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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.






The Sphere of the Royal Caste


Prologue

 

 

Ghandi stood with the captain on the flight deck, their hands gripping the sway bars, their bodies rocking back and forth. Outside the shuttle, the fierce Colorado winds screamed across the thick hull, blasting wads of snow against the narrow band of windows, buffeting the craft as if it were a freefall toy in the hands of a child. The pilot, strapped tightly in his acceleration chair in front of them, kept his eyes riveted to the instruments. Sight navigation was useless in such a storm.

“Well?” demanded the captain.

The pilot, maintaining his vigil on the control board that half encircled him, shook his head. “Gone again, Captain. It’s a weak signal  . . .”

“I don’t care what kind of signal it is,” growled the captain. “I’m not spending the whole day flying through this crap. If you can’t lock on in sixty seconds, get us the hell out of here.”

A particularly violent updraft banked the craft thirty degrees. Ghandi lost his balance. He lunged sideways, mashed his face into the captain’s shoulder, inhaled the stench of a freshly spirited odorant bag. The smell alone almost knocked him back in the opposite direction.

The captain glared. “If you can’t stand a bit of turbulence, Ghandi, then strap yourself in!”

Ghandi exhaled slowly, turning away to hide his anger. This captain had a nasty temper, but corresponding displays from his crew were not tolerated. Even a mild grimace from Ghandi could gyrate the captain into a full-blown tantrum.

And the man had a smell that would frighten children.

Ghandi wore an odorant bag, too; most pirates kept a hybrid of foul scents looped around their belts—a symbol of their particular clan, a badge of the true Costeau. Still, Ghandi removed his odorant bag once in a while . . .

“It’s back!” yelled the pilot. “And I’ve got a fix.”

The captain grunted.

“Six or seven miles to the southwest,” said the pilot, “right where Denver squeezes itself against the mountains.”

“One of our ships?” asked the captain.

“No.”

“E-Tech?”

The pilot hesitated. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen a beacon like this before. A sporadically pulsed cardioid pattern. Extremely low power. I doubt whether anyone beyond a twenty-mile radius could even pick it up. I’m sure it’s a distress signal, but whether or not it’s E-Tech, I couldn’t say.”

“What could you say?” grilled the captain.

The pilot shrugged.

The captain’s eyes drifted shut, a retreat into deep thoughts. Ghandi knew what those thoughts were.

If it’s an E-Tech ship, it could be a trap. Sucker us down to the surface with a phony distress signal, then arrest us for illegal trespass. We’re on a dirty flight—unlisted with E-Tech’s orbital control—and we’re in restricted airspace to boot. Lately, the bastards were getting tougher—penalties for such intrusions were becoming harsher. Whatever moral qualms E-Tech had once boasted regarding entrapment had vanished years ago. Pirate captains, caught on the surface without permission, were being levied heavy fines. Some Costeaus had even been stripped of their vessels.

Good reasons for not responding to distress calls.

But maybe this ship isn’t E-Tech. Maybe it’s colony-bred treasure hunters, just as dirty down here as we are. Maybe they had engine failure and can’t lift off.

An E-Tech outpost existed in Texas, seven hundred miles to the southeast. But if the captain of this shuttle was on a dirty flight, probably he would not risk contacting that base, at least not until things got desperate. A short-range, low-powered distress beacon offered a fair shot of reaching one of the numerous Costeau flights that constantly scavenged the planet. And pirates, whether down here legally or otherwise, provided the best chance for getting rescued and staying out of trouble with the colonial authorities. Boost the power of your signal—shout help over a ten-state area—and E-Tech Security patrols would be crawling all over you within the hour.

The captain opened his eyes. “I think it’s a dirty flight.”

The pilot nodded. “Engine problems, maybe.”

The captain’s mouth twisted into the vaguest hint of a smile. “They might need our help.”

In the proper circumstances, help could be a very expensive commodity.

“Let’s take her down.”

Ghandi smiled, too. This asshole captain did have his good points.

 

* * *

 

“What do you make of it?” asked the pilot.

“Hell if I know,” muttered one of the others.

The five of them stood silently, in full spacesuits, in twenty inches of snow, on the western edge of Denver, Colorado, where the flat sprawl of the mile-high city began to undulate as it squeezed itself against the front range of the Rocky Mountains.

Six and a half million people had lived here once, had breathed this air, had made this place into one of the great metropolitan centers of the twenty-first century. Now it was dead, no different from the other Earth cities, lifeless for almost a quarter of a millennium, the air still saturated with organic poisons, practically unbreathable. Just another icon of planet Earth: another of humanity’s junkyards, decimated by the nuclear-biological Apocalypse of 2099, two hundred and thirty-nine years ago.

The storm had subsided a bit, or else the mass of skyscrapers rising a few miles behind them somehow limited wind intensity at ground level. Even so, a fair amount of fresh snow swirled through the air, blowing down from the western peaks. Ghandi touched a sensor on his control belt, notched his faceplate thermal wiper into a faster mode.

In front of them, an eight-lane highway—probably once a major interstate thoroughfare—bisected this particular development, truncating the deserted streets and dividing the staggered rows of eight- and ten-story condos into two separate arenas. Ghandi thought it likely that the highway had also served as a governmental dividing line; an official boundary permitting the once-extravagant condo dwellers to consider themselves as denizens of discrete subcommunities. The idea fit well with what he knew of pre-Apocalyptic history.

On the far side of the highway, about a hundred yards to the north, in a vacant lot beside a car refueling station, rested the unfamiliar shuttle. The interior lights were lit and the main airlock stairway was down. There was no sign of life.

Their own shuttle squatted behind them, in the center of an exit ramp—one hundred and fifty feet of white metal and plastic, a pair of stubby wings angling upward, the blackened heat shields testifying to frequent atmospheric incursions. Beneath the craft, the ice and snow had been melted away by the intense heat from their vertical landing jets; plumes of gray smoke still drifted from the sextet of exhaust tubes. Cracked yellow paving—the exit ramp’s original surface—lay exposed, extending outward in a twenty-foot arc from the vessel.

“Should we leave a guard behind?” asked the pilot.

“You scared?” the captain retorted.

Ghandi said nothing. The asshole should leave someone behind, just in case they ran into problems. No backup . . . that was begging for trouble.

The other shuttle was roughly the same size and shape as their own. There were no large markings visible on the stubby body, but that was not unusual. Anyone on a dirty flight ran the risk of being visually sighted by an E-Tech ground unit. Without ID markings, there was no way for E-Tech to positively identify the craft and bring official charges against the crew upon their return to the Colonies.

The captain turned to one of the other pirates. The man wore a shoebox-sized device strapped to the front of his spacesuit: a rhythm detector—standard hunt-and-search gear for ground expeditions.

“Picking up anything?”

The crewman checked the digital readout and shook his head.

“Nothing, Captain. No movement within three hundred yards. Either they’re out of the neighborhood or they’re still inside the shuttle.”

Not necessarily, thought Ghandi. They could be shielded. It was not extraordinarily difficult to block the scanning waves of a rhythm detector; some of the surrounding condos—like the shuttle itself—might have walls thick enough to inhibit the device’s tracking sensors. And AV scramblers would also foul a rhythm detector, though Ghandi acknowledged the remoteness of that possibility. AV scramblers were still on E-Tech’s restricted technology list and even black market models cost a fortune, providing you could find one.

He said nothing, however, knowing it would be a wasted effort to broach any of his concerns. This was only Ghandi’s third flight with this captain and crew, but already their weaknesses were obvious. They were too clan-confident, relying on their reputations as Costeaus, rather than applying sound logic and judgment to potentially dangerous situations. Macho idiots usually died young. Ghandi thought it miraculous that this crew—and the captain in particular—had survived for so long.

The five of them stepped carefully over a section of crushed guardrail and trudged across the snow-covered highway, toward the shuttle.

As they approached, Ghandi noted that the craft had a thick covering of fresh snow all around it. And the stairway was virgin-white—no footprints. Beneath the vessel, two- and three-foot icicles hung from the end cones of the vertical landing jets. Whoever these people were, they had been here for a while—at least several days. Or longer.

“Maybe they’re dead,” remarked the pilot.

Ghandi hoped so. That was certainly the best possible scenario. A dead crew meant that the shuttle was theirs to plunder. If the crew was still alive . . . well, that opened up several options.

The standard arrangement for helping a downed crew—other than fellow pirates—called for an assist fee. In advance. But if the captain saw evidence that this crew had plundered valuable antiques or other treasures from the surface, then a more lucrative partnership arrangement might be demanded. And whatever was demanded would be granted. This captain might lack qualities as a tactician but he was a Costeau.

Of course, those possibilities assumed that this shuttle crew was willing to bargain. But maybe this bunch would not want to cut any deals.

Ghandi dropped a palm to his belt and fingered the butt of his thruster. All five of them wore the powerful handguns strapped to their belts. And the pilot carried a deadlier version of the weapon—a modified, and highly illegal, thruster rifle, with enough pulsed energy in its blast to blow a hole through an unshielded spacesuit at close range.

Ghandi hoped things would not degenerate into violence. He had killed before—a clan fight in his youth, a sandram cracked against the head of an opponent with too much force. Watching the other boy crumple into death had not been an entirely unpleasant experience. But wiping out a shuttle crew down here on the surface could lead to serious consequences. Up in the Colonies, E-Tech might start asking questions.

And these days, E-Tech was not the only potential source of trouble. It was entirely possible that other Costeaus would bring them grief.

There was a growing movement over the past few decades, throughout the Colonies, to mainstream the Costeau population; an effort with unofficial origins thirty-one years ago, the year of Ghandi’s birth. In that year—2307—a rival clan, the Alexanders, had helped rid the Colonies of two Paratwa: Codrus, the Ash Ock mastermind, and his servant, the liege-killer. Since that time, more and more pirate clans had begun to cooperate openly with E-Tech and the Irryan Council. However traitorous and despicable Ghandi might perceive such collaboration, he could not deny the overall effects. Being hunted for murder by E-Tech would be a serious problem. But being hunted by other Costeaus . . . well, that was something else entirely.

They were less than twenty feet away from the shuttle now, and Ghandi suddenly realized that there were no markings visible on the faded paint, not even the standard tiny warning emblems, clustered around the heat shields, engines, and airlocks. Someone had taken the time to blot out even the slightest hint of an insignia. That was overkill—long-range E-Tech video tracking gear was not that good. Small markings would surely escape detection.

The lack of markings made Ghandi nervous. He was about to chance the captain’s wrath by mentioning the anomaly when a female voice cut into their suit intercom circuit.

“Thank you for coming.”

The voice was young and husky, but decidedly feminine.

“I’ve had a major engine shutdown,” the voice continued. “The main cooling system, I think.”

They froze as a spacesuited figure strode out onto the airlock ramp. The pilot raised his thruster rifle.

The woman stared down at them, her face almost completely hidden by the helmet visor. Ghandi could just make out pale skin and a mass of curly blonde hair. She gave them a tentative smile.

“I need a ride and . . . I’ll be glad to pay for it.”

The captain moved to the bottom of the stairway. “Where’s your crew?”

“I have no crew.”

The pilot kept his rifle trained on her.

“This is my own shuttle,” she explained slowly. “I’m down here on a research project. I’m preparing a paper on the psychosomatic ailments of pre-Apocalyptic condominium dwellers.”

One of the pirates chuckled.

The woman smiled. “You know how it is. Everyone’s fascinated by pre-Apocalyptic lifestyles.”

The captain mounted the snow-covered stairway. The other crew members followed. Ghandi hesitated at the bottom of the ramp.

Something’s wrong. A rich colonial princess, with her own shuttle, down here on the surface, all by her lonesome self. That didn’t fit. She’s obviously been here for days. She says she’s doing research. Fine. But why mess around with a short-range distress beacon when you’re facing a major engine failure? Why not simply blast a HELP signal across the spectrum?

“You must be having some serious power problems,” Ghandi challenged. “Your beacon was very weak. Of course, I see that you still have enough electricity to run internal lighting.”

She hesitated. “I didn’t want to attract any . . . major attention. Come inside. I’ll explain.”

Ghandi kept a hand on his thruster as he followed the others up the ramp.

The six of them squeezed into the airlock, waited silently for pressurization. The inner seal opened and they followed her into the shuttle’s main corridor.

Bright walls.

That was the first thing Ghandi noticed. The corridor had been painted with an incredibly gaudy mixture of colors. Fiery red stripes crisscrossed a deep violet background and the whole mess was splotched with random patches of green and gold. The arrangement lacked any sort of harmony. The colors were so intense that at spots they seemed to be pulsing.

She led them down the long corridor and through an open air-seal, into the shuttle’s midcompartment, a large central space boasting a scattered arrangement of chairs, tables, and zero-G hammocks. Ghandi was relieved that the obnoxious color scheme had not been repeated in here. Soft, eye-pleasing pastels were highlighted by the dim light from a ceiling grid.

The woman unsealed her helmet and laid it on a table. Carefully, she removed her spacesuit.

Ghandi was thirty-one years old and had had his share of women: pirates, smugglers’ wives, barely pubescent colonial girls tantalized with the idea of romping with Costeaus. Once, he had blown almost his entire profit from a two-week artifact hunt on one extended visit to a silky palace in Velvet-on-the-Green. Still, for the most part, he prided himself on a modicum of self-control.

When the woman stepped out of her spacesuit, Ghandi got an erection.

There was nothing blatantly erotic about her, and it had not been that long since he had last been with a woman. Yet there was no denying her effect on him.

Her clothing was very plain; a faded blue vest tucked into loose-fitting white trousers. Bare arms displayed well-defined biceps. The skin bore a light tan. All five foot five of her looked to be in prime physical condition. She could not have been a day over twenty-five.

“Up your lookers,” she chided gently.

Ghandi, realizing he had been staring at her breasts, elevated his attention to her face.

She smiled. “Like what you see?”

The voice was soft, sexy, straining at invisible leashes. The face: a perfect oval framed by that mass of golden curls, pale cheeks rouged with tiny dimples, aquamarine eyes, dancing . . . drawing him closer, into a throbbing sea, gentle waves, caressing . . .

His throat went dry. Without turning away from her face, he toggled a sequence on his control belt, felt the suit’s thin water hose extend itself from the underside of his helmet, sensors probing for his mouth.

His lips closed on the hose’s nipple and he suckled, drawing a tiny stream through his mouth, across his tongue, letting it flow to the top of his throat, not swallowing, but allowing the cold liquid to trickle effortlessly down. He imagined that the nipple was her breast.

“Look around you,” he heard her say. “Do any of you like what you see?”

The captain answered. “Yes. We like what we see.”

Ghandi tore his eyes away from her and stared at the delicate pastel walls of the midcompartment. But immediately he began to get a headache.

“Sit down,” she instructed Ghandi. “You look ill.”

With his tongue, he pushed the water hose away from his mouth. “My head hurts.”

She smiled and laid her palm on his shoulder. Even through the thick padding of his suit, her touch felt electric. His pulse quickened.

She motioned him to one of the utilitarian chairs. “If you get out of that clumsy spacesuit, you’ll be more comfortable.”

He sat down. Undress. Yes, that made sense. They certainly could not make love with Ghandi wearing this armor. And his groin was starting to bother him. Spacesuit crotch plates were not designed for great expansion.

“I’ll be right back,” she whispered. “I’m going to give your friends some chores to do.”

Ghandi could only nod.

 

* * *

 

His spacesuit—a rumpled mass of bendable plastic—lay in a heap beside his chair. He had been sitting in the midcompartment for what seemed a long time, alone, staring at the floor because whenever he tried to look at the walls his headache worsened.

He was trying desperately to remember something. Something important. A facet of pre-Apocalyptic history. But the idea of making love to the woman kept interfering with his thought processes. He simply could not concentrate.

I need her.

That was important.

I need her. Yes!

The conscious acknowledgment brought him back.

He roared to his feet, grabbed the thruster from the belt of his crumpled spacesuit, and ran to the nearest window. He kept his eyes focused directly ahead, away from the pastel walls.

I need her all right. Son of a bitch! I need her like I need a second asshole.

She had caught them, drawn them in like bees to honey. She was using an almost mythical device of pre-Apocalyptic origin—a needbreeder—state-of-the-art technology from over two centuries ago, when Earth science had reached undreamed-of heights.

He recalled what he had read about the device, about the invisible beams that tracked eye movements, insinuating their curious pattern of radiation, skirting the brain’s cerebral judgment centers to overwhelm the less rational safeguards of the emotion-oriented limbic system. The hypnotic effects of the needbreeder enabled the user—in this case the young woman, who was probably using special contact lenses to shield herself—to emotionally manipulate any and all victims. Needbreeder trances could last anywhere from hours to days.

Ghandi assumed that the midcompartment’s pastel walls housed the needbreeder’s actual hardware—the tiny subliminal televisors, flooding the room with their deadly hypnotic radiation. That made perfect sense, and accounted for the extraordinarily vibrant walls in the corridor. The optic assault of those walls had prepped Ghandi and his mates for entering the needbreeder compartment. Simple psychology. Their eyes had been automatically drawn to the soothing pastel walls, finding relief from the spectral madness outside. Subconsciously, they had been indoctrinated into looking more intensely at the hidden needbreeder.

“I’m impressed,” said the woman.

Ghandi whirled. She stood there in the open air-seal, hands on hips, smiling.

He aimed the thruster at her chest. “Don’t move!”

“I won’t.” She did not appear upset by his action.

“I could kill you for what you’ve done.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “But you won’t.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“You’re not a talker, Corelli-Paul Ghandi. Talkers never resist—let alone escape—my needbreeder. You’re a doer. If you intended to kill me, you would have done it by now.”

“Pretty sure of yourself.”

“Yes.”

Anger surged through him. “Who the fuck are you? How the hell do you know my name?”

“Don’t be weak,” she chided. “Getting mad can be effective in many situations, but not in this one. Anger’s a tool. Use it well or don’t use it at all.”

“Answer my question, bitch.”

The aquamarine eyes seemed to study him for a long moment. Then:

“My name is Colette. And I know your name because I scanned your shuttle’s computer when it was still a hundred miles away from Denver.”

Ghandi frowned. “That’s not possible. We have a shielded computer.”

She looked down at his crotch. “I notice you lost your erection.” She smiled. “That’s too bad.”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“I haven’t.”

Ghandi felt his pulse beginning to quicken. “Where’s my crew?” he demanded.

“Outside.”

Keeping his thruster pointed at the woman, he moved to the midcompartment window. The glass bore a light dusting of snow, but Ghandi could see through it well enough to make out their own vessel, resting on the exit ramp beyond the eight-lane highway. The main loading hatch was down. The captain and the pilot were using a portable winch to lift a seven-foot-high, pale-ivory egg into the cargo bay.

It was a stasis capsule—a genetically manufactured living cocoon, surrounding and protecting someone being held in suspended animation.

Son-of-a-bitch!

And in the middle of the highway, Ghandi spotted a second stasis capsule, fastened to a small power sled, being guided toward their shuttle by his other two crewmates.

“Do you know why you escaped the needbreeder?” the woman asked calmly.

“Shut up! Who the hell are you? Where did you come from? Who’s in those stasis capsules? And why the fuck are they being transferred onto my ship?”

“You escaped,” she continued effortlessly, “because you’re smarter than your mates. You should be the captain, Corelli-Paul Ghandi. Why do you waste your time serving lesser men?”

Anger surged. “Don’t push your luck, bitch!”

She sighed. “Stop being dense, stupidity doesn’t become you. You escaped from the needbreeder because you have a certain inner control, a quality that few humans possess. And I need someone with such an attribute. I have plans . . . and you are the man who may be able to help me carry them out.

“I could have killed you, Ghandi, as you sat here helplessly for the past hour, fighting the needbreeder. But you overcame—you’ve proven your worth.

“I need your help. I wish to . . . emigrate . . . to the Colonies. I wish to learn about colonial life—you could become my teacher, my guide. I need someone with intelligence to function as my business partner—someone who understands the dynamics of intercolonial commerce, someone who understands the value of marketing certain products . . . shall we say, technological items that are presently officially prohibited.” She grinned. “The needbreeder is merely a sample of what I have to offer.

“And so, Corelli-Paul Ghandi, I hereby offer this proposition: assist me—and I will make you wealthy and powerful beyond your dreams.” She peeled open the blue vest and let it fall to the floor. She wore nothing underneath.

Her breasts were perfect. Ghandi felt his heartbeat accelerating. His palm grew sweaty. The gun wavered.

Laughing, she unsnapped her white pants and let them fall to the deck. “I don’t like underwear.”

His erection returned. His throat went dry again. “Who are you?” he whispered.

Dancing eyes, speckled with joy . . . amusement. “I told you—my name is Colette. But I have a secret name. Come closer, and I will whisper it to you . . .”

Ghandi heard a sharp noise. He looked down. He had dropped the thruster.

Either she moved to him or he moved to her—Ghandi was not sure which. But abruptly they were together. Arms encircled him. Hot breath tickled his ear.

“I am a human needbreeder,” she whispered. “And my secret name is . . .

“Sappho.”

Sappho. A name out of history. There were two of them: one a poetess of ancient Greece, and the other . . .

The other was the name of a Paratwa of the Royal Caste. An Ash Ock.

Two of them.

Ghandi understood. For one timeless moment, he considered trying to tear himself away from her embrace.

“I want you, Ghandi.”

And then it was too late.


To Susan Quint, there was nothing at all remarkable…

 

 

To Susan Quint, there was nothing at all remarkable about the four-mile-wide, eighteen-mile-long space community of Honshu. Like the other two hundred and seventeen floating cylinders that comprised the Irryan Colonies, Honshu orbited the devastated Earth at a perigee of over one hundred thousand miles. Like that of most of the other colonies, the cylinder’s inner surface was divided into six lengthwise strips—alternating land and sun sectors—the latter three arcs composed of thick slabs of cosmishield glass. Honshu’s citizens lived on the inside of the vast cylinder, on the three land sectors, under a gravitational pull of 1G induced by the cylinder’s slow and carefully regulated rotation rate. For a medium-sized colony with a service economy, Honshu’s population fit the normal curve; slightly more than five million people breathed the air of its self-contained ecosystem. Most of those citizens lived in this capital city of Yamaguchi.

In almost every respect, Honshu was an ordinary colony. In almost every respect, Susan Quint was glad to be leaving it.

She took one last look at the triple image of the noonday sun, reflected through the three cosmishield glass strips by rows of mirrors, and then entered a glittering red archway between two office buildings. The archway, typical of shuttle terminal entrances in Yamaguchi, was shaped like an ancient pagoda. Inside the portal, the pagoda arch collapsed into a luminescent tunnel: a glowing ramp descending into the bowels of the city.

Susan squinted. Shuttle entrances were notoriously overilluminated, and this tunnel had to be at least twice as bright as the filtered sunlight out on the street. A monumental waste of electricity, she thought, but then everybody wasted electricity. Few colonies ever had to worry about the cost of energy; community power needs were adequately satisfied by keeping the northern ends of the cylinders aimed at the sun. Solar power was cheap and abundant, and Honshu, like many other midsized colonies, flaunted its electrical wealth.

But no matter how well Honshu lit itself, no matter how exotic its shuttle-port entrances appeared, this colony, like all others, faded into the shadows when contrasted against the light and decor of Irrya.

Susan could hardly wait to get back home. She certainly enjoyed her job and the fantastic travel privileges it afforded her. But on this trip, she had been away from Irrya for almost a week, and to be out of touch with the Capitol for that length of time did nothing to help her career, to say nothing of her social life. Maintaining status was not an easy task in Irrya; the crown jewel of the Colonies demanded constant attention, and the competition for that attention was intense.

Susan allowed herself a smile. Of course, she did have a rather unfair advantage. Not everyone could boast that their great-aunt was an Irryan councilor—one of five human beings whose decisions determined the political course of the Colonies.

Aunt Inez was the chief executive of La Gloria de la Ciencia—the science and technology advocacy group—and it was in that capacity that she had gotten Susan this job, as a progress inspector for the organization.

The brightly lit entrance tunnel continued curving downward. A few hundred feet later, it opened into the equally well illuminated underground concourse. Five other inlet ramps poured into the terminal from ground level, depositing multitudes from Yamaguchi’s various street entrances. In addition, there were six ramps to handle outbound traffic as well as a plethora of escalators and elevators leading to the actual shuttle docks a hundred feet below. Susan sighed. Honshu did share one unfortunate characteristic with Irrya. Like shuttle terminals everywhere, it was overcrowded.

At least she would not have to wait in line at any of the automated ticket machines that rimmed the concourse. Susan’s shuttle pass, issued by La Gloria de la Ciencia, enabled her to move from Colony to Colony with minimal delay. La Gloria de la Ciencia took care of all travel arrangements and Susan consciously thanked them for that little perk each time her duties necessitated plunging into a corpulent terminal like this one.

Gripping her transit bag tightly, and with a glance upward at the color-coded ceiling grid, she began squirming her way through the mass of people, heading for the departure gates. She walked briskly, eyes straight ahead, ignoring the usual profusion of social fatix and outcasts who seemed to gravitate to shuttle terminals throughout the Colonies.

There were beggars and barterers. There were hordes of silkies, male and female, wearing every imaginable style of enticing garment, their eyes alert for bored travelers with enough time—and money—to afford a sexual romp at one of the nearby hotels. Missionaries garbed in flowing blue-green robes solemnly handed out invocation disks, seeking converts for their Reformed Church of the Trust. Even today, the Church remained a powerful institution, albeit a pale shadow of its progenitor, the original C of the T, which had splintered following the debacle of fifty-six years ago, when its bishop had been exposed as the tway of an Ash Ock Paratwa.

Dealers and traders drifted through the crowd, offering every sort of merchandise, from rare Earth coins and hologames to scrap antiques, aural encyclopedias, and authentic Costeau odorant bags—the fumigated variety. Phony C-ray ignors stumbled back and forth, eyes vacant, message plates strapped to bare and dirty chests, neon words begging for enough cash cards to provide them with a meal. A few years ago, Susan might have been taken in by these helpless-looking creatures, but these days she was too much the experienced traveler to be fooled. Authentic, genetically retarded individuals, whose ancestors had suffered overexposure to cosmic rays, were a rarity in 2363. Susan found it amazing that people continually stooped to such depths to make money.

She passed by a quartet of Costeaus—the mainstreamed variety—two men and two women, sans odorant bags. They were dressed in stunning purple leisure suits of a style that Susan recognized as being designed by the high-fashion house of A-la Pa-pa-la in Irrya’s North Epsilon District. But Costeaus remained Costeaus, and this bunch was not about to let anyone forget the fact. One of the women wore a miniature thruster housed in a silver-and-pink belt strap. Legal, but extremely unorthodox. And the taller of the two men had his shaved skull implanted with staggered rows of detoxified beryllium spikes. Susan flinched. That was positively grotesque. No matter how well mainstreamed into colonial society they might appear to be, and no matter how much everyone seemed to brag about the Grand Infusion, pirates remained pirates.

“That’s a fine ass, silky,” uttered a male voice from directly behind her.

Susan did not turn. She instinctively knew that the man was talking to her and she also knew that it would be a mistake to even acknowledge his existence.

“Let’s trade, silky. Fresh bread for fresh white meat.”

She sighed. He wasn’t going to let it go, either—one stupid remark would not be enough.

“Hey, silky—today’s payday, if you’ll only take a chance.”

Not just an ordinary hustler, she thought, but a dumb one as well. Silk-trading was technically illegal in many colonies, although authorities everywhere tried to ignore the cylinders’ oldest profession. Still, a little subtlety was called for when propositioning in public places. Local patrollers did police shuttle terminals, and if Susan was bold enough to formally complain, the patrollers would at least have to give the bastard a citation.

But her tormentor doubtlessly realized that Susan—along with most other sexual quarries—would be in too much of a hurry to make an issue out of a few noxious remarks.

Having been mistaken for a prostitute enough times in the past, she had gotten used to it. Still, the lewd remarks were annoying. She sighed. Nothing to be done about it. She was twenty-six years old and naturally attractive, and those advantages were too important to disguise by dressing herself like some sort of pre-Apocalyptic nun. And it certainly wasn’t Susan’s fault that many of the high-priced silkies also seemed to have adopted the latest fashion in Irryan bunhuggy slacks.

The voice tried again. “Hey, silky! With an ass like that you should . . .”

The words degenerated into a loud, obscene gurgle. Susan twisted her lips in disgust. Enough was enough. Just because she would not involve patrollers in the matter did not mean that she had to put up with this sort of blatant harassment. She spun around, fully prepared to throw the bastard a few choice words.

He stood three yards behind her—an older man with a pudgy face and deep-set brown eyes. He looked astonished. A full-circle white cape flowed outward to cover an obvious potbelly and the front of the cape bore an odd design of large red splotches. For just an instant, Susan thought that his startled expression had to do with her turning around. But then he opened his mouth and gurgled again, and huge globs of blood poured out and splattered onto the front of his cape, creating a fresh arrangement of gross red stains.

Susan retreated in horror.

The man shuddered and collapsed facedown onto the terminal floor. The back of his cape was torn and shredded; he had been stabbed from behind.

A woman shouted. Off to Susan’s left, a rapid series of thruster blasts thundered above the din of the terminal, and then the entire crowd seemed to erupt into a screaming mob.

Someone shoved her from behind and she stumbled forward, almost tripping over the body of the caped man. Pivoting at the last moment, she avoided touching the bloody corpse. But she was thrown off-balance, and she had to run several feet forward to regain equilibrium, and then suddenly there was no crowd, but there were bodies littering the floor—everywhere—and she was tripping over arms and legs and some of them were no longer attached to anything, and then her toe smacked into the back of a woman’s head, and the head went rolling across the deck—an attractive young face with smiling eyes . . .

Susan froze. A scream erupted from deep down inside her chest, but it just seemed to blend into the other screams, as if Susan were just one miniscule fragment of some total entity, one huge creature, overwhelmed by terror.

But the force that maintained Susan Quint as a discrete being erupted to life, and that inner spirit whispered into consciousness.

Run! Get away from here!

And then she was leaping over bodies, head twisting wildly from side to side, simultaneously looking for the killer and scanning the leading edge of the retreating crowd, knowing that she would be infinitely safer as a part of a group, rather than out in the open like this . . .

Everything seemed to slow down for her; the slightest micromotion became perceptible. She could feel muscles tensing and compressing as her legs carried her through the air, over still-writhing torsos and flopping appendages—a video ballerina, operating at some heightened level of awareness, more alert than she could ever recall . . .

Noise. A shock wave of insane melodies, blasting into her head: the endless mass scream of a thousand terrified people, the deep bass roar of thruster fire and, high above it all, the shrill echoes of fresh victims. And Susan suddenly realized that she was moving closer to those primal cries, closer to the source of death.

And there he was, not more than ten feet away from her, a madman with a pair of flashing daggers. Susan felt abruptly unreal, as if her body had gone blind, as if this were all just a bad dream, happening in some other place, some other time.

He looked like a typical ICN banker, wearing a sharply creased gray suit, with a stylish sunshield visor circling his forehead, draping a pair of faintly polarized disks across his eyes. He had short-cropped blond hair, a hooked nose, and a slate-colored blade in each hand.

And there was something bizarre about the daggers.

Susan could not focus on them, could not actually see the knives clearly. It was as if she were looking at a kinetic holoprojection with the beams out of alignment, creating blurred edges. A crazed killer with three-dimensional cartoon images clutched in his fists.

But those images were administering death—real and final.

He spun to face her and for a fraction of a second, their eyes locked. And then Susan experienced the strangest shock of all, for she saw a spark of recognition play across the killer’s face, and she knew—in one infinitesimal moment—that somehow, somewhere, they had met.

But even as her eyes confirmed the acquaintance, her mind tried to deny it. I could not know such a monster.

The moment of recognition passed. His face returned to a blank stare. With frightening speed, he lunged forward, right hand extended, an indistinct blade coming at her, a gray blur seeking her chest. It was too late to react—her forward speed would thrust her straight onto the dagger.

And she thought: I’m going to die—away from Irrya.

The Costeau saved her life.

He lunged at the killer from behind, his beryllium-spike hairdo glimmering weirdly under the terminal’s intense lighting, a serrated dagger poised at his side, ready to strike.

The killer whirled, and Susan experienced a sense of confusion, for the madman’s movement was unnatural, overly delicate—liquid speed—precise beyond what should have been humanly possible. One of the killer’s daggers seemed to leap forward, as if the blade itself had somehow doubled in length.

A flash of red—a blur piercing the pirate’s chest. The Costeau fell. The madman spun back to face Susan, but the crowd had changed direction again, and she was enveloped by a wave of screaming people—a primal force with its own sense of orientation.

She caught one last glimpse of the killer, indistinct knives cutting into new prey, and then the crowd mercifully carried her away.

The thundering roar of thruster fire came to an abrupt halt. Rising above the wails of the panicked mob, a man yelled:

“The Paratwa must not return! Long live the Order of the Birch!”

It was the killer with the knives. Susan was sure of it.

And from further away, from the source of the thruster fire, came a second male voice: “Long live the Order of the Birch!”

The horrendous thruster erupted again and the crowd instantly reacted. Susan felt herself being squeezed on all sides, almost lifted into the air by the enormous pressure of the terrified mob. She fought to stay upright, maintain her balance, flow in the direction of the mob, knowing that if she should fall, or attempt to fight this human current, that she would be trampled to death.

The crowd funneled insanely into one of the exit ramps and she experienced another episode of distorted time. But this time, awareness seemed to descend into some incredibly ancient pathway of body knowledge, and it was as if she had suddenly gained access to a place beyond ordinary memory, a primal environment where only physical rhythm carried meaning. She felt herself struggling for life in that place and she had the sense that she was being squeezed through a womb, fighting to be born. In some strange and inexplicable way, Susan knew that she was actually reliving a fragment of her own birth experience.

And then the lights dimmed and the pressure relented and there was space to breathe again as the screaming mob plunged out through the pagoda archway, onto the Yamaguchi street. Birth memories dissolved under Honshu Colony’s noonday sun and she was in the present again—alive. The golden light of Sol, repeated in triplicate through the three strips of cosmishield glass, splashed across her face, burning away the madness and fear.

Alive!

Susan did not stop to savor the emotion. She kept running, until she was far from the terminal.


It was an ancient chamber…

 

 

It was an ancient chamber, a twenty-sided room built in the days of the pre-Apocalypse, when Irrya was still new and the colonization of space still a challenge to technological ingenuity. In the waning years of the twenty-first century, few realized that the Colonies would become a final sanctuary for the survivors of a devastated planet; the Council of Irrya, a governing body for all that remained of the human race.

Yet even then, the designers had infested the chamber with tradition. Each leather-veneered wall held a grouping of old Earth paintings, artworks so valuable that they had been sealed behind glare-free humidity partitions over a quarter of a millennium ago. In the center of the chamber, a massive prism chandelier, supported by wire mesh, hung from the darkness of the high arched ceiling, pouring soft golden light onto the polished round table, which dominated the room. Ten chairs encircled the thick oak slab. Five of the chairs, intended only for temporary occupancy, had been constructed with deliberate austerity; ritual complements to the other set, the five lushly padded seats that supported the councilors of Irrya.

The Lion of Alexander had tenured one of the permanent seats for the past two years. But still, after all that time, this chamber—on the heavily guarded sixteenth floor of the Irryan Capitol building—remained alien to him. It was as if he was a guest in some rich colonial home, where the trappings were so valuable, so important in and of themselves, that they dared not be touched. Although the Lion had not been born a Costeau, he had lived most of his sixty-eight years as one, and a spartan lifestyle appealed to him in a fundamental way. He feared that this council chamber, reeking of wealth, would forever seem unnatural.

But it was not merely the royalty of this room, the sanctified dispassion, that made him feel like a stranger. More so, it had to do with the basic fact that he was a Costeau.

Although pirates were officially welcomed throughout colonial society, and although this very Council strongly supported the mainstreaming of Costeau culture—the so-called Grand Infusion—subtle bigotries remained, some so ethereal that only a complete outsider could hope to identify them. Someday, the Lion realized, a new generation of councilors would sit in this chamber, totally free of prejudices. But he did not think that he would be alive to witness that achievement. The Costeaus had remained beyond colonial culture for too long—over two centuries of isolation. Much more time would have to pass before a pirate could truly feel at home here.

He suspected that Inez Hernandez felt the same way, though for different reasons.

She sat across from him, her delicate fifty-year-old face aglow with bacterial skin toners. She had thick black hair styled in a pageboy, dark pupils nearly overwhelmed by massive eyebrows, and white fluff earrings that appeared ready to fly from her lobes if she turned her head too quickly.

She caught him staring, and looked up from her monitor.

“Inez,” the Lion offered, “did you know that a young Costeau once asked me why La Gloria de la Ciencia behaves so arrogantly?”

She smiled. “He must have been very young.”

“He was. But the answer I gave to him perhaps betrays my own age. I said that La Gloria de la Ciencia acted that way because society allows them the privilege.”

Inez laughed. “Just as it allows the Costeaus the privilege of remaining outlaws to colonial society.”

“True enough. But I wonder why it is that our two institutions are permitted the liberty of arrogance while the rest of society must conform to more rigid standards of behavior?”

That got Doyle Blumhaven’s attention, as the Lion had intended. The E-Tech councilor glared at them, his baby-fat face slowly shaping itself into a frown.

“No one is permitted to wear the mantle of arrogance. Certain individuals—and organizations—choose to crown themselves with it.”

“But only in self-defense,” prodded the Lion.

Blumhaven bristled. “Defense against what?”

“Social inequities . . . what is perceived by some as a lack of justice, a dearth of fair opportunities.”

The E-Tech councilor raised his hand and pointed a finger to his head. “Up here,” he said, tapping the finger against waves of cleanly styled brown hair. “Here is where these so-called social inequities exist—in the minds of Costeaus.”

And there, thought the Lion, there lies the core of anti-Costeau bigotry.

Many shared Blumhaven’s attitude. They simply blinded themselves to the existence of the problem, as if their refusing to recognize that prejudice still existed would somehow make it disappear.

The Lion also realized that his own gentle provocations toward the E-Tech councilor did nothing to bridge the wide gap between their beliefs. On one level, the Lion’s provocations remained insignificant; they would never alter Blumhaven’s attitude. Still, it was not good politics to constantly taunt the man. Yet the Lion seemed unable to control himself.

We are all servants of our passions. Despite the counterproductiveness of such an action, the Lion knew that he would continue to antagonize Doyle Blumhaven. The only alternative would be to release his true feelings, his wrath—a Costeau’s wrath—to lash out at the stupidity of those who failed to perceive the outlines of the world around them. But he could no longer afford such displays. He was the Lion of Alexander, chief of the United Clans, but he was also a councilor of Irrya, a role in which he was expected to bring harmony and understanding to the billion-plus citizens of the Colonies.

It remained difficult.

Maria Losef, the fourth and final person seated at the table, brought the session to order.

“Council of Irrya, August 2nd, 2363,” she spoke for the computerized recorders. “Confidential database, standard access.”

Maria Losef was the council president. More important, she was the director of the ICN—the Intercolonial Credit Net—the powerful banking and finance consortium that totally controlled the Colonies’ monetary system.

“First order of business will be the Van Ostrand report.”

The Lion stared at the petite woman for a moment, trying vainly, as usual, to see into those cold blue eyes, to read some display of emotion on her pale elfin face.

Eminent individuals usually presented a careful public image, using their style of dress or their manner of speaking or the very expressions on their faces to put forth a gestalt that the so-called average citizen could identify with. Maria Losef ignored such inanities and the Lion grudgingly respected her for that. But Losef carried lack of pretension to extremes. She dressed plainly, spoke plainly, and kept her blond hair unfashionably shaved in an ancient male style known as a “DI.” Freelancers dubbed her “the ice dyke,” in reference to both her public and private lives. She did not seem to care.

Losef turned to the center of the table, to the five-sided metallic box that squatted there in obvious contrast to the rest of the room. “Van Ostrand . . . are you ready?”

The small pentagon dissolved into a quintet of monitor screens. An instant later, the screens themselves dissolved into multiple images of Jon Van Ostrand, the fifth councilor, supreme commander of the Intercolonial Guardians. Hidden speakers supplied a deep voice to complement the handsome and distinguished face.

“I’m here, Losef. Clean video at my end today. No interference problems. However, I’m afraid I can’t stay at the FTL for more than a few minutes. Admiral Kilofski and I are preparing for liftoff—we’re doing another security inspection. Have to make sure everyone keeps on their toes.”

The Lion repressed a sigh. He liked Van Ostrand and the man was certainly competent enough. Yet the Guardian commander seemed to have deliberately crippled his effectiveness as an Irryan councilor by establishing his floating base of operations out beyond the orbit of Jupiter. It would have made more sense for Van Ostrand to command his people from these chambers.

The commander had left the Capitol five months ago, headed for the massive network of detection satellites that the Colonies had installed along the outer reaches of the solar system, a network slowly put in place over the past fifty-six years, in preparation for the return of the Paratwa.

The Paratwa—the genetically engineered creatures who had been in no small way responsible for the decimation of the Earth, the mind-linked killers and assassins who had escaped from the solar system over two hundred and fifty years ago, seeking sanctuary amid the stars. The Paratwa—bred for destruction, created by Homo sapiens in the madness of the final days, that terrible thirty-year period preceding the Apocalypse. And among those presumably hundreds, perhaps thousands of assassins who had escaped in the great starships, would be their leaders, the two surviving members of the Royal Caste—Sappho and Theophrastus of the Ash Ock.

The Lion corrected himself. Actually, three of the Ash Ock still survived. But no one at this table, and perhaps no one alive today in the Colonies, knew about the third member of the Royal Caste. And the Lion had no intention of divulging that particular secret.

The gray-haired Van Ostrand went on. “Actually, I have nothing new to add to Wednesday’s report. We are now two hundred and four days into the FTL window—only five weeks remain.” He paused. “We should detect something soon. Unless, of course, our calculations are wrong.”

“Our calculations are correct,” insisted Blumhaven. “Fifty-six years ago, when E-Tech captured the FTL from Codrus, those calculations were initially performed. Since then, they have been repeatedly checked and double-checked—thousands of times over the past half century. You know that.”

Inez Hernandez agreed. “Our scientists have an excellent understanding of FTL technology, Jon. I wish we could convince you of that.”

“Linked pairs,” proclaimed Blumhaven. “With these FTL transmitters operating as two parts of a whole, it becomes possible to calculate certain ratios of each particular linkage. We can’t know where this other Ash Ock transmitter is located, but we can know when the two transmitters will be in physical conjunction with one another. And we are absolutely certain that the Star-Edge transmitter will enter our detection grid within the next five weeks.”

Van Ostrand offered a skeptical shrug. The Lion understood—and to some extent shared—the Guardian commander’s misgivings. To those without advanced training in protophysics, superluminal science remained a very puzzling concept; a working technology brimming with contradictory theorems and bizarre notions. FTLs, for instance, did not receive information—using correct scientific nomenclature, they only transmitted, even though individuals at each end of an FTL linkage could communicate back and forth with one another. To the Lion, such incongruities remained maddeningly elusive.

Among the councilors, only Blumhaven and Inez possessed enough training to truly grasp FTL theory. Yet even Inez admitted—privately—that some aspects of faster-than-light technology still confused her.

And the Lion knew that Jon Van Ostrand harbored another grave doubt: namely, that the Colonies possessed such meager information about Paratwa technology in general that any firm conclusions had to be suspect. The latest opinion polls hinted that such uncertainties lay deep in the minds of many colonists.

We should detect something within the next five weeks. But that entire line of reasoning—their very rationale for the massive and outrageously expensive detection/defense grid—assumed that Paratwa science had remained essentially comprehensible.

Unknown technology. That was humanity’s greatest fear, a fear that had been propelling this Council and the supporting Irryan Senate for the past fifty-six years.

When the Paratwa had escaped from Earth at the end of the twenty-first century, in those dark years of runaway technology which had led to the Apocalypse of 2099, E-Tech—the organization that now existed to control the pace of scientific growth—had been a fledgling group of citizens concerned with the unhealthy effects of unlimited technological progress. E-Tech had succeeded, over the years, in gaining and maintaining firm control over the advancement of science within the Colonies. This worthy goal had provided two centuries of relative peace for Earth’s survivors: a chance for humanity to rebuild, rejuvenate itself.

Then, fifty-six years ago, it was learned that two of the Ash Ock Paratwa, and hordes of their minions, had survived the Apocalypse by retreating from the Solar System in a great fleet of spaceships—the Star-Edge Project. The Colonies had been forced to acknowledge the possibility that the returning Paratwa might be, technologically, two hundred years more advanced.

And there were real grounds to support such fears. This FTL transmitter, the guts of which were housed in a large room below street level, allowed the Council to instantaneously communicate with Van Ostrand. FTLs, it was assumed, had been invented by Theophrastus—the Ash Ock whose great talents lay in the realm of scientific research.

And no one had the faintest idea what else Theophrastus might have invented.

The Lion glanced at Inez, noted her frown. It was Inez’s organization, La Gloria de la Ciencia—the once radical outlaw group, which had preached for a return to the great technological achievements of the twenty-first century—that was today officially responsible for “catching up” with suspected advancements in Paratwa science. The Lion did not envy her the task.

“Jon,” began Inez, “have you tried the new scanners yet?”

On the FTL screens, Van Ostrand’s multiple images nodded vigorously. He seemed relieved to escape yet another Council rehash on the subject of unknown Paratwa technology.

“Yes, Inez. We have a prototype up and running, and to date it has expanded our detection capabilities by almost six percent. My compliments to your research group. My people tell me that we should be able to begin production and distribution within the coming week.”

“Excellent,” complimented Blumhaven.

“We’re certainly pleased,” added Van Ostrand. “But frankly, Inez, I’m not sure these new scanners are going to mean much in the long run. We’re already probing for vessels as small as a number-five shuttle, and have our defenses aligned accordingly. I can’t imagine the Paratwa returning in ships any tinier than that.”

Inez nodded.

“How are your people holding up?” asked Losef.

Van Ostrand shook his head. “We’ve had three more committed to psychplans in the last two days. The tension—the waiting—is atrociously unhealthy, according to my personality specialists.” He shrugged. “But the scanners say there’s nothing out there. Until that status changes, we’ll just have to maintain vigilance.”

For a moment, no one spoke.

Is there a massive argosy of starships poised at the boundaries of our detection network? the Lion wondered. Are they armed with weapons two centuries more advanced than what the Colonies consider state-of-the-art? Are these ships preparing to overwhelm our defenses? Are we faced with an enemy that we have no hope of defeating?

Not knowing. That was the worst part.

Blumhaven broke the silence. “On the positive side, my people still maintain that the Paratwa could not have developed FTL travel. Our latest projections indicate, with ninety-seven percent certainty, that their culture, with its limited resources, would not have been capable of developing a faster-than-light drive.”
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