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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.






Prologue

 

 

Soft light bathed the Oval Office as the president of the United States pulled the chromed jack out of his right temple and gave a sigh of relief. He hated the computer interface and wished there was a way to do the job without it. He stood up, rubbed his tired eyes, and stepped out from behind his desk.

The desk looked normal enough. It had a top of finely veined white marble and dark mahogany sides. But regardless of appearances the desk was more than mere furniture. Much more. It was a powerful IBM mainframe computer, a communications center, and a near-sentient administrative assistant all rolled into one. The computer's circuits, memory, and other components were all sandwiched into the desk's composite top.

But the desk was more than a fancy computer. It was a reminder to everyone who entered the Oval Office that in spite of all the talk about a single world government, the U.S.A. still stood atop the economic heap, a position it maintained by virtue of scientific expertise and good old hard work. Some other countries stood up there too, but not many, and not without U.S. support. Even the eastern bloc countries relied on the pure research performed in the U.S. So, if there was agreement to form a single world government, then the good old U.S. of A. should help dictate the terms. Or so it seemed to George Manley Hawkins.

"Mr. President?" a voice issued from hidden speakers. It belonged to one of his Secret Service agents, but he couldn't remember which one.

“Yes?”

"Carla Subido to see you."

Hawkins frowned. It was late, and he was looking forward to a good night's sleep. But Carla was his chief of staff, and a damned good one at that, so if she wanted to see him he'd stay up a little longer. Hawkins turned to look out the window. "Send her in."

Carla Subido was conscious of a tightness in her throat as she entered the Oval Office. This was the moment she'd worked for, the moment when her father would be revenged, the moment when she would change the world. The thought sent a chill down her spine.

Hawkins turned to greet her. She was beautiful. She wore her dark hair long so it touched the top of her shoulders and framed her face. It was a perfect oval with high cheekbones and large, luminous eyes. Only the slight bump in the bridge of her nose marred the perfection of her features and reminded Hawkins of her father. Carla was an enigma, a beautiful woman who had never married but seemed eternally on the verge. She'd dated a long list of Georgetown's most eligible bachelors, some for many years at a time. But then, just when marriage looked certain, the relationship always fell apart. A few months would pass, and the whole pattern would repeat itself.

It was a strange phenomenon and one Hawkins didn't understand. For the millionth time he wanted her. Not her, but the way she looked, and the pleasure she could give him. She seemed tense, and something else as well—excited? Why would Carla be excited? Hawkins forced a heartiness he didn't feel. "Hello, Carla, what brings you here on a Friday night? Good news, I hope."

Carla forced a smile, "I think so . . . but I'll play this disk and let you decide for yourself."

Hawkins considered forcing the issue, but let it pass. Let Carla be mysterious. She'd earned the right. Originally he'd hired her out of loyalty to her father, a wet-behind-the-ears administrative assistant straight out of college, but the favoritism had ended there. Carla had worked her way up through the ranks strictly on her own.

Carla felt his eyes on her as she pressed a button and waited for the panel to slide open. She knew him, knew he was indulging her, and knew he was trying to see through her clothes. Well, not for long. The thought made her feel warm inside.

The disk was the size of an old-fashioned quarter and slid into the slot with an almost imperceptible whir. The holo tank was huge, the largest Zenith made, and it swirled with color as it searched for video and found it.

Hawkins took a seat on the corner of his desk as the first shot appeared. It was a wide shot of him in front of an electronically inserted American flag. The flag was an animated computer construct and rippled gently to the faintly heard strains of "America the Beautiful."

Hawkins frowned as he tried to remember the occasion. He preferred live press conferences, something he handled extremely well, and this was a studio appearance sans reporters. It must be fairly recent, because that was his favorite brown suit, the one Mary insisted he buy just before she'd gone into Walter Reed Army Hospital. When was she coming out? A week from now? With so many things on his mind, it was hard to keep track of time.

The televised Hawkins looked up into the eyes of the American people. "Good evening. There was a time when I would have said, 'Good evening, my fellow Americans,' but that time has passed. For too long now we the people of Earth have divided ourselves into nations, have fought wars to protect arbitrary boundaries, have lived in hate. So this evening I greet you not as Americans, but as friends, fellow travelers on the spaceship we call Earth."

Hawkins watched in amazement as his electronic likeness produced an apologetic shrug and spoke words that he'd never said. "And I must confess that I too have been guilty of the crime called nationalism.

"For many years I've maintained that a single world government was a worthy but distant goal attainable only after American interests had been fully assured. But as time passed, I began to wonder. Should the people of the world be forced to wait while a privileged few secure their positions? Should we follow rather than lead? And you know what I decided?"

The electronic Hawkins never got to answer his own rhetorical question because a long brown finger stabbed the remote's off button and the set faded to black.

When Hawkins turned toward Carla there was anger in his eyes. "Is this some sort of joke? Because if it is, I don't think it's funny. I don't know where this disk came from, or how it was made, but I want it destroyed now."

Carla struggled against the years of sublimated hate which boiled up and threatened to take control. The small vein located over the jeweled plug in her right temple throbbed with pain. She was close, so very close, and a few more seconds of self-control would get her there.

She ignored his angry stare and walked over to a mahogany side table. The pistol was there, taped to the underside of the table just as Numalo had promised it would be. She pulled the weapon loose and turned.

In his younger days George Manley Hawkins had flown Stealth Super Hawks, and like most fighter pilots, he wasn't given to panic. Look, listen, and learn. That's what they'd taught him and that's what he did.

Carla knew what she was doing. The two-handed grip, the balanced stance, the generous space between them all suggested training she wasn't supposed to have. The gun was a Browning Disposable, one of the new plastic jobs that came pre-loaded with twenty-five rounds of caseless ammo and was thrown away when empty. An ironic touch considering the fact that he'd championed development of the weapon during his years in Congress.

Where the hell was the Secret Service? Sitting on their butts, that's where. As far as they were concerned, the president was safe and sound in the Oval Office. There isn't a security system in the world that can protect you from the treachery of your friends.

Maybe he could talk her out of it, stall for time, or get the weapon away from her. "Carla, I don't know what this is all about, but put the weapon down and let's talk."

"You aren't going to talk your way out of this one," Carla said calmly. "This is about doing things. It's about eliminating war, feeding the hungry, and curing the sick."

Hawkins spread his hands. "Killing me will accomplish all that?"

"No, but it will make me feel better," Carla replied, "and it will clear the way for a new order. Strangely enough, you'll get all the credit. You'll go down as the man who started it all, the statesman who rose above nationalism for the good of humanity, the father of world government."

Hawkins felt a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach. She meant every word. She planned to kill him. And there were others, a conspiracy, ready to slip some sort of electronic double into his place and carry on without him. The Secret Service wasn't coming. Hawkins was on his own.

"Why, Carla? If you hate me and the things I stand for, why work to get me get elected? Why accept a position as my chief of staff?"

Carla's eyes flashed and the fingers of her right hand rewrapped themselves around the butt of the pistol. "You still don't get it? I'm surprised. It's actually quite simple. I'm betraying you as you betrayed my father. I'm hurting you the way you hurt my mother. I'm making you hate me the way I hated you. That's why I helped you get the things you wanted ... so I could take it all away."

Hawkins shook his head slowly. "I didn't betray your father, Carla. He betrayed himself. He accepted illegal campaign funds and tried to cover it up. I was chairman of the ethics committee. I did what I had to do."

Carla dropped the pistol three inches and squeezed the trigger. The gun made a flat, cracking sound which was easily absorbed by the room's thick walls. The president's right knee exploded into a spray of blood, and he hit the carpet with a soft thump.

Hawkins wanted to scream. But he hugged the injured knee to his chest and rolled back and forth instead. She wanted him to make noise, to shame himself, but he refused to do so. He didn't know why that mattered, but it did. Poor Mary. She'd been through so much and now this.

Hawkins gritted his teeth against the pain and looked Carla in the eye. "I won't beg. If you're going to kill me, let's get it over with."

She aimed the pistol at the small patch of brown skin right between his eyes and began to squeeze the trigger. The president's eyes were brown, like cow eyes, and filled with that ineffable something which man cannot give but so easily takes away.

She remembered how they had led her out into the middle of a field momentarily green after the spring rains. Tall, slim black men with gentle eyes. She remembered how the warm African sun had beat down on the back of her bare neck, how the light breeze had ruffled her blouse, how the birds had chirped as they brought the first cow before her.

"Shoot the cow here," the man had said, tapping the cow's broad forehead with a dirty finger. "She won't feel a thing."

And Carla had, shooting cow after cow until her pistol was burning hot, and a large white blister had formed on her trigger finger.

The killing made her sick at first, but eventually it became a routine, an act without meaning. She fired and fired until their bodies were everywhere and she was forced to climb over them in order to leave the field.

It was Numalo's idea, his way of desensitizing her to the act of murder, and it had worked. Carla squeezed the trigger and found it didn't bother her at all.


1

 

 

Kim Kio's stiletto heels made a hard tapping sound as she stalked down the corridor and straight-armed the door marked "CHIEF ENGINEER."

She had long, slim legs and they carried her from the doorway to the center of the room in three quick steps.

The door hit a large fish tank, which disturbed Mel Ryback's genetically engineered green goldfish and pissed him off. "How many times have I told you people? Do not, I repeat do not, bang the door into the fornicating greenfish."

Kim threw a printout down in front of him and leaned over his desk. "And how many times have I told you that I don't work with prima donnas, crazies, or freaks? So what do you do? You assign me Cyclops. The one reop who qualifies as all three."

Ryback leaned back in his chair, partly to put a little more distance between them, and partly to reduce her view of his bald head. Ever since Johnson & Johnson had marketed H-15, their new hair-restorative ointment, the total number of bald men had dropped precipitously. Unfortunately, the ointment had proved ineffective on approximately two percent of the bald population and Ryback was one of these. Never a happy man to begin with, the situation had soured him even more.

"So who the hell are you?" Ryback demanded testily. "God's gift to television? Someone's got to ride herd on Corvan and I picked you."

"Well, pick someone else," Kim said angrily. "I've paid my dues."

Ryback smiled and clasped his hands over a growing paunch. "Oh really? Well, I've got a personal services contract with your name on it, and if I remember correctly, it says you're mine for another three months, two weeks, and three days."

"Two days," Kim corrected him, "and then I'm out of here."

"Fine," Ryback said agreeably. "But today you ride herd on Corvan."

For a moment she just stood there, hands on hips, her brown eyes filled with anger. Then she turned around and headed for the door.

Ryback was just reaching for the June printout of Broadcasting magazine when she stopped and looked back. "Hey, Ryback."

"Yeah?"

"Maybe they could transplant some hair from your earlobes to the top of your head." As the door swung closed, it hit the fish tank, causing Ryback to swear.

Kim's normally full lips were a hard, thin line as she marched down the gleaming corridor, her straight black hair swinging from side to side with each step.

Corvan, also known as Cyclops because of his single eye, was a well-known pain in the ass. He was a free lancer. One of the rare breed who wouldn't work full-time for one of the world's 163 television networks and chose to maintain his independence instead.

Corvan could afford to be picky because everyone wanted his services. Partly because he had a knack for being in the right place at the right time, partly because he was a damned good journalist, and partly because radical bod mods were still fairly new. And since new was "good," a man cam provided a competitive edge.

As of 0100 that morning, thousands of electronic billboards all over the world had dumped the previous day's message for a new one. It was a shot of Rex Corvan, light glinting off the lens which had replaced his right eye, and the slogan, "News Network 56. The man cam can."

As a result of his celebrity status Corvan considered himself exempt from corporate bullshit and made that clear to the suits. Kim didn't like suits either, but knew they always win in the end.

Kim opened the door to her editing suite and allowed it to slam closed behind her. The room was small and lit only by rows and rows of red, green, and amber indicator lights. The holo monitors were off and would remain so until she activated the system.

"Hello, Kim." The computer's voice flooded the room like soft music.

"Hello, yourself," Kim answered as she dropped into a high-backed chair and fumbled for a black-market fag. She found one in the very bottom of her purse. The price kept going up as country after country made them illegal. They couldn't stop people from running dope, so they made cigarettes illegal too. Who could figure the suits?

Kim lit the cigarette and took a deep drag.

"Cigarette smoking is illegal and hazardous to your health."

"Shut up or I'll send your speech synthesizer back to the factory for repairs."

Having spent a good deal of time with Kim, the computer took her threat seriously and shut up.

Kim glanced at her wristwatch: 0545. Fifteen minutes in which to power up and meet the net.

She sighed, stubbed the cigarette butt out on a styro plate still smeared with last night's dinner, and flicked the master power switch to the on position. By almost living in the small room, Kim racked up lots of overtime and saved money too. She'd given up her one-room apartment in favor of a locker in a nearby store-it-yourself facility a few weeks before. That allowed her to apply the rent money to her various loans. She'd made lots of sacrifices to get the implant, but it was worth it.

Reaching up, she grabbed one of two available cords, pulled it down until she had the right amount of slack, and gave a little tug. A brake locked the cord in place as she inserted the jack into the side of her head.

She loved the rush. The sudden expansion of consciousness as the computer's artificial intelligence was added to her own, the feeling of power as a small army of machines prepared to obey her every command, and yes, a sense of comradeship that she didn't find anywhere else.

Each piece of equipment had its own identity, its own individual purpose within the overall system. A system which depended on her for control and guidance.

Kim smiled and allowed herself to fall into the darkness between mind and machine. But it wasn't dark for long. Three-dimensional graphics popped into existence and rotated in front of her mind's eye. Some remained static, while others moved and pulsated in harmony with the equipment they symbolized. And as Kim checked each display, she was met with a characteristic greeting.

The slower, less intelligent components provided a predictable "A-okay," or "all-subsystems green," while the more intelligent modules responded with greetings like, "Good morning, Kim. Five out of six video storage banks are running normally. Number six, however, has experienced intermittent drive problems, and will remain off-line for the rest of your shift. Have a nice day."

But regardless of these lesser personalities, Kim was always aware of the editing computer, a Grass Valley Ultima better known as Val.

Val sat at the very top of the electronic hierarchy, and supervised everything from Kim's smoking to the number of video dropouts during a four-second length of video. Val was by far the most powerful of the many computers which made up the system and, outside of Kim, the most important. It was Val who brought the many subsystems together and welded them into a single unit.

"How's the bird?" Kim thought as she ran down a mental checklist.

"Comsat DN476 is in geosynchronous orbit over North America and reports all systems in the green," Val replied softly. "Correspondent Corvan is feeding bars and tone."

"Good. Let's see 'em."

A row of vertical color bars suddenly appeared on the holo screens above her head. By comparing Corvan's color bars with a similar set generated by her own equipment, Kim could assure a perfect alignment between the two sets of gear.

The fact that Corvan had two cameras at his disposal—the eye cam and a robo cam—which looked like a cross between a bat and a TV camera—made her task more difficult.

The robo cam was useful, but incorporated a lot of low-quality components. That made it hard to match the robot's video output with Corvan's top-of-the-line eye cam. Since Kim couldn't increase the quality of the robo cam's output, she had to pull Corvan's down and that went against her grain. Still, a match was better than switching back and forth between two disparate video sources, so Kim was forced to accept it.

The steady tone signified that the audio was A-okay, starting with Corvan's implants and running through the uplink, the downlink, and her own equipment. It reminded her of the slogan over the door at T-school. "This TV is some complicated shit."

It was time to get things rolling. "Val, tell DN476 that we're going live at 0600 straight up. That's five minutes from now and counting."

"Roger," Val said smoothly. "Four fifty-nine and counting."

Kim sighed. "All right, give me Corvan."

As Val opened the two-way intercom, Kim heard a soft tone inside her head and knew that Corvan heard it too. His reply was bored. "Yeah?"

"Seattle here. We have systems lockup and we're four-thirty from air."

"Roger that," Corvan replied. "Lockup with four-thirty to go."

The conversation was so normal. Where was the dreaded Cyclops? Kim felt disappointed somehow. She directed her thoughts to Val. "Okay, give me the studio."

Two seconds later a shot of the News Network 56 studio in New York popped onto the center program monitor. These were the lucrative morning hours when the news junkies got their first fix of the day. And news junkies were an important factor in network profitability. VCRs had driven the nets out of the entertainment business some twenty years before and forced them to concentrate on news, sports, and cultural events.

As usual, Ken Whitworth and Barbara Lansing were at their well-groomed best. Whitworth had prematurely gray hair and the finest features money could buy. Lansing was younger, thin almost to the point of emaciation, and beautifully dressed. Television critics referred to them as Ken and Barbie.

A rather laconic male voice came on the intercom. "Yeah?"

"Seattle bureau," Kim answered. "We have Comsat lockup for the 0600 special. Bars and tone on the way."

Val could've transmitted bars and tone to New York in a number of different ways, but chose a fiber-optic cable as the least expensive.

"I have your bars and tone, Seattle," the male voice said.

"Stand by. Give me program audio," Kim thought, and Val turned it up.

Ken Whitworth had decided to deliver the lead with what his staff referred to as "expression number three," a straight face with overtones of profound concern.

A 3-D Mercator projection appeared behind him and began to rotate. Pirate radio stations were represented by red dots and a series of radiating lines. There were quite a few of them.

"For some time now authorities have been increasingly concerned about the number of pirate radio and TV stations cropping up all over the world. Over the last hundred years there have been a number of pirate stations, but due to the bulk of the equipment required to run them, they were easy to find. Now the necessary equipment fits into a suitcase or backpack, making the task a good deal harder."

At this point Whitworth frowned to emphasize the severity of the problem.

"Some of these stations are run by harmless eccentrics, while others are used to make money or promote a particular point of view. Whatever the reason, their unlicensed transmitters often interfere with the signals broadcast by legitimate stations."

At this point the relevant section of the Mercator projection zoomed out to fill the screen and transformed itself into a 3-D topographical map of western Canada.

"In this case both the United States and Canada allege that an organization calling itself the Exodus Underground has been operating a pirate radio station from the Canadian wilderness.

"In a joint statement released last night, the two governments claimed, 'The station airs nationalistic propaganda and interferes with signals from licensed broadcasters.'

"Government spokespeople also allege that a man calling himself Captain Video has used these broadcasts to make 'false and misleading statements impugning the WPO and other properly constituted public authorities.' "

Whitworth allowed himself the barest hint of a cynical smile. "Just moments ago you heard Exodus Society officials in Washington, D.C., deny any connection between their group and the pirate radio station. In spite of their statements to the contrary there is considerable similarity between the rhetoric employed by the Exodus Society and the Exodus Underground. Both are pro-space, fervently nationalistic, and often critical of the WPO."

The director cut to a two-shot just as Whitworth let expression number three slip in favor of a modified five. A five conveyed patient exasperation with just a touch of cynical disbelief.

"Meanwhile, our News Network 56 special correspondent Rex Corvan has joined members of the World Peace Organization as they try to learn the truth of the matter. Barbara?"

Barbara Lansing flashed a set of perfect teeth and turned to camera three. "That's right, Ken. We’ve purposely delayed mention of this mission until the very last possible moment so that our broadcast won't compromise the WPO mission.

"So, with that in mind, let's join special correspondent Rex Corvan somewhere above the Canadian wilderness. Rex is one of the few reops equipped with a so called bod-mod, a tiny camera which replaces his right eye and makes it possible for us to see what he sees and to hear what he hears.

"He's also equipped with a flying robo cam, which will allow us to see Rex in action. Remember, when you watch News Network 56, you get the news from the inside out."

"Bullshit," Kim thought to herself as the man in New York finished his five-second countdown and said, "Take the feed."

Kim opened the intercom channel and said, "You're on, Corvan." Then she pushed a mental button, and millions of people suddenly found themselves inside a Boeing V-73 alt-rotor aircraft sharing a Corvan-eye view of a spectacular sunrise.

Corvan stood just inside the open hatch and looked out. The sun had just poked its orange-red head up over the eastern horizon and the foreground was black. It was one of the rare moments when he missed his right eye and wished it was still there. Yes, he could see through the camera, but it wasn't the same somehow. At moments like this, it felt as though the plastic and metal separated him from the real world.

As Kim's voice intruded on his thoughts, Corvan directed his mind to the task at hand and ordered the robo cam into the air. It left his shoulder and flew halfway down the length of the aircraft. Normally the robo cam was quite loud, but the sound of the aircraft's twin engines drowned it out.

Kim took control and cut to the robo cam just as Corvan began to speak. The audience saw a big man with a lens protruding from his right eye socket. He had brown hair, one blue eye, and a metal guard which fit over his left shoulder. It had a six-inch antenna, a flat place for the robo cam to land, and two battery packs front and back, which helped hold the guard in place and balanced each other out. His military flight suit was black and equipped with a lot of zippers. When Corvan spoke, his voice was calm and slightly gravelly.

"At the moment we're flying along the edge of the Banff National Park. Unlike other Canadian parks that have been released for residential development, this one has been kept as a wilderness."

Kim cut to Corvan's eye cam as he turned away from the hatch. There was a momentary shift in video level as his auto-iris struggled to make the change from bright sun to dark interior.

The shot showed a utilitarian aircraft interior with two opposing rows of heavily armed troops. Their uniforms fluttered slightly in the breeze from the open hatch. The scene was lit by a number of evenly spaced red lights and gave the impression of crowded efficiency.

"This is what it looks like inside an assault craft going into action. The World Peace Troopers don't know whether they'll run into armed resistance or not, but as you can see, they're ready for anything."

Corvan turned his head to the left and zoomed in on a youngish man dressed in a set of carefully tailored cammies. He wore a command helmet with the visor tilted back. A black wire connected the helmet to an olive drab plug in his right temple. The audience got a glimpse of blue eyes, a slightly flattened nose, and a boyish grin. The man's white teeth made a stark contrast to his deeply tanned face.

"This is Captain Hans Dietrich. He's a graduate of N.Y.U., a commissioned officer in the reunified German army, and I'm told that he plays a mean saxophone."

The officer in question laughed and waved to the camera.

Now Corvan turned to give the audience a look at the other side of the aircraft's interior. The troopers were loaded down with body armor, assault packs, and extra ammunition. Each carried a quick-release combat knife, two grenades, and a rotary breech H&K G-40 assault rifle.

Having served with the Green Beanies just before they were merged into the WPO, Corvan knew the weapons consumed 4.7-mm caseless ammo at the rate of two thousand rounds a minute. Heavy hardware indeed for a raid on a two-bit pirate radio station.

So they took a few shots at the World Peace Organization, so what? Or was it this Captain Video character that they were really after? If so, that might make more sense, although Captain Video seemed harmless enough. From what Corvan had heard, the guy specialized in long, rambling speeches. They all had one recurring theme: "You can't always believe what the government tells you." Not bad advice, in Corvan's opinion. Was that the real reason for the raid? It would fit with what he saw as an increasing level of governmental paranoia. As the WPO assumed more and more authority, it seemed to tolerate less and less criticism.

And there was something else as well—a feeling that he'd heard Captain Video's voice before, although he couldn't remember when or where. Interesting thoughts which he would revisit later.

As Corvan panned the length of the aircraft, some troopers ignored him, but most met the camera with a smile or a cheerful thumbs-up. "The rest of Dietrich's team have similar experience and represent elite military organizations from all over the world."

Guessing what Corvan would say next, Kim cut to the robo cam and used it to execute a flying dolly down the left side of the passageway.

"Before we took off, I was introduced to men and women from Great Britain, Russia, Argentina, the United States, China, Unified Africa, and a dozen more. All brought together into what President Hawkins calls 'a noble experiment.' If the members of these different nationalities can work together on a mission like this, then who knows, maybe the nations they represent could do likewise."

"He's smooth," Kim thought grudgingly as she cut back to Corvan's eye cam. "He's real smooth."

The assault craft hit an air pocket, which caused Corvan to stagger. The shot wobbled over the troopers' faces and gave the audience a taste of what it felt like.

"All right, people," Dietrich said, his voice coming in over Corvan's military commset. "We're three from the LZ and five from the ground. Check your gear and remember your orders. Secure the area and don't fire unless fired upon."

The words had a formal, almost rehearsed quality which reminded Corvan of all the suits he'd interviewed. But since Dietrich was military, and military uniforms had given birth to business suits, he decided that the whole thing made sense.

Corvan took a seat, allowing the natural sound and pictures to tell the story for him.

Kim nodded in agreement: finally a reop who knew when to let the story tell itself. The audience isn't stupid. They can see the tense faces, the nervous gestures, the way that one guy checks his weapon over and over again.

Outside the two tilt-rotor engines did what they were designed to do and swiveled upward. This turned what had been a plane into a helicopter. Three minutes later the aircraft touched down with a soft thump. Hans Dietrich was the first one out the door.

The troopers followed two at a time as Corvan resumed his narration and Kim positioned the robo cam for a tight shot of his face.

"Consistent with Captain Dietrich's orders, I'll be the last one off the aircraft. As soon as I'm off, the ship will lift off and hover over the LZ. In a full-scale military operation the aircraft would return for more troops or provide fire support. In this case, however, it will provide Captain Dietrich with a bird's-eye view of what's going on."

Kim knew that the last part was filler, something for Corvan to say while the last troopers jumped out of the ship. Nonetheless, it was skillfully done and Kim admired the way he'd slipped it in. The truth was that the cameras were trapped inside the aircraft when they should have been outside providing viewers with shots of the action. However, thanks to Corvan's aside, few if any viewers would be aware of that fact.

Suddenly there was the cloth-ripping sound of automatic-weapons fire, and Kim cut back to Corvan's eye cam. The shot swayed from side to side as Corvan rushed for the door and bumped into the last trooper out.

The aircraft had landed on a gravel bar where two small rivers came together. The rocks had been smoothed by a millennium of swiftly flowing water and crunched underfoot. Corvan found them hard to run on, and his eye cam wobbled over driftwood, evergreen trees, and the snow-capped mountains beyond.

Kim sent the robo cam skimming along behind. She couldn't send the camera out ahead because it would appear in Corvan's shot, and besides, its low-powered transmitter wouldn't reach beyond fifty feet or so.

There was another burst of gunfire up ahead, and Corvan remembered his concerns about the soldiers' weapons. He'd been right, but right about what?

Corvan heard the dull thump of a grenade and saw smoke billow up to the right. He cleared the beach and followed a well-worn path toward the smoke.

His words came out in short spurts as he tried to run and talk at the same time: "The action's up ahead . . . It's not clear what's going on . . . but you can hear more shooting."

Then there were three loud bangs, followed by more automatic-weapons fire. "There," Corvan said, "that sounds like a high-powered hunting rifle . . . Wait a minute, a trooper's down."

What had been a vague something on the ground up ahead quickly became a trooper with a sucking chest wound. The blood shot up in little spurts each time she took a breath. She looked up at the camera with-a pale, moonlike face.

Corvan shouted, "Medic!" and kept on running.

Suddenly Kim was on her feet. "Why, you cold-blooded bastard!"

Corvan heard her voice via his implant but kept on running.

A cluster of uniforms blocked the way up ahead. A trooper moved to intercept him, but Corvan went around him and came to a sudden halt.

What he saw—and what the world saw with him—was a pathetic huddle of shelters and tents. They shivered in the stiff down draft from the aircraft's twin rotors and leaked streamers of gray and black smoke from a hundred bullet holes.

Ten or twelve adults along with a handful of grubby children stood holding hands and singing. It was a sad song about leaving earth and traveling to distant stars.

In the foreground, almost at Corvan's feet, lay three bodies, two men and a woman.

Captain Dietrich stepped forward and pointed toward the ground. "As you can see, this is the woman who shot Trooper Horowitz.”

Once again Dietrich's voice had the hard, aggressive quality of someone who's speaking for the record.

Corvan looked down, saw the hunting rifle clutched in the woman's hands, and looked back up. Dietrich shook his head sadly and a single tear trickled down his face. For a split second Corvan almost bought it. Dietrich looked the very essence of the professional peacekeeper, violent when necessary but with a heart of gold. But the tear was too much. It didn't fit the rest of Dietrich's personality, and Corvan knew that he'd been had. The bastard was acting and the whole story had been stage-managed right from the start.

Before he could take the matter any further, Corvan heard a man moan and call his name. He looked down and saw one of the bodies move.

Corvan dropped to his knees and found himself face to face with an old friend. He zoomed in tight. Frank Neely had changed. A tangled beard covered his face and the eyes which had once danced with merriment were filled with pain. The spreading stain on Neely's stomach told Corvan why.

They'd been friends once, fellow rebels at old Earth Net, baiting the suits and watching them freak. Now Neely was dying in front of millions of people and Corvan didn't know what to say.

"Rex ..." Neely's voice was a low whisper, and as Corvan listened, he knew where he'd heard Captain Video before. Frank Neely and Captain Video were one and the same.

"Yeah, Frank, I'm here."

"Are you still the insubordinate son of a bitch you used to be?" 

Corvan smiled. "Yeah, Frank, I guess I am."

Neely's face seemed to light up and his right hand found Corvan's. "Good. Then give them hell forme."

And with that, a spasm ran through Neely's hand and he died.

As Corvan let go, he realized there was something in the palm of his hand—a square of paper wrapped around something hard, a video disk approximately the size of an old-fashioned quarter.

When Corvan stood, he managed to slip the disk into a pocket while he pretended to wipe his hands. Suddenly he realized that he was still on, that millions of people were waiting for him to say something, to bring the piece to a close.

He wanted to tell them the truth, that he'd been had and they along with him. He wanted to tell them that Frank Neely had been murdered, but he couldn't prove it. So, like thousands of journalists before him, Corvan settled for something less than the whole truth, and swore a silent oath that he'd learn the rest.

Corvan turned a full circle so that the audience saw Horowitz being carried away on a stretcher, troopers searching the tents, and prisoners with their hands on top of their heads. His auto-iris closed down as he looked into the sun and opened up again when it had passed.

Kim thought about going to the robo cam and decided not to. Corvan's view was both dramatic and telling. It matched his words.

"People died here for reasons which aren't exactly clear. As you saw, one of them was an old friend of mine, Frank Neely, a man who had seen happier days, and called himself Captain Video. Why did Frank and his friends come here? What did they hope to accomplish through their illegal broadcasts? Was this bloodshed necessary? Those questions and more will be asked and answered during the next forty-eight hours. But no matter what the answers turn out to be, neither side of this conflict has any reason to celebrate. Rex Corvan reporting for News Network 56 from Canada's Banff National Park."

Kim faded audio and video together and saw New York take it away. Meanwhile she continued to monitor the two cameras. Corvan was looking down at his dead friend, and Captain Dietrich was looking at him.

Kim zoomed in on the officer's face. All traces of boyish charm had disappeared, and if looks could kill, Corvan would've been dead ten times over.
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Carla Subido leaned back in her executive chair and examined Captain Hans Dietrich through narrowed eyes. They'd met during her year in Africa, both part of Numalo's sprawling network of friends and acquaintances, both tools of his enormous ambition. And while they'd discovered a certain similarity of world views, that had nothing to do with Dietrich's presence in her office. No, Dietrich belonged to Numalo, bound to the African by ties which Carla could only guess at. Ties which kept her from trusting him too much, from telling him that Hawkins was dead, that she'd changed the world.

The German officer looked tired, his cammies were rumpled, and his combat boots were smeared with Canadian mud. Good. He'd placed duty before personal comfort. Carla liked that. She allowed Hans a rare smile and saw some of the stiffness go out of his shoulders. "Have a seat, Captain."

Dietrich obeyed by choosing one of the two straight-backed guest chairs. They were made of highly polished oak and offered no padding whatsoever. Like everything in Carla's life, the chairs had a purpose. They encouraged people to speak concisely and leave. She watched Dietrich search for a comfortable position and fail to find one.

"So, how'd things go?" She'd seen Rex Corvan's report, but wanted to hear Dietrich's version as well. A great deal would depend on what he said.

Dietrich looked at Carla and felt a trickle of sweat run down his spine. She was perfect. Her lipstick and nail polish were an exact match for her red dress. The gleam of gold at her throat and ears provided just the right touch of elegance, of class, and served to bring everything together.
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