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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.
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1


RIDING THE WEST WIND ON THE EDGE OF AN ONRUSHING thundersquall, Royce Lindblad sat barechested in the open cockpit of the Davy Jones, conning the sailboat by the tiller, the boomline, and the seat of his green velour pants. Lightning hissed and crackled in the black thunderheads behind him, but no rain fell on the choppy azure surface of the Island Sea, High above the single mast, a flock of bright yellow boomerbirds rode the same wind on their great motionless wings, hooting their good-natured defiance of the elements in tubalike tones. As long as the boomerbirds remained aloft, there was no imminent danger of the squall transforming itself into a tornado, and therefore no need to retract mast and sail and go to power.


Unplugged from the net and his responsibilities by choice, Pacifica’s Minister of Media was in no particular hurry to rush home to Carlotta and affairs of domestic life and state. Although it was only two hours from Gotham to Lorien Island even under sail, time had a different meaning out here; you could expand or contract it at will. Flung across half a million square kilometers of shallow ocean, the thousands of isles that made up the Island Continent could be either the suburbs of Gotham or a vast outback of sea and sky and untouched beaches, depending upon your chosen speed.


Twelve million people, nearly a third of the planetary population, lived out here, none of them more than an hour and a half from the center of Gotham under powered flight. From a commuter’s point of view, the towns on many of the larger islands and the private villas that, hugged smaller bits of land were all a quick jump from each other and from the Pacifican capital. When the island of your nearest neighbor was only minutes away, you forgot that those minutes could be thirty kilometers of open sea. When you could jump from Gotham to the furthest island in the archipelago in under two hours, you forgot that the twelve million Islanders and all their works were but a thin dusting of humanity sprinkled over a virgin immensity of sea and wooded islands on a planet fifty light-years from the sun that gave their kind birth.


But down here on the surface of the sea, the Island Continent became a vast world entire, more empty than inhabited, more Pacifican than human, and you were a lone sailor on an alien sea, the clock of your mind keeping the, oceanic time of wave and wind.


Horvath Island loomed fuzzily on the far horizon, and Royce thought he could make out the blue fusion flame of a liner coming north from Thule arcing in for a landing at Lombard. As if to distract his attention from this reminder of the world of men, a big marinerdyle breached the surface not a hundred meters from his boat in a sudden explosion of foam. The huge reptile raised its spindly forelimbs into the air, and the translucent membranes of its twin sails unfurled and caught the wind with an audible snap, to the hooting derision of the boomerbirds. Cupping the wind with its sails of skin with a precision and delicacy that Royce could not hope to match, the creature paced the boat for several minutes, and was pulling away when it finally sounded with a nose-thumbing flip of its great tail-flukes.


Royce adjusted his course, steering well clear of the powered traffic around Horvath Island and the liner port of Lombard. Beyond Horvath Island was a long sickle-shaped chain of small islets with only half a dozen estates scattered among them, and in the middle of the chain, about twenty-five kilometers away now, was Lorien.


Royce had homesteaded Lorien long before he met Carlotta Madigan. Carlotta had changed the vector of his life in most ways, drawing him into orbit around her rising star. Carlotta might have been on her way to her first term as Chairman even then, but if she wanted to share her bed with Royce Lindblad on a long-term basis, that bed was going to be on Lorien, not in that tower apartment smack in the middle of Gotham where they had first met. They still kept the city apartment for convenience’s sake, but Lorien was home—they had designed the house together, and Royce had insisted that the deed to the place be a joint contract, too. He was traditionalist enough to believe that a man must choose the home, even if his lady was destined to head the government. Especially if she was a power in the world—a bucko had to be king of the castle when the lights went out, didn’t he?


Truth be told, the Island Continent was Royce’s first love, something that perhaps only another child of Mainlanders could fully understand. His parents were wheat farmers in the rich lower Big Blue River valley, but even as a small boy, romances of the Island Continent had been his favorite entertainment channel fare. By the time he came into his citizen’s stock at seventeen, he had sailed these seas thousands of times on the net and in his dreams, and he had long since known that on his seventeenth birthday he would put the mainland of Columbia behind him.


His father—a big graceful man whose thoughts ran slow but deep—had understood this for a long time. That last afternoon, they had sat together on the mossy bluffs overlooking the Big Blue. Behind them, the yellow carpet of ripening wheat rippled contrasting textures in the breeze like ruffled velvet. Below them, the river poured between banks rich with kelly-green Pacifican lawnmoss. Spiderwebs of white cloud wisped across the sky. The air was golden with the perpetual warmth of the eternal Columbian summer. Hydrobarges laden with grain and vegetables from further upriver jetted down the river southeast toward Gotham, scoring the turquoise water with the white wakes of commerce. It was peaceful, it was beautiful, it was home, but…


“Don’t be down, bucko,” his father said. “You’re only blueing it because you feel you should be. For your mother and me, or so you think.”


“You don’t feel I’m letting you down, dad?”


His father shook his head and smiled. “This is my piece of the planet,” he said. “This is what sings its song to me. You hear a tune from somewhere else, you’ve got to dance to it. It’s a roomy planet, Royce. What sort of bucko would you be if you stuck yourself in one corner of it just because you happened to be born there? Look at me, my father was an engineer in Thule, and here I am. Now, if you were telling me you intended to go eat ice half your life, then I’d tell you you were whackers!”


They laughed in unison, men together.


“You don’t think I’m whackers for calling a place I’ve never been ‘home?’ ” Royce asked.


“Ah, we’re all whackers that way, now aren’t we?” his father said. “We all get itchy for somewhere else until we land someplace that scratches us right. And those islands—ah, yeah, those islands… nothing like the Island Continent on any world I ever heard of. You ever wonder why the Founders left ’em alone and put their roots down here in Columbia?”


“Now that you mention it…”


Royce thought he knew his history as well as the average Pacifican. The Founders had colonized Pacifica directly from Earth some three centuries ago, and for the first couple of generations, humans had stuck pretty much to their farms on the rich plains of eastern Columbia. But come to think of it, how could those people have stood on, the shore, looking west across these flat plains, and east across the vast and mysterious sweep of the Island Continent, and still have chosen to ignore the beauty and complexity of the great archipelago for the fertile sameness of the continental veldt?


“Well, I’ll tell you what I think, bucko,” his father said. “The Founders were people with a dream, and this was it.” He spread his big arms wide. “Back where they came from, land like this was only a memory and a promise. So when they saw these plains, they knew they were home. But they were no simple folk, our ancestors. They were smart enough to invent electronic democracy and the net and all the rest of it. And they knew about dreams. They knew that people don’t dream about where they grow up even if their parents did. Maybe especially if their parents did…”


He hunkered forward and wrapped his arms around his knees, staring across the Big Blue at the far bank. “So what I think, Royce, is that they saw those islands, and they knew that their children, and their children’s children, wouldn’t dream of being farmers out here on the plains. So they left the Island Continent alone for someone else to dream on when their time came.”


He stood up and put his arm around Royce’s shoulders. “So I don’t want you to dream my dream bucko,” he said. “It’s right that you dream your own. That’s what Pacifica’s all about. That’s why I’m going to be proud tomorrow when you leave for your islands. Hang loose, bucko, and listen to your own song.”


Though no man could dance entirely to his own music around a woman like Carlotta Madigan, Royce had never forgotten that going-away present from his father. Though his father might have been an unsophisticated Mainlander in the eyes of Gothamites, he had still managed to teach Royce what it was to be a real bucko, a male human, subspecies Pacifican.


And out here on the open waters, holding the power of the wind through the boomline, the inertia of the sea through the tiller, and experiencing himself as the controlling interface between them, Royce always felt time, history, and karma slip away, paring him down to his essential maleness, reconnecting him to that young bucko saying his goodbye on the bank of the Big Blue.


For being a bucko was much like being a lone sailor on this protean sea. You could choose your wind, set your tiller against the resistance of your own karma, and by playing the two against each other, use both to propel you along the course set by your own will.


It was this essentially bucko secret that Carlotta could never quite grasp. That was why they moved under power when they traveled between Gotham and Lorien together, and it was also why, despite her intelligence, her experience, her statecraft, and yes, her wisdom, it was he who conned their political boat through the quicksilver winds and currents of Pacifican electronic democracy.


He had tried to teach her how to sail, but the trouble was that she had no feel for the art of tacking.


Now Horvath drifted by far off to port. Clear of this human settlement, Royce changed course again, pointing his bow along a straight vector toward Lorien, the wind directly astern now, blowing him along at maximum sailing speed, skipping homeward across the surface of the sea like the discrays that leapt clear of the wavecrests and bounced along on their flat bellies like thrown stones with loud, crisp smacks.


Just as well that Carlotta isn’t into this, Royce thought. A man shouldn’t share everything with his lady; he’s got to have a quiet place to hear his own song. Without that, there’d be nothing within him to give in the softness of the night, and that’s what makes the world go round, bucko.


The villa that Carlotta Madigan and Royce Lindblad had designed together was a low crescent hugging the inner shore of Lorien Island’s small lagoon. The exterior walls were latticeworks of chocolate-brown stonemeld and slightly bluish windows, and the shallow-peaked roof was of deeply grained royal blue bongowood from the Cords, weatherproofed with a microglass glaze. A wide veranda shelfed out onto the lagoon from the front of the house on pilings with the boat berths beneath it. The landward side of the building faced the heavily forested hills of the island across a rather formal garden—a small fountain, a manicured Earth-grass lawn, bongowood garden furniture, and beds of Earthside roses, tulips, and chrysanthemums in red, white, blue, and yellow.


Royce’s netshop overlooked the lagoon, with a glass door leading directly out onto the veranda, but Carlotta’s was on the other side of the house, looking inward on the garden and the virgin native woods beyond.


In theory, this was supposed to afford her a tranquil and changeless natural backdrop for conducting affairs of state, but in practice she hardly ever even glanced out the window when she was plugged into the net.


Indeed, the screens of her outsized net console faced the big window, so that her back was to the garden when she sat in one of the two loungers facing them, enfolded within the curve of the emeraldwood-paneled cabinet. The standard Pacifican net console was a six-screen job: one for the personal communication channels, one for the hundred broadcast channels, one for computer interfacing, one for the accessbanks, one for the gov channels, and a sixth for general utility functions like grounds surveillance, video games, and general electronic doodling. Carlotta’s console, like Royce’s, had four additional screens: one for intragovernmental communications, one for continuous Web-monitoring, one for interfacing with the Parliamentary Computer, and one for the planetary observation system.


When Carlotta plugged into the electronic universe of the Pacifican media network, the immediate ground-level world outside faded almost at once from the surface of her mind as her sensorium went multiplex and electronic. Through cameras, microphones, and screens, her sight and hearing became not only planetwide but multiplex and compounded like the vision of an insect. The face and voice of virtually everyone on Pacifica—and indeed on worlds beyond—could be called before her with a quick verbal command. All of human history since the invention of videotape might march before her eyes at whim. Computers would advise her on anything from simple arithmetic computations to the long-term trends in the balance of payments between Pacifica and fifty other human worlds. Anyone on the planet with an ax to grind or a philosophy to expound would harangue her directly if she chose to hear. Ninety channels of entertainment vied for her idle attention, and if nothing in realtime piqued her fancy, there was half a millennium of taped programming in the accessbanks. Current news was available from the points of view of the government, the administration, the oppositions, Marxists, Free Libertarians, Transformational Syndicalists, Sardonic Fatalists, and Platonic Absolutists, among a whole zoo of others. If Pacifica was not world enough, the Galactic Web brought in shrill Femocrat propaganda from Earth, travelogues from thirty worlds, Transcendental Science musings, the latest vicious gossip from Thunderball, a tachyon-borne smorgasbord from the scattered planets of men.


All this was the electronic universe of every Pacifican, except those who unplugged from time to time with severe cases of media cafard. But as incumbent Chairman of Pacifica and a Parliamentary Delegate for nearly sixteen years, Carlotta Madigan had an even more complex and intimate feedback relationship with the media net.


For on Pacifica, media was politics, and politics was media, and had been from the days of the Founders. Geographically isolated farmsteaders could only cohere into a political whole through the media network and the instantaneous plebiscites of electronic democracy. In the beginning there had been no Parliament and hardly any real politicians—just a computer complex in the little town of Gotham to record and tally the electronic votes and a small staff of bureaucrats to implement the directly expressed will of the people. Now, however, that initial simplicity had evolved, along with Pacifican society, into a complexity that nevertheless still cohered through the net at electronic speed.


Now there was a Parliament, and Delegates, and administrations, and elections, and electronic votes of confidence, and government corporations both temporary and permanent, and export industries, and currency controls, and economic planning, and full-time politics and full-time politicians with a vengeance—all of it in perpetual flux and most of it transpiring electronically via the net.


As Carlotta Madigan sat alone on Lorien, tens of kilometers from the nearest human and further still from the capital at Gotham, it all flowed through her via screens, microphones, speakers, controls, satellites, laserpipes, and computers.


Lean and bodily youthful in her mid-forties, Carlotta was graced with a face that on the comscreens of subordinates, colleagues, and political adversaries was an ageless image of authority that flowed not so much from her office as from who she was. Though her fair skin was barely lined at all under flowing black hair, her blue eyes were old steel, and her proud nose and full expressive lips might have been those of an ancient Doge of Venice. With Royce Lindblad as her helpmate, she was the best damn Chairman Pacifica had had in two generations, and no one knew it better than she did.


Carter Berman, the current Minister of Industries, a gray-haired man in his seventies who had shuffled in and out of that office more often than probably even he cared to remember, was on the comscreen now, in something of a defensive dither, trying to persuade her to establish a Pacifican Skyliner Corporation to bring down the fares on the routes between Gotham and the Cords, and Carlotta was getting that familiar sphinxlike look which should have told him that it was a lost cause.


“… as things stand now, there are only two lines operating between Gotham and the Cords, and the competition is virtually nil, Carlotta…”


As he spoke, Carlotta punched up the traffic figures on her access screen. “So is the traffic,” she said. “The two lines operating now are averaging only 61 percent of capacity.”


“But check the fare structures.”


Carlotta punched up the figures. TransColumbia was charging 180 valuns for coach and 230VN for first class. Zipline was charging 167VN and 240VN. “So?” she said testily. “There’s absolutely no evidence of price-fixing.”


“Look at the charge per passenger-kilometer and compare it to routes of similar length.”


When Carlotta punched up the figures, she saw that the charge per kilometer was nearly 30 percent higher than Gotham-Valhalla or Valhalla-Lombard and even 17 percent higher than Gotham-Godzillaland. But on the other hand, the profit margins didn’t really seem excessive.


“Look at the figures yourself, Carter,” she said. “The profits aren’t out of line.”


“They’re 25 percent above what they should be. A government corporation could cut the fares 20 percent and still show a respectable profit.”


“At the same capacity figure?”


“Of course,” Berman said, squinting quizzically.


“Well hell, Carter, what makes you think we could run that line at 61 percent?” Carlotta snapped. “Demand’s inelastic. Compete with TransColumbia and Zipline, and all the liners will be running less than half-full, and the govcorp will run at a loss along with the freecorps. Then they’ll drop their routes and we’ll be stuck with them.”


“Have you modeled that or are you just winging?” Berman asked, beetling his brows in annoyance.


“Winging it,” Carlotta said. “And so are you, right? You don’t have a computer projection on that, do you?”


“No,” Berman admitted.


“Well, when you come up with one, plug me in again,” Carlotta said, unplugging herself from the circuit. She sighed. For all his Technocrat pretensions, Berman was an Interventionist at heart. If he had things his way, there’d be a new govcorp every time someone’s profit margin went half a point above 10 percent. For her part, Carlotta preferred to leave the free market alone until something got really flagrant.


The Constitution gave the government monopolies in energy production and mining, which was more than enough to let the government run at a profit, pay a decent dividend on citizen’s stock, and keep the total economy on an even keel by manipulating energy and metals prices. Within those parameters, the free market could pretty well run by itself.


The govcorp business had started only a century ago, when the freight-booster companies had been caught fixing prices. Profit margins of 40 percent had been excessive by anyone’s standards, but regulating the free market went against everyone’s grain. Instead, Parliament had set up a government freight-booster corporation to drive down prices by competing in the free market. It worked so well that the gov was able to dispose of its stock in the corporation within five years at a nice capital gain for the citizenry.


But what had begun as an emergency program inevitably became institutionalized. Now there was pressure to set up a competing govcorp every time the profit margin in an industry exceeded about 10 percent and pressure to sell it out to free-market interests the moment the profit margins dropped below that arbitrary figure, whether it made sense in current stock exchange terms or not.


As far as Carlotta was concerned, it was a visionless, rigid way to run a planetary economy, and she had been willing to lose the Chairmanship over just such issues several times. Not without a vote of confidence you don’t, Carter! she decided. She smiled her Mona Lisa smile. And we both know the votes aren’t there, she thought, calling up a status report on agricultural prices and production.


Now here’s an area where the free market doesn’t work at all without constant finagling, she thought. The five million Columbian farmsteaders could grow enough food to feed quadruple the planetary population if they had any incentive to do so. But most of them could grow all their own food and take care of their other economic needs out of their citizen’s dividends. As a result, the free market in foodstuffs would heterodyne wildly without continual government intervention. Shortages when overproduction dropped prices so low that the farmsteaders stopped producing surpluses for the money economy, followed by sudden rises in prices, followed by more overproduction, another price drop, another shortage, ad nauseam. An agricultural govcorp would have made the most sense, but the Mainlanders had too much political clout for any such proposal to get through Parliament So the Ministry of Agriculture was forced to buy and sell commodities in huge amounts in order to keep prices relatively stable.


According to the current figures, wheat production was down, and soybeans were going into a glut situation. Carlotta plugged in to Cynthia Ramirez, the Minister of Agriculture.


“Buy a hundred million bushels of wheat futures at 12VN,” she ordered. “Sell soybean stocks at 6 until the price drops to 9.”


“We’re going to have to release wheat soon at 9,” Cynthia pointed out. “And we bought those soybeans at 8. We’ll take a beating all the way around.”


Carlotta shrugged. It was virtually impossible to run the Ministry of Agriculture at anything but a loss. “Do it,” she said. “We can always boost the price of iron to make up the loss.”


If that’s not too inflationary, she thought as she unplugged. The job of Chairman was essentially a juggling act. The gov as a whole had to run at a healthy profit or the voters would swiftly boot out the administration that reduced their citizens’ dividends. But the gov also had to keep the total economy and the currency in balance, which often meant doing things that were totally counterproductive in profit-and-loss terms. The Chairman had to walk this fine line continuously while juggling the entire economy, which was why any Chairmanship that lasted a full fiscal year was cause for smug self-congratulation.


Carlotta had already been in office for two quarters this time around, but her smugness about it was tempered by the knowledge that Royce was at least half-responsible. There had never been a Minister of Media better than Royce, and never a team like the two of them in the top two offices…


Idly thinking of Royce out there in the Davy Jones, Carlotta programmed a general weather review from the planetary observation system. The obscreen split vertically. On the left, temperature, humidity, and barometric readings; on the right, realtime images from standard observation cameras scattered around the planet.


A heavy windless rain fell on the western slopes of the central Sierra Cordillera mountains, soaking down through the laden branches of the towering trees and turning the loamy forest floor to chocolate-colored muck sprinkled with brilliantly colored fungi…


Rain always reminded Carlotta of that party at her Gotham tower apartment where she had first met Royce. It had been pouring that night, great driving sheets obscuring the lights of the city below and drumming against the windows. It was supposed to be one of those political gatherings put on by a rising hopeful—a great stew of power with just a flavoring of sex. And then she saw him, barechested in the then-current bucko fashion, skin-tight white pants, high black boots, a short red cloak flung casually over his bare shoulders, long brown hair, and that silly, endearing droopy mustache—a transparent attempt to look older that only made him seem even younger, even more desirable. For a moment, politics suddenly seemed so unimportant—


A merciless sun fried the perpetually cloudless sky over the Wastes. Heat waves shimmering above the dungray sands caused the far-off slate-colored mountains to waver like a mirage of themselves…


—They had spoken only once during the party, and that only briefly. Carlotta had been holding court with a small group of older Delegates, impressing them with her grasp of the issues, whatever they had been at the time, with her momentum, her easy disdain of their temporarily higher status. She turned to get a drink, and saw him, leaning up against a wall, pelvis arched forward, looking at her.


“Like what you see, do you?” she said with as much imperiousness as she could muster.


“You’re a winner,” he said. “I’m at your mercy, lady. You can have me if you want me.” He laughed—boyishly, ironically. “You might even persuade me to vote for you.”


“You certainly consider yourself a hot little bucko, don’t you?” Carlotta said.


Royce laughed, arching himself languorously toward her. “Don’t you?” he said, looking into her eyes.


Carlotta moved closer, piqued by his classic bucko narcissism, leavened as it was with a saving self-irony. “I might be interested if your bark’s not better than your bite.”


“Oh, I never bite,” Royce said. “Do you?”


Carlotta laughed and flicked a finger at the V of his pants. “That’s for me to know and you to find out,” she said, snapping her teeth together—


A sprinkling of snow drifted down from the leaden skies over Thule, lightly powdering the eternal glare ice of the frozen antarctic continent. Only the far-off domes of Valhalla fractured the endless flat white monotony of the polar cap like carefully placed dots of contrasting pigment on some minimalist abstract painting…


—Two moments at a party like hundreds of others. A good-looking woman turning thirty and climbing up the power curve had endless young buckos offering themselves up to her, some just for the night’s pleasure, but just as many angling to make orbit around a rising star, and Carlotta had supposed that this was just another handsome and available young body in the crowd. She had thought little of it, and had gone back to politicking, perhaps with a slightly enhanced sense of her own personal charisma, certainly not thinking of that young bucko as anything more than a tasty possibility for some idle evening—


A strange howling windstorm roared through the dense verdant jungle of Godzillaland, rainless, whipping showers of brightly colored blossoms through the tangled undergrowth. Flitbats bounced from tree limb to tree limb in skittish panic, and something huge crunched through the jungle near the edge of the obscreen…


—Carlotta had been tired but exhilarated by the time the last of her guests left; fatigued, talked-out, but emotionally buoyed by how well it had gone, filled with a sense of impending triumph at the thought of what now seemed like her certain election to Parliament when the present administration fell.


Absorbed in political calculations, she walked into the bedroom—and there he was. Stretched out naked on the carefully turned-down bed with a glass of wine in his hand and his red cloak draped with minutely calculated carelessness over his loins, the quintessence of bucko insouciance.


He sipped his wine and stared at her over the rim of the glass. “Are you through conquering the world for tonight, Carlotta Madigan?” he said.


Carlotta choked back a laugh. It was too much, it was like some silly porn opera, and yet… And yet, when he crooked his finger at her imperiously, she went to him. When he kissed her, her lips opened to his, and whatever she had been thinking about was forgotten.


It was the perfect bucko performance, so physically perfect as to seem almost soulless, a porn opera for sure. Afterwards, he propped himself up on one elbow and regarded her with classic insolent smugness.


“Who are you?” Carlotta said softly, playing her own part as the script would have it.


“Royce Lindblad,” he said huskily.


“And what manner of creature are you, O mysterious and masterful stranger?”


“Well, truth be told, I’m an assistant producer for the Web,” he said sharply, abruptly changing verbal tone. “Porn operas for export.” And he broke up into gales of laughter.


“You fucking son of a bitch!” Carlotta managed to shout before she started laughing with him—


White clouds scudded across a clear blue sky over the eastern end of the Island Continent. Far off toward the horizon a single bright blue sail billowed between two forested islands…


Sitting in her lounger, Carlotta smiled almost girlishly. They had spent the rest of that night not making love but talking media and politics, and almost from that moment that had been half of their relationship, she the master, Royce her helpmate.


But she couldn’t look at a sail moving across the open sea without thinking of Royce out there in his boat, that young bucko still. And she couldn’t think of Royce sailing without remembering that first night, for that was the young and ever-ageless part of him that only she and the sea knew, her silly young bucko in the sweetness of the night—


Suddenly all her net console screens went blank and then began strobing in blinding scarlet while the speakers battered her ears with a shrill electronic hooting. A priority security override! What the—


Leaning forward nervously, Carlotta punched the “accept” button, wondering what in hell could have happened.


The strobing of the screens and the alert siren abruptly ceased. The agitated face of a youngish woman appeared on the private govchannel screen.


“Well?” Carlotta snapped. “Who the eff are you? What’s going on?”


“Laura Sunshine, Ministry of Media, Web Monitoring Bureau,” the young woman said in a tightly controlled voice. “We’re getting a tachyon transmission from inside the solar system.”


“What?” Carlotta grunted, her mind suddenly racing along in high gear. It made no sense. Modulated beams of faster-than-light tachyons were used strictly for interstellar communication—they were the medium of the Galactic Media Web. Tachyon transmission was much too expensive to use for shorter-range communication; besides, Pacifica was the only habitable planet in this solar system.


Therefore, it had to be a starship from outside, and that was truly a historic event. The instantaneous tachyon transmissions of the Web held the human worlds together, but physical travel was restricted to sub-light speeds, and the nearest inhabited solar system was a decade and a half away.


Furthermore, why would a starship wait until it was inside the Pacifican solar system to announce its impending arrival? Most starships carried would-be immigrants, and the standard procedure was to announce intentions from the home planet before the ship left, so that a welcome could be bought with rare items of interstellar trade—Earthside life-form embryos and seeds, unique biologicals, secret technologies—coveted by the world at journey’s end. These things were negotiated before-hand, unless—Oh, no!


“Is this transmission in clear or in code?” Carlotta asked brusquely.


“In clear,” Laura Sunshine said. “And you’re not going to like it.”


“No shit?” Carlotta muttered sardonically to herself. Then, aloud: “Plug me in, and for God’s sake, scramble this circuit.”


The govscreen went blank for a few moments and then a new face appeared on it: an older man with long, neat, steel-colored hair, an angular face with hard brown eyes, and a great beak of a nose. He was wearing an ail-too-familiar midnight-blue tunic with a high stiff collar edged in silver.


“I am Dr. Roger Falkenstein of the Transcendental Science Arkology Heisenberg,” the man said in a cool, measured voice. “We are entering your solar system and will make orbit around Pacifica in twenty days. Our mission is peaceful and will greatly benefit your people. We intend to establish an Institute of Transcendental Science on Pacifica. As Managing Director of the Heisenberg, I request permission to land on your planet and open negotiations with your government.”


The screen went blank for a moment and then Falkenstein reappeared. “I am Dr. Roger Falkenstein of the Transcendental Science Arkology Heisenberg…” The damned thing was a continuous tape-loop.


Angrily, Carlotta unplugged it and plugged in Laura Sunshine. “That’s the whole thing?” she asked.


“That’s it, they’re transmitting it continuously,” Laura Sunshine said. She grimaced nervously. “The Pink and Blue War?”


“Looks like it, doesn’t it?” Carlotta said grimly. “Hold this circuit and plug into planetary observation. I’ll see if we can get a visual.”


She plugged in the planetary observation system and got a dark-haired young man on the obscreen. “This is the Chairman,” she said. “Scramble this circuit. Scramble another circuit to Laura Sunshine, Ministry of Media, Web Monitoring Bureau.”


“Huh?” The young man gaped at her quizzically.


“Just do it,” Carlotta snapped. “And remember, this is priority security, not a blatt to anyone.” When the circuits were safely scrambled, she said: “We’re getting tachyon transmission from a ship inside the system.” She didn’t bother to allow the ob-tech a moment to digest that. “Laura will give you the coordinates. I want you to lock a long-range orbiting scope on the beam and give me a visual at max magnification, and keep all relevant circuits scrambled.”


A few moments later, a hazy object swam across the obscreen: a silvery cylinder against a black backdrop of space and hard pinpoint stars. A thin blue fusion-flame spouted from the near end of the thing, nearly transparent, but unwavering and perfectly conical. The ship was surrounded by a rainbow aura, as if its image were imperfectly electronically superimposed on the starfield, or as if it were surrounded by some unknown kind of energy field.


“Can you give me some kind of speed estimates?” Carlotta asked.


“It’s moving at about a tenth the speed of light now,” the voice of the ob-tech said uncertainly. “But… but it’s decelerating at about ten gravities… that’s… no one inside could survive… it’s impossible…”


“Not for those buggers,” Carlotta muttered. “They don’t know the meaning of the word.” Then, crisply: “Okay, keep the scope locked on, keep it on this circuit, keep the circuit scrambled, and keep your mouth shut”


“Now what?” Laura Sunshine asked.


Carlotta pondered the haloed image of the Heisenberg for a long silent moment. Sit on it? Release it to the general news channels? Announce it via the gov news channel? What? Once the damned thing went into orbit, nothing could keep the knowledge from becoming public. If I try to sit on it till then, I’ll face a vote of confidence for concealing information. But if I release the news now, before we formulate a policy, we’ll have to come up with some kind of policy in the middle of a planetwide shouting match. Damn! Either way, it was going to be political circus-time!


I’d better not make a move without Royce, Carlotta realized. He’s supposed to be the expert at this kind of thing. And where the hell is he now? Out there on his boat with nothing but a clear com-channel, communing with the drooling boomerbirds! I told him he should put a scrambler on the Davy Jones, but no, my young bucko has to have his place to unplug!


“Answer their transmission,” she told Laura Sunshine. “Audio only: Transmission acknowledged. Request you maintain silence until further contact.’ Send that six times, cease transmission, keep this circuit open, and keep your fingers crossed.”


Carlotta frowned at the image of the Heisenberg for another quiet moment. Here comes the Pink and Blue War, she thought. Why did it have to happen to me? Then, petulantly, she plugged in the Davy Jones.
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A FEW STRAY DROPS OF RAIN STUNG ROYCE’S BARE BACK, whipped almost horizontally by the wind of the darkening storm behind him, but the boomerbirds had not yet abandoned the sky for the surface of the sea, and the first little islets of the chain leading to Lorien were already passing off to starboard. It might be a close thing, but he reckoned that he would be able to make it home without resorting to power.


The wind suddenly gusted a few points further south, scattering the flock of boomerbirds for a moment and rippling the mainsail of the Davy Jones. The boomerbirds honked their indignation as they formed up again, and Royce adjusted the angle of his boom slightly, offsetting the change with his tiller so as to maintain his present course. Funny how a storm that drove the boomerbirds from the sky would drive human sailboats into the air, as if there were some strange reciprocal relationship between the humans and the native Pacifican life-forms—


Suddenly the comterminal built into the control console at the front of the cockpit began chiming at him insistently.


“Arrr…” Royce grunted irritably as he leaned forward and punched the “accept” button. Carlotta’s face appeared on the screen, tense and impatient.


“What is it?” he said. “Can’t it wait? I should be home in half an hour if the wind holds.”


“No, it can’t wait,” Carlotta said brusquely. “It can’t wait at all. And forget about your precious wind and torch back here as fast as you can.”


“What’s the hurry?” Royce asked. “What’s so cosmically important that a half-hour’s going to make a difference?”


“I can’t tell you.”


“Why can’t you tell me?”


“Because you’re too godzilla-brained to install a scrambler on that damn boat of yours and this is a priority security matter, that’s why!” Carlotta snapped. “Now stop talking and get moving!”


“Hey…”


Royce watched Carlotta pause to cool herself before she spoke again. This must be serious! he thought. “I’m sorry, Royce,” she said much more quietly, “but this is really serious and I need you here five minutes ago.”


“Okay, okay, I’ll be there before your blood pressure can drop five points.”


“Thanks, bucko,” Carlotta said with the faintest trace of warmth, and unplugged from the circuit.


Royce slid his seat forward on its rails a meter or so in order to reach the flight controls more easily. He threw a switch and electric winches quickly sucked the sails into the hollow mast. He activated the float units, and pulsed fusion engines beneath the waterline lifted the Davey Jones two meters into the air, clear of the wavecrests. He set the thruster at minimum throttle and the boat was under power, skimming along above the surface of the sea at 30 kph. He punched a button and mast, boom, and rudder were retracted into the aerodynamically smooth hull of the boat. He threw another switch, and the gunwales of the open cockpit extruded a clear microglass canopy over him. Now the Davy Jones was ready to jump.


Royce set the autopilot for Lorien, set the speed for max, and waved goodbye to the boomerbirds. “Watch your tailfeathers!” he said, and gave the con over to the automatics.


The hum of the fusion engines rose a little louder and the Davy Jones shot a hundred meters straight up, scattering the outraged boomerbirds again. At the apogee of the lift, the fusion thruster accelerated rapidly to 1000 kph, slamming Royce against the back of his seat.


The boat climbed rapidly at a forty-five-degree angle, and the islets below dwindled to green specks on a flat plane of azure glass. Almost before Royce could look down through the canopy at the dwindling world below, the boat nosed over and descended to a hover two meters above the sea, not a quarter of a kilometer west of the narrow mouth of Lorien’s lagoon.


That boomin’ autopilot sure cuts it close! Royce thought as he cut out the automatics, turned on the thruster, and steered the boat for the lagoon, zipping along at a good 80 kph above the chop.


In a few minutes, he was pulling up beside Carlotta’s boat, the Golden Goose, in the docking area under the veranda of the house. Another minute, and the boat was secured, and he was dashing two steps at a time up the gangway topside.


Rugo, their fat brown humbler, met him at the top of the gangway—a rotund, waddling bundle of self-centered affection. He rubbed up against Royce’s leg, regarded him with great soulful violet eyes, and nuzzled the bottom of his buttocks with his soft yellow beak. “Sorry, Jocko,” Royce said, ruffling the bumbler’s furlike feathers as he gently nudged the creature aside, “we appear to have a planetary crisis going, and mommy needs daddy.”


“Whonk!” Rugo exclaimed with skeptical indignation as Royce pushed by him. Through the glass doors, Royce saw that Carlotta was waiting for him in his own netshop, sitting on the edge of one of the loungers, so intent on the screens that she appeared not to have yet noticed his arrival.


Royce slid open the doors, pecked her on the cheek, and sat down in the other lounger. “So?”


Carlotta nodded silently at the array of screens before them. Royce saw Laura Sunshine from his own Web Monitoring Bureau on the gov comscreen, and on the obscreen, the shimmering haloed image of some kind of decelerating starship.


“A visitor…”


“The Transcendental Science Arkology Heisenberg, to be precise,” Carlotta said. “And it makes orbit in twenty days.”


“Oh-oh,” Royce muttered. He leaned back in the lounger and pondered a moment. “Any contact?” he asked.


“Just this on a continuous tape-loop,” Carlotta said, punching a replay button.


The strong, calm, slightly intimidating face of a gray-haired man appeared on the access screen—ancient with wisdom, yet somehow agelessly youthful. Royce felt immediately attracted yet also repelled—formidable was the word. “I am Dr. Roger Falkenstein of the Transcendental Science Arkology Heisenberg, We are entering your solar system and will make orbit around Pacifica in twenty days. Our mission is peaceful and will greatly benefit your people. We intend to establish an Institute of Transcendental Science on Pacifica. As Managing Director of the Heisenberg, I request permission to land on your planet and open negotiations with your government.” The voice was authoritative, oceanic, and something in it called to Royce, promised the ineffable. The political considerations, however…


“How did this come through?” he asked.


“Tachyon transmission,” Carlotta said. “I requested they maintain silence until further notice, and they complied.”


“Who knows about this?”


“Laura Sunshine and one tech at planetary observation.”


Royce let out his breath slowly. Only the Ministry of Media had the equipment to pick up tachyon transmissions. Only two other people knew. “Seems as if it’s effectively sat on,” he said.


“For the next twenty days, anyway.”


“No good,” Royce said flatly. “We can’t do that If we don’t break the news soon, there’ll be a Parliamentary vote of confidence.”


Carlotta frowned, indeed almost pouted. “I figured that much out myself,” she said rather plaintively. “But if we release this before we have a policy, we’ll be in the middle of a full-scale planetary debate when those bastards arrive, and my hands will be tied.”


“I believe that’s called democracy,” Royce said dryly.


Carlotta glared at him. “It’s called the Pink and Blue War,” she said.


Royce studied her face, and saw a very un-Carlotta-like defensive tension there. “Don’t you think you’re overreacting a little?” he said.


“What do you mean?”


Royce nodded toward the image of the Heisenberg on the obscreen. “What we have at the moment is not the Pink and Blue War,” he said. “We have a Transcendental Science mission. We have no Femocrats. We don’t even have an Institute of Transcendental Science, only some people who want to talk about establishing one.”


“I don’t quite follow,” Carlotta said. But her expression had softened, and she really seemed to be looking to him for advice and guidance now.


“I’m looking at this strictly on a current political level, because that’s what we’ve got to handle right now ” Royce said. “The options are limited and so is the problem. We can’t not talk to this Falkenstein and we can’t refuse him permission to land, because that would violate interstellar protocol. So you have to negotiate, but at the moment, that’s all you have to do. So between now and then, all you need politically is to line up Parliament behind some negotiating position. Right now the issue isn’t the Pink and Blue War, it’s putting together political backing for a talking position with Falkenstein, period.”


Carlotta’s expression brightened. “I see what you mean,” she said. “Call a closed session of Parliament and line them up behind a negotiating position between now and the time the Heisenberg makes orbit.”


“Right.”


Carlotta stared out the window at the lagoon for a moment “And I know just what that has to be,” she muttered. Oh-oh, Royce thought.


Carlotta turned to Royce again. “But what do we do in the meantime?” she asked. “We can’t sit on the news for very long, but we can’t release it until we’ve hammered out a consensus position in Parliament either.”


Royce nibbled on a thumbnail. It was all a matter of timing and nuance. “Okay…” he said slowly. “So we have to do something immediately to cover ourselves. A simple press release by a low-level Media official to the effect that a starship has entered the system, nothing about contact, the gov is trying to determine its identity. We can get away with that for a day or two…”


“And two days from now…?”


Royce grimaced. “By then, well have to release the whole story or be charged with denial of media access when it finally breaks. No choice.”


“Which gives me less than two days to call a closed session of Parliament together in Gotham and line up a majority of the Delegates behind some kind of tentative policy…”


“’Fraid so.”


“Shit.”


They sat together silently for a long moment “How?” Carlotta finally said. “If I tell them why I’m calling a closed session, do you think a hundred and three Delegates can keep a secret like that for two hours, let alone two days? If I just casually call an ordinary session, they’ll take a week to dribble in.”


Royce laughed. “You’re the Chairman,” he said, “but if I were you, I’d just tell them I was calling an immediate closed session on a matter of priority security. Nothing like that kind of curiosity to encourage max speed.”


Carlotta smiled her Mona Lisa smile. “They’ll be jumpy as flitbats, but they’ll be there practically before I can unplug,” she said. She got out of her lounger and gave Royce a quick wet kiss on the lips. “Gotta jump to it,” she said. “You take care of the press release in the meantime.” She ruffled Royce’s hair. “What would I do without you, bucko?”


“Offend the electorate twice a week and masturbate a lot,” Royce answered dryly.


It took only a few minutes to arrange the press release through Laura Sunshine (no sense in letting anyone else in on the secret), and Carlotta would be busy in her own netshop for hours setting up the Parliamentary session, so Royce decided he might as well use some of the time to refresh his hazy knowledge of Transcendental Science and the Pink and Blue War.


Pacifica had steered as clear of the conflict between Transcendental Science and Femocracy as was possible on a planet where media access to all points of view was a sacred constitutional right; at best, the conflict was regarded as light farce, as witness the snide local term for what on most other worlds was considered an ideological battle of grave cosmic import.


As a result, however, Royce found that his understanding of the Pink and Blue War was strictly in comic opera terms. Something like two centuries ago, militant feminists had come to power on Earth in the aftermath of the Slow Motion War, and now, apparently, the women were all godzilla-brained lesbos who kept a small supply of ball-less wonders in cages for breeding purposes, at least if one took the incomprehensible but massively solemn propaganda they poured into the Web at face value.


Meanwhile, back on Tau Ceti, a colony of double-domed geniuses had founded the first Institute of Transcendental Science which began to spew forth a bottomless cornucopia of scientific wonders, or so they claimed, and then began to spread through the human worlds via perambulating artificial worldlets they called “Arkologies,” establishing new Institutes wherever they went, promulgating their scientific vision of a hyperevolved Homo galacticus.


The Femocrats considered the Transcendental Scientists “faschochauvinist Fausts,” and the Transcendental Scientists considered the Femocrats “misguided primitives” several light-years beneath their intellectual contempt. These were the roots of the Pink and Blue War, an ideological conflict too silly to be taken seriously by sophisticated Pacificans, enlightened citizens of the media capital of the human galaxy.


However, Royce realized, there had to be more to it than material for historical comedies. Several planets had actually turned Femocrat after visits by missions from Earth, and Institutes of Transcendental Science on perhaps half a dozen planets were launching Arkologies of their own these days. Royce gazed out his window. The sun was beginning to set into the deepening blue of the sea. The western sky was a sheet of purpling orange flame, but toward the east the heavens were already darkening, and the first bright stars of night were winking into existence as a flock of birds passed like shadows across the truncated disc of the setting sun. It was hard to imagine that up there in the galactic night strident voices were screaming godzilla-brained propaganda at each other, ideologues were subverting long-established cultures, a war of sorts was going on, and out there beyond his unaided vision, the Arkology Heisenberg was speeding toward Pacifica, bringing the whole unwanted mess to the planet that he loved, a harmonious world at peace with itself.


Rugo slapped at the glass door with his big webbed swimming feet, demanding admittance. Royce got up and let the bumbler in. “Whonk-ka-whonk, ka-whonk!” the big brown bird opined as he followed Royce back to the lounger and stood beside it for his head to be scratched.


Royce laughed as the bumbler cocked his head at him solemnly. “You’ve got a point, Jocko,” he admitted. And I told Carlotta she was overreacting? he thought Nothing’s really happened yet Surely we can handle these clowns.


Still, it behooved him to know something more about what was speeding toward Pacifica than a few stale jokes and the bilge that the Femocrats and Transcendental Scientists put out on the Web.


He called up the basic briefing tape on Transcendental Science from the accessbanks. “Transcendental Science is a philosophy, a technology, and one of only two human transstellar political entities,” a female voice said as the Transcendental Science ensign, a four-pointed silver star, appeared on the access screen. “Some contend that it is also an ideological religion.” The image of a middle-aged man with short blond hair appeared on the screen; there was something vaguely unsettling about his intense blue eyes. “The movement was founded two hundred and fifty years ago by Dr. Heinz Shockley who established a colony on the fourth planet of the Tau Ceti system. Citizenship was open only to scientists who passed a rigorous screenings and their immediate families. Shockley’s basic philosophy is still the raison d’être of Transcendental Science today…”


Shockley began to speak in a deep, urbane, almost syrupy voice. “We are living at the end of human prehistory. Though we travel haltingly from star to star, communicate instantly across the light-years, and have unlocked the secrets of the stellar phoenix, we are still circumscribed by the universal parameters of matter, energy, time, and mind. Science is our method for understanding those parameters and maximizing our mastery of the universe within them. But this is prehistory. Homo galacticus, true star-roving man, must learn to transcend the so-called natural limits of the universe through a transcendental science. He must not be confined by the speed of light, or the so-called natural human lifespan, or the consciousness he evolved with. He must seize this sorry scheme of things entire and mold it totally to the heart’s desire…”


“Deep,” Royce admitted aloud. But not exactly relevant to the current problem. “Let’s have the capsule history,” he told the access computer.


A schematic map of the human galaxy appeared on the access screen—inhabited systems represented by white dots, a single blue dot for Tau Ceti. “Fifty years after the founding of the first Institute of Transcendental Science on Tau Ceti, the first Arkology, the Einstein, left the system,” a male voice said. A blue dot moved away from Tau Ceti toward the system of Ariel. “Twelve years later, the Ariel Institute of Transcendental Science was established, and ten years after that, Ariel launched its first Arkology. Meanwhile, Tau Ceti launched three more of its own.” The dot representing Ariel turned blue as the dot representing the Einstein reached it. Other dots moved off into space from Tau Ceti, then one from Ariel. “Since then, five more systems have established their own Institutes of Transcendental Science and have begun launching Arkologies…” White dots began to turn blue as blue dots moved across the schematic like a swarm of insects. “Sirius, Zeus, Barnard…”


“And so forth,” Royce muttered, stopping the tape. “Query: how many Arkologies are now in existence?”


“Seventeen, plus or minus five,” the computer voice said. “This is an estimate, exact figure unknown.”


“Query: has any system visited by an Arkology failed to establish an Institute of Transcendental Science?”


“Unverifiable. Hypothesis one: answer no. Hypothesis two: Transcendental Science only releases data on its successes.”


I’d buy hypothesis two, Royce thought. As he remembered, Transcendental Science didn’t put anything on the Web except straight propaganda, and Pacifica’s “News of the Galaxy” stringers were barred from their planets.


But the key question was the so-called “Transcendental Science.” These jockos were obviously Machiavellian political meddlers, but they couldn’t have run up against anything like the Pacifican political system before, and Royce didn’t seriously believe that anything could subvert Pacifica’s peculiar brand of dynamic stability. But did the cargo of the Heisenberg include anything that could benefit Pacifica sufficiently to justify whatever risk there was in letting them hawk their wares planetside?


“Program,” he ordered the access computer. “Report Transcendental Science and technology in advance of Pacifican or general galactic levels.”


“Verified: Transcendental Science Arkologies are capable of traversing a given distance 40 percent faster than any other known starships, method unknown,” the computer voice said. “Verified: inhabitants of Arkologies have survived prolonged 15-gravity acceleration with no ill effects, method unknown. Reported but unverified: possible extended lifespans, cloning, organ regeneration, telekinesis, telepathy, artificial sentience, time travel, matter transmittal, simulkinesis, methods unknown.”


“Query: have any of these technologies been offered for sale on the Web Exchange by any planet with an Institute of Transcendental Science?”


“Answer: negative. Elucidation: all relevant planets have ceased to buy or sell technology via the Web within three years of establishment of an Institute of Transcendental Science.”


Now that is ominous, Royce thought. If any of this superscience is real, the buggers are deliberately keeping it a monopoly of their effing Institutes. You can’t buy it, you can only join the club. They seem to be using it as some kind of political weapon.


Royce scratched Rugo’s head mechanically, regarding the image of the Heisenberg on his obscreen with a newly soured expression. He was beginning to see why it was called the Pink and Blue War. In a situation where physical invasion was a logistical impossibility, this kind of behavior was about as close to interstellar aggression as you could get. It violated one of the basic principles of civilized interstellar conduct: free commerce in science and technology.


In a more somber mood now, Royce called up a briefing tape on the Pink and Blue War, using not the public access banks but the Parliamentary computer; he wanted the bottom line, not the surface stuff that everyone knew.


A schematic of the human worlds appeared on the Parliamentary access screen—neutral systems as white dots, Transcendental Science systems in blue, Earth and four other systems in pink.


“The Pink and Blue War,” said the computer voice. “Pacifican vernacular for the ideological and political conflict between Transcendental Science and Femocracy. Vectors: Transcendental Science Arkologies, four known Femocrat interstellar missions, Web propaganda. Avowed Femocrat goal: the establishment of Femocratic social systems on all human worlds. Analyzed Femocrat goal: same. Avowed Transcendental Science goal: dissemination of advanced science and technology to all human worlds. Analyzed Transcendental Science goal: establishment of a unified Transcendental Science dominion over all human worlds through Institutes of Transcendental Science. Cause of conflict: mutually incompatible political goals. Current status: four solar systems converted to Femocracy, six solar systems dominated by Institutes of Transcendental Science, thirty-nine neutral. Vector analysis: Web propaganda ineffective, maximum result, Femocrat political parties on twelve planets. Known Femocrat missions: 100 percent effective. Known Transcendental Science missions: 100 percent effective. Projection, one century…”


Two of the white dots went pink, six more turned blue. “Projection, two centuries…” Four more white dots turned pink, seven turned blue. “Projection, three centuries: data insufficient.”


“Query,” Royce said. “Impact on Pacifica, immediate, medium-term, long-term.”


“Immediate impact: nil. Medium-term impact: decline in interstellar markets for Pacifican Web exports, collapse of ‘News of the Galaxy’ news service, inability to purchase off-world science and technology due to balance-of-payments problems and partial collapse of market in same. Long-term impact: collapse of the Galactic Media Web, planetary isolation, possible political polarization along ideological lines, possible overthrow of Pacifican Constitution.”


With a grunt of displeasure, Royce unplugged from all channels, including the obscreen image of the Arkology Heisenberg. “Whonk!” Rugo squawked indignantly, startled by the angry punch of buttons.


“No shit, Jocko?” Royce muttered. You’re right, he thought, suddenly this doesn’t seem like such a joke. He gazed out the window, abruptly overcome with a temporary case of media cafard.


It was fully dark now, and though the sea was whipped into a chop by the arrival of the thundersquall that had chased him home, most of the sky was still clear. Far from the lights of Gotham, undisturbed by any moon, the sky over the Island Continent was a blaze of stars against the velvet blackness of the heavens, and a silvery, ever-shifting sheen on the churning surface of the waters.


What went on up there in the cold hard blackness was reflected on the quicksilver surface that lay below. How many other people on how many other planets were at this moment looking out over the serene nightscapes of their worlds while the storm moved stealthily and unnoticed toward them among the pinpoint lights of the common sky?


Lightning crackled in the thunderheads over the lagoon. There was a crash of thunder, and a hard rain began to fall.
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CARLOTTA HAD SET THE WAKE-UP PLATE IN THEIR GOTHAM bedroom for the predawn horn the night before, but instead of being eased electronically into full wakefulness, she was awakened by Royce’s body moving on hers, by an insistent tingle between her legs, by the unconscious motions of her own body responding to his from the other side of the veil of sleep.


“Whuh—? Huh—? What the hell are you doing?” Physical pleasure vied with early-morning grouchiness. Her body was awake and enjoying itself, but her mind was half-asleep and grumbling.


“What does it feel like I’m doing?” Royce muttered slyly in her ear without breaking rhythm.


“You’re raping me, bucko,” Carlotta grunted, blinking away the vestiges of sleep.


“Oh,” Royce said. “Sorry.” He stopped his body in mid-thrust, holding himself stiff and lifeless as a corpse. “I thought you were enjoying it.”


Carlotta moved her hips against him. “Cut this shit out.”


“Say please.”


“Please,” she whispered with a giggle, sticking her tongue in his ear. Royce laughed, and they moved together once more, fully awake to each other’s rhythm now, building swiftly to a rather well-timed mutual fulfillment.


Afterwards, Carlotta leaned back lazily against a pillow and pressed a button on the nightstand, which drew back the curtains to admit the wan gray light of impending dawn blearing down on a barely stirring Gotham. Fully awake now at this loathsome hour, she longed to drift back to sleep at least until the sun was a civilized distance above the horizon. Royce, as always, was filled with his loathsome and incomprehensible first-thing-in-the-morning energy, punching out an order for a bedside pot of kaf.


“What was the idea of that?” Carlotta asked.


“Just a silly way of starting what promises to be a very unsilly day,” Royce said, suddenly serious.


“Yeah,” Carlotta said somberly. “It’s not going to be easy. You coming along with me?”


“Be there before noon,” Royce said, as the kaf popped out of the servetable, hot and steaming. “Got to go to the Ministry first and prepare a press release so we can have it out the moment the session’s over.” He poured two cups of kaf and handed one over. “You still intend to ask for a free hand?” he asked.


“For sure. I don’t want that Falkenstein addressing Parliament It’s got to be private negotiations with me so I can turn him down without a vote beforehand.”


“Even so, there’s a good chance there’ll be a vote of confidence afterward,” Royce said. “And if you lose it, I wouldn’t care to predict how the electronic vote would go afterward, either.”


Carlotta sipped at her kaf, shrugged. “It’s worth losing the Chairmanship over this if I can get rid of the Heisenberg in the process,” she said. “If I get plenipotentiary powers beforehand, my decision can’t be countermanded later, all they can do is throw me out of office.”


“There is a possibility you’ve overlooked…” Royce said slowly.


Carlotta cocked an eyebrow at him.


“Falkenstein could demand media access,” Royce said. “Appeal directly to the body politic. It’s his right under the Constitution, you couldn’t deny it to him—if he knows about it.”


Carlotta shuddered “Oh, come on Royce,” she said.


“You think the Transcendental Scientists are experts on Pacifican constitutional law?”


“Who knows? I just don’t think it’s smart to assume their ignorance.”


“There isn’t any other choice,” Carlotta snapped. She studied Royce narrowly. There seemed to be something peculiar sneaking into his attitude. “You are with me on this, aren’t you, Royce?”


“You make the policy, boss-lady, I just sell it,” Royce said, without a trace of rancor.


But as she dressed hurriedly, Carlotta was left with a feeling of slight unease, as if somehow the mere presence of the Heisenberg moving inexorably toward Pacifica was already disrupting harmonies, both political and domestic.


Her mind was already girding itself for combat as she took the elevator down into the garage of the tower apartment building. Here was a typical collection of the quirky personal transport favored by confirmed Gothamites. Little motorcycles and scooters powered by small fusion motors, jump-harnesses, powerskates and skimboards, one-and two-place floaters—all concrete technological expressions of the unspoken Pacifican motto, “Getting there is all the fun.”


Growing up in the city, Carlotta had tried them all at one time or another. As a teenager, she had taken her life in her hands on powerskates and skimboards; with her first citizen’s dividend, she had purchased a jump-harness which soon scared her into shifting over to a series of cycles and scooters; now, as Chairman, with a slightly higher regard for her own personal safety, she got around the city by floater.


Carlotta’s floater was a one-place model. She stood on a small metal disc containing a float unit and a little thruster. Her hands gripped a fixed set of handlebars that rose from the front of the circular platform. Under her left thumb was a simple on-off switch; the right handlebar grip was a twist-throttle. That was all there was to it, a simple machine, and a complex sense of vector and balance.


Carlotta turned on the float unit and the floater rose the standard one meter off the floor. She cranked on a little throttle and the floater moved forward. She turned to the right by leaning her body in that direction, and the floater zipped up around the curving ramp and out onto the street.


Carlotta had called for an early morning opening of the Parliamentary session, figuring it might take all day, and the sun hovered just above the horizon, a pale glare filtering through the residential towers on the eastern islands of Gotham. The air, as always at this latitude, was warm, but the early morning light had a chill quality to it as the city blinked its way into wakefulness in the long shadows. The building fronted on a main avenue, but at this unseemly hour the traffic was still light: a few older people sedately riding the glideways on either side of the roadbed; kids careening along to school balancing precariously on their powered skimboards with slow liquid hipswivels, or rolling by in low racers’ crouches on powerskates; cycles and scooters weaving in and out of this slower-moving traffic; floaters, like Carlotta’s, maintaining a calmer course in the center of the street.
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