if he had told me that Rick had decided to run for President of the United States. “What are you talking about?”


“We’ve had reports of a so-called miracle worker wandering around New Mexico.”


“That’s all?” I almost laughed. “There have always been crazy stories about holy men wandering around in the desert. It’s a favorite archetype.”


“That may be, but this archetype is doing things that only Rick Akimura could do. And people are flocking to him.”


“Are you sure?”


Metzger nodded without losing a beat. “The first we heard of him was over a year ago—something about a hermit who was working miracles among the ranchers. Somewhere near White Sands. Next we began to hear about a poltergeist. A kindly one.”


Now I did laugh. “A friendly poltergeist? And what did this nice ghost do?”


“Started stalled skimmer engines. Broke ice in the wells. Redirected dust storms. One man was saved from an angry bull that had him cornered in a pasture: he was lifted right up and over the animal as it charged.”


“So,” I said. “One old man on an isolated ranch was saved by a miracle. At least, that’s what he says. More likely he had a touch of home brew before he went for a walk in the meadow. And because of that tipsy old man I asked for leave and came rushing out here?”


“There’s more—that was just the beginning,” said Metzger. “The stories have been pouring in of missing horses and sheep miraculously returned, of lost hikers who felt their feet being guided to safety, and even of a diverted landslide in the Sangre de Cristo mountains.”


I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. That sounded like Rick all right, but I wasn’t eager to publicly confirm Metzger’s theory without more evidence. “Any passing telekinete who cared to could have pulled most of these stunts,” I said.


“And would any passing telekinete have been able to teleport a nonmutant little girl to a hospital after an accident? Or stop a freak flood? Smother a lightning fire in the woods?”


“What’s your source for this?”


“A friendly reporter. Watch this.”


The lights dimmed and a wallscreen came to life as a tape of vidnews began flashing headlines: “Lost Child Found Alive in Desert by Charity Group,” “Good Samaritans Save Starving Family,” “Do-Gooders Build Desert Cult,” “Wilderness Guru Holds Transcendental Meetings,” and “Thousands Join New Mexican Cult.”


Next, we saw a group of people wearing blue and green jumpsuits wading into an angry mob of field workers who were threatening to torch a farm collective. The scene shifted and the same group was there when a megatanker turned over in the Gulf of Mexico.


Among them there was a trim, muscular figure who wore jeans and a work shirt. He had a brown beard and wore a black, western-style hat. He was obviously a telekinete, for he held out his arms and seemed to right the ship, forcing the oil back into the tanker’s hold. But his features were unclear—he could have been anyone, anyone at all.


The next image was more startling: the same bearded man stood in the center of a huge auditorium. A spotlight picked him out of the darkness and made him seem to glow with his own vibrant power. All around him people had joined hands, closed their eyes, and bowed their heads. They were smiling, all of them, with a quiet ecstasy that unnerved me.


Within the Mutant Council chamber the reaction to this scene was explosive.


“He can’t do that!”


“It’s against everything we believe. Only Book Keepers may hold a sharing.”


What’s he up to? Why doesn’t he come to us if he wants to conduct a sharing?


Hush, Joachim Metzger told the assemblage. Be silent and watch.


A plump, red-haired woman two seats away from me broke in. “Book Keeper, he seems kind of harmless. I mean, all I’m hearing about this group is that they do good deeds. What’s so terrible about that?”


“Nothing terrible at all,” Metzger said smoothly. “In fact, his intent is admirable. But his group shows signs of growing beyond a personality cult. He already frightens people with his powers. If his organization gets too big, it could create a wave of terror, a backlash against all mutants.”


I jumped to my feet. “Hold on now. Don’t you think that’s kind of paranoid?”


He gazed at me a moment and I saw pity in his glance. Then he addressed me privately through mindspeech.


Dr. Akimura—Julian, please—sit down. We haven’t taken a vote yet. We intend to remain neutral as long as possible.


Rick should just be left alone, I told him. He’s acting out a terrible penance.


Some of us know that. And we feel for your brother. Truly, we do. But the threat to all mutants from a backlash is just too great.


Do you really believe that, Metzger?


Regardless of what I personally believe, officially, I must endorse this policy of investigation. I represent the combined Mutant Councils.


And if you all judge Rick and his cult to be wrong, what then, Book Keeper? What then?


Then he will have to be stopped. Humanely, of course. But I’m sure that, given time, he will cooperate with us. I remind you that we have a greater responsibility to society. Rick is seen as a renegade. And the Mutant Councils believe there is nothing worse than a renegade, especially one with enhanced skills. If nothing else, he at least must donate his plasm to our geneticists—and his sperm to our sperm bank, too. If he cooperates in these areas, perhaps we will agree to leave him alone. But please, watch the rest of our vid report.


Still furious, I took my seat as, onscreen, the scene changed to show parched land and low hills. I saw a mockadobe building in front of which stood a buffed and polished vid reporter with red and black striped hair and a matching stretch suit. As I watched, she knelt down and began talking to a thin little girl with blond hair and green eyes.


“Now, sweetheart,” the reporter said. “Tell us again what happened to you in the desert.”


The little girl nodded mechanically, as though she had been carefully rehearsed. “We were going fast, real fast,” she said in a soft, high voice. “The skimmer fell down off the road, on its side. Daddy bumped his head and didn’t move. So I got out of the car.”


“Why?”


“Because I was scared.”


“Then what happened?”


“I was crying. And then he was there.”


“Who?”


“The man with golden eyes.”


“And what did he do?”


“He picked me up in his arms, said, ‘Close your eyes,’ and threw me into the air.”


“And where did you land?”


“Near a bunch of policemen. In Albuquerque.”


The vid clip froze, faded, and another replaced it. A reporter eagerly told us all about the wonders of a flash flood that had been held back “by magic” in northern New Mexico—I seemed to remember hearing about the incident months ago. In turn, this clip was replaced by one describing a fire set off by lightning that had threatened to destroy several miles of forest in the foothills of the Sangre de Cristo mountains. Mysteriously, the blaze seemed to have extinguished itself.


“Teleportation?” I said aloud. “Turning back raging flood waters? Forest fires snuffed? I’ve got to admit that it sounds like Rick. That is, if any one person was really responsible for these acts. Which I doubt.”


Metzger stared at me as though I were the village idiot. “You may doubt it, Dr. Akimura. But people are beginning to make shrines and leave offerings in the New Mexican wilderness.”


“Offerings? What do you mean?”


“Food. Money. Liquor. And that, in turn, is bringing a lot of hungry scavengers out into the desert. The New Mexico State Police are complaining about that. Meanwhile, certain groups of Pueblo Indians have begun holding a dance in honor of what they’re calling the desert spirit. That draws tourists and the press. And a flock of so-called pilgrims has grown up around him. Not only do they support him, they protect him as well, keeping out investigators and busybodies. We’ve been trying to break through the privacy shield around him for several months without any luck.”


“The curious will go away eventually.”


“I wish I shared your confidence,” Metzger said. “But we think this is only the beginning of a very serious problem.”


“I fail to see the problem.”


“Keep watching the screen.”


Now the scene switched to an arid landscape, obviously southwestern, possibly New Mexico. I saw a noisy demonstration, people screaming and flailing as police tried to restrain them. The crowd—predominantly Hispanic with some Indian and Anglo mixtures—was massed outside of a two-story adobe building. As I watched, frightened faces peered out the windows, then vanished within.


There were holosigns proclaiming Rick as the Antichrist, a mutant menace, and demanding his arrest. Some of the protesters even carried crosses that they waved before them like weapons. They looked angry, angry and frightened.


But something about the entire scene was a bit peculiar, everybody seemed just a little too well prepared and rehearsed, as though they had been primed by some director, perhaps some religious group. It was easy to see why Rick might scare the caretakers of the remains of organized religions. After all, there had been a gradual falling away from the altars of worship over the last hundred years. Now a magical mutant was drawing attention and admiration, possibly even homage, from truly desperate folk who might otherwise have sought out traditional sources of spiritual solace. And if there had been defections from the hardcore flocks, the priests and elders who oversaw their remaining congregations would no doubt be alarmed, even envious. Better to try to nip this thing in the bud, if possible. But they were foolish. They didn’t see that their very efforts would enflame public interest in Rick and draw media attention right to him.


The scene shifted again to a kaleidoscope of interviews: the head of the American Medical Association demanded to see Rick’s credentials for healing. A purse-lipped nonmutant woman wanted to know why the mutants had been withholding their miraculous powers for so long. A therapist begged Rick to teach him his healing techniques. A desperate man appealed to all mutants, any mutant, to reach in and heal his little boy. An old woman wanted the army to arrest Rick or to investigate him right away.


“As you can see,” Metzger said, “your brother is creating quite a fuss. He’s frightening and confusing the nonmutants. He should be stopped before this gets out of hand.”


“Yeah,” said a bald-headed mutant. “Who are all those people out there working with him? Maybe he’s gathering some kind of crazy private army.”


Another chimed in with mindspeech. Arrogant, he was always arrogant. He’s no better than before.


The outcry spread.


“He’s dangerous. Do something about him.”


He’s ignored all of our summonses.


“The brother. Send the twin to see him. That’s the one he’ll listen to.”


“That’s hardly likely,” I said. “He never did before.” I was prepared to refute all arguments, to refuse to get involved, when my treacherous conscience spoke up, using my mother’s voice: “You’re wrong, son,” she said. “Rick did listen to you once before. Six years ago. When you told him to go away.”


And I had sent him away, hadn’t I? At the time I thought he would be gone for good and thank God for it. Why hadn’t he stayed lost, stayed a ghost, safe in the past? Rick in the flesh was too dangerous, too unpredictable. The part of me that was an adult rebelled, resisted, wanted nothing to do with this problem. But guilt weakened my resolve—I had sent my, own brother into exile—and the part of me that was still nine years old and a good boy gave in.


“All right,” I said to my inner and outer persecutors. “All right, Book Keeper. I’ll go to New Mexico. Yes, I’ll go to see my brother.”


NEW MEXICO IS NOT a balmy place in winter. The desert is sere, cold, and empty. A chilling wind rustles through the dried chamisa before sneaking up inside the back of one’s jacket. The tri-city area of Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and Taos was filled with too many people gone native or trying to get there. A brief exposure was all it took to inoculate me against any desire for turquoise, serapes, or silver belt buckles set with holograms that rippled through traditional Navajo patterns.


I rented an old skimmer jeep and set out for Torrance, site of Rick’s first supposed miracle. The heater was slow to kick in and my breath made white plumes in the air before me.


Rick, I thought. Where are you? Will I sense you before I see you? Does the old twinsense still work after so many years of idleness?


In the badlands halfway between Torrance and White Sands, the vegetation is sparse, the wind wicked, and the population thin Jolting along the rutted pavement in my rented jeep, I passed one unnamed town that was little more than two streets meeting in a T intersection. Ten miles beyond that I saw the first shrine. At least, that’s what I think it was.


A primitive structure of weathered boards and scrap wood nailed and wired together, fitted out with bright metallic paint and pieces of mirror, it looked like a five-year-old child’s first creation in arts and crafts. A white, half-burned candle sat, flame extinguished, in the middle of a pile of pears, oranges, and tattered bits of paper.


Notes? Pleas for succor? Requests for intercession?


I killed the engine and got out of the jeep. The first note was illegible, words weathered into a creamy blue smear. But the second had been laser-printed, and although the type was faded it was still legible: “Praise God. You were the answer to our prayers. Bless you and keep you. With love and deep gratitude, the Mendez family.”


The next was handwritten in indelible ink: “To the Desert Prophet, whoever you are, wherever you are, you saved my life and I’ll never forget you. Someday, somewhere, I will find you and somehow repay you. Thank you, thank you, thank you. Ricardo Aroncio.”


Appended to it was some childish scrawl: “Dear Desert Angel, please make my sister Rosa’s leg stop hurting.”


A chill unrelated to the temperature of the air danced up my spine and down again.


Who was the writer petitioning? Jehovah? Buddha? Shiva? And why out here in the middle of nowhere?


I got back into the skimmer and slammed the door. A mile down the road I came across another shrine. No child’s craft, this. Someone had spent money and time on the slim cylinder. Its matte-gray surface held a holographic message that scrolled patiently and then rescrolled, rainbow letters wavering in the thin sunlight. The content was simple: “Thank you, our benefactor, whoever you are, for the gift of your goodness and your aid. Samuel is mending. Without your help he would have died. We invite others who have been touched by your grace to join us. Fax: 5050758-1478.”


It was a Taos exchange. Taos was five hours up the road but I decided to find these people and learn why they had spent so much money erecting a sign in the wastelands to somebody they didn’t even seem to know.


Taos was once a small town dominated by a square plaza where locals watered their horses and later parked their automobiles. Of course, that plaza is now the centerpiece of a multilevel civic center built to accommodate the needs of the two hundred thousand people who live in the greater Taos metropolitan area. I think there’s even a brass plaque somewhere to indicate where D. H. Lawrence once used the bathroom.


The jeep was too old to have a dashfax so I parked it and used a public kiosk. I sent a note explaining that I was researching the desert phenomenon and received a quick reply from Betty Smithson, wife of Samuel. We agreed to meet in the bar of the Taos Hotel. The original hostelry, which dated back to the nineteenth century, had been enshrined within the sparkling new 150-room inn. A state-of-the-art air system pumped the scent of old leather into the lobby and two Native Americans wearing bright woven jackets (and doubtless paid by the management to add local color) occupied tables near the door of the ultra-rustic bar. I was surprised when the red-bandannaed barmech produced a hypo cleverly disguised to look like a farm implement. I didn’t much fancy pressing what appeared to be a rusty trowel against my arm but it was better than being asked to drink from a trough. The alcohol took the chill off and perked me up considerably.


Betty Smithson was a tall, muscular woman of around fifty with faded good looks that reminded me of an overexposed vid. Her blondish hair was almost white and her pale blue eyes were vivid in a very tan face. She wore a sturdy brown jacket, jeans, and only one silver bracelet. Her handshake was strong.


“So you saw one of our signs?” she said. “I haven’t thought about those old things for a while.”


“One? How many did you put up?”


“Twenty between here and White Sands, about two years ago.”


“Isn’t that a bit expensive?”


She shrugged. “We’re fifth-generation ranchers. We’ve been very lucky.”


“It was an impressive sign, no doubt about it. But why did you put it up to begin with?”


She gave me a sharp look as though I had startled her. “But I thought you knew! Didn’t you fax me about the desert miracles?”


“Well, yes, that’s what I’m here investigating—”


“Oh, I misunderstood. I thought you’d had a similar experience. I’m not interested in talking to reporters.” She stood up and headed for the door.


I hurried after her. “Wait, please, Mrs. Smithson. I’m genuinely interested. And I’m not a reporter. I’m a doctor.”


She paused, turned. “Show me some credentials.”


I flashed my hospital ID holo at her.


Her eyes widened. “Akimura? Is that really your name? Well, why didn’t you say so? You must be Rick Akimura’s brother. He said he had a twin. No one else knows, of course.” She leaned closer, confidentially. “He won’t even tell anybody his last name. I’m the only one who knows. Forgive me, Dr. Akimura. I didn’t mean to be rude—I had no idea who you were. I guess I’m afraid of being treated like one of those nuts on the evening news.”


“Please, let’s sit down and talk about it.” I gestured toward two deep leather chairs in a dim corner. After a moment’s hesitation she sat.


“Now, about that sign,” I prompted. “Why did you say you put it up?”


“Well, we had to, didn’t we?” Her tone was matter-of-fact, as though people routinely paid small fortunes to have holosigns erected in the wastelands. “After all,” she said, “he saved Samuel when that skimmer nearly crushed him. As it was, Sam got a fractured pelvis. Even with the drugs it took him months to heal.”


I leaned closer. “And who was it, this man who saved your husband?”


“But I thought you knew. It was Rick. He had golden eyes, just like yours, so I knew he was a mutant. Took Sam to the hospital as quick as you could imagine. Quicker. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


Despite misgivings about intruding on her privacy, I ventured a quick telepathic probe. But all I saw was a blurred dark-haired figure, indistinct, and some peculiar mental static, rare in a nonmutant.


“He hardly said a word,” she said. “When that skimmer started to fall off its hoist he was just right there. Don’t know where he came from. But now that we’ve found him, we’ll help him all we can.”


“We?”


Her voice took on a steely timbre. “That’s right. We’ve formed a group. We call ourselves Better World—B.W. for short. I’ll tell you, Dr. Akimura, I didn’t ever have much use for what you might, call faith. Never thought much of it. But frankly, this has changed my mind about hope. Trust. And everybody else this man has helped feels the same way. This is something good, Dr. Akimura. I don’t really know how else to explain it.” She stared at me and her eyes were bright with inner fire. “For two winters we’d been hearing stories out here of a ghost who kept helping folks with their problems. Well, I don’t think there ever was any ghost. I know it was Rick. Had to be. And all of us whom he’s helped, we wanted to thank him. So we joined with him to help him reach others.” She paused, then added, almost shyly, “He is your brother, isn’t he?”


I forced a polite smile. “He may be, Mrs. Smithson. I don’t really know yet. That’s why I’m out here to begin with.” Inwardly, I was rattled. If a woman as sturdy as Betty Smithson could find an epiphany in the actions of this ghostly desert mutant, how many other people might join her? Soon there would be shrines sprouting next to every chamiso bush from here to the border. And an army of true believers. Had the Mutant Council been right about Rick drawing a private army around himself for comfort and protection? “I certainly appreciate your honesty,” I said. “But perhaps you should be careful whom you confide in. For your own sake.”


“Oh, I’m no blabber,” she said. “I agreed to meet you because I’d hoped you would join us. I see now you can’t do that. Yet. But you seem to have an open mind. I don’t think the others would have objected to my talking with you.” She glanced down at her watch. “It’s getting late. Why don’t you come along with me and see for yourself?”
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