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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.







What is this flesh I purchased with my pains,
This fallen star my milk sustains,
This love that makes my heart’s blood stop
Or strikes a sudden chill into my bones
And bids my hair stand up?


—W. B. YEATS





INTRODUCTION



GENETICS IS DESTINY: that is the truism that underlies Karen Haber’s four-volume saga of the emerging mutant subculture of twenty-first-century America. And we see a dramatic confirmation of that truism as the series moves along into its third volume and we encounter a pair of strikingly different twins with significantly different genetic endowments.


A generation has passed since the previous volume, The Mutant Prime. At the close of that book, we saw how the challenge of the false supermutant Victor Ashman was resolved by Ashman’s violent death. And just afterward, Melanie Ryton, the troubled mutant girl who was instrumental in bringing the flamboyant career of the impostor Ashman to an end, had come forward to announce before the assembled meeting of the Mutant Council that she intended to marry the nonmutant composer Yosh Akimura.


Melanie is a “null,” in the lingo of the mutant clan—someone in whom the mutant powers never developed—but she carries recessive mutant genes. These, she assumes when she falls in love with Yosh, will be lost to the mutant clan’s gene-pool: and a small loss at that, she thinks.


But Yosh is not only not a mutant, he is sterile besides. If Melanie is to bear children at all, artificial insemination will be necessary. Since the mutants are a small group within American society, painfully aware of their need to be fruitful and multiply if they are to keep from being submerged in the normal world about them, the Mutant Council maintains a sperm bank for just such situations.


So Melanie agrees to be impregnated with the sperm of an unknown mutant donor—and brings forth Rick and Julian Akimura, the twin boys who, now grown to manhood, are the central figures of Mutant Star.


Julian has the mutant powers.


Rick does not. Like his mother, he is a null.


Genetics is destiny.


RICK AND Julian are, of course, fraternal twins, not identical ones. If they had been identical, they would have been similar in all respects—with identical genetic endowments, including that of mutancy. That’s an important distinction; it bears a moment of close examination here.


Identical twins are the kind we tend to be most familiar with, because of their startling mirror-image resemblance. They are known technically as monozygotic (MZ) twins, because they result from the union of a single egg and a single sperm. At some point in the development of that fertilized egg, it divides into two fetuses, which continue to grow side by side within the womb until the time of birth. Why twinning takes place is still uncertain, though its tendency to recur frequently in certain families and in certain racial groups (blacks, for instance, bear more twins than whites) inclines biologists to think that some genetic predisposition toward twinning must exist.


MZ twins, since they spring from the same package of genetic material, are, in essence, clones of each other. They are always of the same sex. They have the same blood type. They bear a marked physical similarity, down to such details as handprints and footprints. Their eyes are the same color; their hair has the same texture. Where some physical differences do exist between identical twins, they are caused, apparently, by modifications occurring in the womb during the period of embryonic development. But as a rule such differences are minor ones. (Identical twins do differ in such things as handedness: one will be right-handed and the other left-handed. This seems to be nothing more than a function of the original division of the fertilized egg into opposing halves.)


A pair of MZ mutant twins, therefore, would inherit identical complements of mutant abilities. If one twin was capable of mindspeech, the other one would be also. If one could levitate, so could the other. And if one twin turned out to be a null, unable to perform any of the mutant wonders, the other would likewise have to be a null.


But Rick and Julian are fraternal twins. And thereby hangs this tale.


FRATERNAL TWINS dizygotic (DZ) twins—are actually a much more common phenomenon than the MZ kind, although, because their twinship is usually not so readily apparent, it is easy to overlook the fact that so many twinned siblings of the fraternal kind exist. In the United States, nearly one birth out of a hundred results in twins; of these, there are almost three times as many fraternal pairs as identical ones.


Dizygotic twins come into being when two eggs are fertilized at the same moment by two sperm cells, and both zygotes survive and grow to maturity. Since fraternal twins have the same father and the same mother, they will bear the sort of resemblance to each other that any two siblings of the same family would bear—which is to say, they may look very much like each other indeed, or they may be quite dissimilar. It’s all a matter of the random distribution of the genetic mix in the sperms and eggs from which they spring.


Therefore DZ twins may be of differing sexes. They may belong to different blood groups. Their fingerprints and footprints may be quite similar, or not similar at all. The color of their eyes and hair will be no more likely to be the same than those of a pair of children born to the same parents ten years apart.


In the world of mutant genes, one member of a pair of DZ twins may be gifted with mutant genes, and the other a null.


Which is the case with the two very different twin brothers of Mutant Star. The twin relationship is complex enough even in our normal world, difficult beyond that of ordinary sibling existence: two children who come into being virtually at the same moment, who are by heritage of birth each other’s closest allies and yet who must nevertheless be rivals from their very first instant of life for the parental care that they must have. Throughout the years that follow, that double-edged paradox of alliance and rivalry exerts its force. How much more intricate the problems are when one twin is equipped with the astonishing powers of a mutant, and the other is not!


Conventional, studious, hard-working Julian, the mutant brother, finds it easy to fit into the tight-knit family structure of mutant society. His turbulent, unruly twin Rick, deprived by birth of mutant powers but nevertheless bearing the startling golden mutant eyes that make his ancestry unmistakable to any outsider, has grown up deeply embittered, uncertain of his place in the world.


In effect neither mutant nor nonmutant, Rick has struggled all his life without success to find his bearings. To the world of normals, his golden eyes mark him indelibly as a member of that strange subspecies of extraordinarily gifted human beings who, emerging from seclusion late in the twentieth century, have made a profound mark on every aspect of twenty-first-century life. But to the mutants themselves, Rick Akimura is something incomplete, something handicapped, a man to be pitied—and, perhaps, to be feared.


The story of that troubled man—and of his very different twin brother—forms the core of this third volume of Karen Haber’s Mutant Season series. Rick’s struggle to adapt to a world that has no room for him, and Julian’s efforts to comprehend the nature of the man who once shared his mother’s womb with him, illuminate this dark new phase of the epic of the emerging mutants. Genetics is destiny, indeed: and we see in the newest Mutant Season novel how closely the genes that shaped Rick Akimura will control the destiny of the entire mutant race.


—ROBERT SILVERBERG
Oakland, California
February 1991
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I’M THE MAN IN THE MOON.


Ethan Hawkins stared at the silver-white, pockmarked surface of Earth’s one natural satellite and saw himself—dark face, tightly curled dark hair just showing gray at the temples—reflected back through the metal-impregnated safety glass. The inscrutable, ancient lunar surface formed a frame—a glowing halo—for his lean, muscular features.


He frowned as the view gradually changed to show dense velvety blackness pricked by the cold white stars. Then he shrugged. The constant rotation of the doughnut-shaped structure that housed Hawkins’s corporate headquarters and private rooms provided a regular lunar audience. Patience, he told himself. It’s a quality that some folks even consider to be a virtue.


Hawkins shifted in his chair, wincing as pain stabbed at him where his arm implants met real flesh just below his right shoulder. He took a deep breath and slowly counted each breath that followed. He made it to twenty before the pain eased.


It took a king’s ransom to pay for implants—and he was wealthier than five kings, as he often liked to point out when there were other wealthy men in the room. But cost was incidental. The implant had been a gift, given several years ago. Even then it wasn’t perfect: just the best that medical bionics could offer.


The arm twinged again, and as it did, his screen lit up. A suave face, olive complexion, twinkling brown eyes. A thick head of curling brown hair topped by a red cap. His virtual assistant, Leporello. A computer simulacrum programmed to his specifics.


“Colonel Hawkins?”


There was rhythm in the title, the cadence of marching feet, the flourish of drums. He’d been Colonel Hawkins ever since that nasty Marsbase landing when he’d lost his right arm saving the life of Lee Oniburi, a rich Japanese space entrepreneur. Lose an arm, gain a promotion. And enough multinational industry connections and media notoriety to fill five kings’ coffers. To build five satellites and ring the Moon with them. Not a bad trade-off for one arm. He could almost accept the exchange rate. Almost.


“Yes?” Hawkins’s voice was a deep, ringing basso. But he had chosen space over an operatic career. He had wanted a broader stage, needed more room and more challenges than Verdi, Mozart, and Wagner could offer. And he had found them, yes he had.


“Jasper Saladin on screen two.”


Leporello had a thin tenor voice. If he had been flesh and blood instead of software, he would never have made it into the chorus, let alone have achieved a principal part on the main stage of an opera house. But he was a good electronic spear carrier. Yes indeed. And Hawkins had need of spear carriers. Now more than ever.


The craggy, sallow face of Hawkins’s chief of operations took form above the holoscreen on the other side of his desk.


“More delays on Pavilion Two, Ethan.”


“Damn! What now?”


“Oniburi’s factory changed the specs on the baffle couplings—getting them seamlessly mated in vacuum is making us crazy.”


“Tell them to order the old parts.”


“They don’t make ’em. I told you to retool your own factory last year—if you’d listened, we wouldn’t have this problem now.”


Hawkins paused. Ordinarily he tolerated little insubordination. But Saladin was a good man working the equivalent of three jobs at once. He just needed to blow off steam. “I’ll have Fac-3 retool immediately. In the meantime, is there anything else we can do?”


Saladin pointed a holographic finger at him. “If you could get Construction a couple of telekinetics, we might be able to fuse the seams and force the seals. Those mutants are better than the best equipment.”


“Will that speed things up?”


“With the mutants, we might make the deadline. Without them, forget it.”


“Surely the union …”


“We’ve tried already. There are only a few mutant vacuum welders, and they’ve got work leading into next year. Besides, the rest of the welders resent the hell out of them.”


“So if we hire mutant talent from outside, we make the regulars unhappy.”


“Exactly.”


“Well, Jasper, you’ve certainly handed me a conundrum. But I’ll see what I can do.”


Saladin faded from view.


Hawkins switched to his interoffice screen. “Leporello, what was the name of that Cable News producer so eager for an interview?”


“Melanie Akimura.”


“She’s mutant, right?”


“Yes.”


“Good. Send her a message telling her I’ll be Earthside shortly and would like to meet with her concerning the feature she proposed. Tell her I’ll do it on one condition: that I be invited to a Mutant Council meeting, preferably in California. And even more preferably, soon.”


“Yessir.”


Hawkins’s arm was almost numb from pain. He swallowed a betaprofin tab and chased it down with coffee. Outside the window, the Moon floated into the frame of his window once more.


“Colonel, your spaceplane’s ready.”


A new pain-free implant awaited down on Earth, courtesy of the perpetually grateful Mr. Lee Oniburi. But first, a few business meetings. If he was going to stay on schedule with construction, he had to enlist the help of some mutants. He needed them. What’s more, the future of space development needed them.


I may be retired from the Shuttle Corps, he thought. But once a spacer, always a spacer. And colonization of the solar system is one way to stay aloft.


“On my way,” Hawkins said. As he walked toward the door, the white-faced Moon spun away, out of sight.


WHITE, THEN red. Green and blue and violet. Silver flashing to yellow melting into orange oozing into red and violet and blue. Julian Akimura rode back and forth across the spectrum, and as he rode, he wept. It was like the wild, late-night skimmer ride, random-dial, that he had taken with his twin brother, Rick, at Neon Park during high school. But high school was seven years past. And no skimmer ride had ever been like this.


Spectral, kaleidoscopic colors assaulted his optic receptors. His golden eyes wept, tears trailing down his cheeks to spread the dark purple stain at the collar of his blue lab coat. He’d grown accustomed to the pain, the tears, even, God knew, to the fragmented, iridescent flashes. But wait—what the hell was that?


A woman wearing a white gown that fell to her ankles walked up the steps of a great floodlit room toward an altar. She was a figure out of some antique storybook: long white hair, pale face, full red lips. A bewitched princess. But her eyes! At once gold and prismatic, reflecting green, blue, purple, like a thin layer of fine cloisonné enamel over gold wash. Those dazzling eyes seemed to be looking right at Julian. The woman smiled. Then she vanished in a hail of blinding particles.


“Image,” Julian said loudly, then remembered that the inductor mike at his throat could pick up the mildest whisper. Could it pick up the excited pounding of his heart as well? “Fifteen seconds duration. Woman in white, white hair, mutant with some sort of iridescent mutant eyes, walking up the stairs of a large hall. End image.”


A soft alto voice whispered from the inductor headphone in his ear. “Any clue to date or place?”


“Negative.”


“Relax, Julian,” Dr. Eva Seguy said, chuckling. “A simple ‘no’ will do.”


“Sorry.”


“And I’m sorry. I forgot, this is your first sighting, isn’t it?”


“Yes.” Julian felt his cheeks growing hot. He had been at the UC Berkeley lab for two months, had ridden three other subjects before this, but only today had he seen his first image. Of course he was excited.


“Congratulations,” Dr. Seguy said warmly. Julian could imagine her elfin face, green eyes dancing. “How I envy you the chance to ride along on these flares. But that’s a privilege reserved for mutants—telepathic ones.”


“Some privilege,” Julian said. Privately, he agreed with her, but he took care to keep his response light. Eva Seguy might be the boss of the flare research lab at Berkeley, but she was also nonmutant. She could record observations but never make them herself. “My nose runs, my head hurts for hours afterward, and I have to wear dark glasses to protect my eyes from sunlight.”


“And it’s worth every minute, isn’t it?” There was laughter in her voice, laughter that Julian had come to enjoy, to listen for, to induce whenever possible.


“Absolutely. Just have a fresh lab coat ready for me when this shift is over. And a shot of brandy.”


“For medicinal purposes?” Eva Seguy said. “It’ll be waiting.”


Julian sank back down into the link with his tranquilized subject. In his grandfather’s time, mental flares had been feared as incapacitating illness. Now they were viewed as fascinating psychic phenomena: possibly the key to precognition. Mutants still suffered from the flares, but at least medication allowed them to function normally with a minimum of discomfort. And be studied like lab animals by other, luckier mutants.


He had half an hour before Rick came to collect him for the meeting. And knowing his brother, that meant an hour and a half, at least. Time for another flare ride. What would he see next? Marsbase? The Tower of Babel? Wiping his wet face, Julian closed his eyes and braced himself.


NARLYDDA! ALANNA! We’re late and you know it. Dammit, why am I always the timekeeper for this family?


Dad sounds impatient, Alanna thought. Nothing new about that. She turned back to her screen for a moment.


“Cage of bone in which the red bird flutters …”


She leaned closer, squinting at the amber words. She couldn’t decide if the line was terribly bad or terribly good. She often felt that way about her poetry. Her mother, of course, suffered no such doubts. If Narlydda saw this lyric she would praise it, call her agent, maybe even engrave it into her next sculpture. Meanwhile, Skerry would nod, stroke his beard, and say, “Nice, Teenie. Real nice.”


Well, they had to do that, didn’t they? After all, they were her parents. But was she really any good? Did she have any talent? Would anybody ever see her as someone other than Narlydda’s daughter? Or tell her if she had a tin ear?


I am going to leave you folks behind. Better yet, I’m going to find a family where somebody else knows how to read a clock besides me.


Skerry’s mindspeech echoed thunderously.


Alanna smiled, shut off her screen, and took a quick look in the mirror. Long dark hair curled down over her shoulders, over the tight black velvet spandex halter, almost to the top of her black leather pants. The dark hair against the pale skin, slightly green, a pale echo of her mother’s deeper celadon hue, made a pleasing contrast. Sparkling golden eyes didn’t hurt the effect, either.


Dark colors made her seem older. Now that she was eighteen, Alanna would be able to vote at the Mutant Council meeting and she wanted to look the part. She gave her reflection a final once-over and hurried down the stairs.


Her mother, Narlydda, followed on her heels.


“We’re not late, Skerry,” Narlydda said. “You’re always in a hurry.” She didn’t bother to respond in mindspeech: hers was too weak, as Alanna knew.


With an imperious gesture Narlydda brushed back her thick dark hair sparkling with silver threads. She used a purple crylight pin to secure it at the neck of her lavender stretch suit.


Alanna envied her mother’s confident, dramatic style. The flash of white hair at her temple. Maybe she should have her own hair frosted that way. But with a shock of gold added. Or green.


Skerry stood waiting, arms crossed, in the center of the main room. His gray hair was pulled back, as usual, into a ponytail, and his beard was neatly trimmed. He wore a dark blue kimono and leggings shot through with gold threads. “Good thing I am in a hurry,” he said. “Otherwise we’d never get anywhere.”


Narlydda kissed him on the cheek. “Relax. Half an hour more or less doesn’t mean anything at the annual meeting. Besides, nobody gets to the really good gossip until after dinner.”


“I know,” he growled. “That’s when I usually fall asleep. And don’t tell me to relax, Lydda. If I didn’t keep us on schedule, you two would primp until I fell asleep right here, standing up. And then you’d miss all the fun.”


“Who’s going to be there?” Alanna said.


“Everybody.”


“Including the Akimuras,” Narlydda said. “I haven’t seen Melanie and Yosh in quite a while.”


“I wonder if the boys will come.”


“Boys?” her mother said. “They’re men. Julian and Rick are at least twenty-five. Julian’s almost finished his doctorate.”


“And Rick’s probably graduated from being a part-time breen-runner into a professional dealer.” Skerry’s expression was sour. “You’d think Melanie would have checked out the sperm bank donors more carefully before she got herself impregnated. She could have had two Nobel scientists instead of one good egg and one bad.”


“Skerry!” Narlydda’s eyes flashed. “You know she took random choice. Besides, the records were lost in that fire.”


Alanna started laughing.


“Enough character assassination,” Skerry said. “At least until after the meeting.” He hefted a large parcel near the door. “I’ll load this.”


“Don’t be silly. I can do that.” Narlydda began to levitate it out of his hands.


Skerry glared at her. “Don’t treat me like an old man, Lydda.”


“All right. You do it. But don’t put my wallpiece in the van wrong side up or I’ll trade you in for two thirty-year-olds.”


“Wait a couple of years and the Akimura boys will be ripe.”


It was Narlydda’s turn to glower. The sight seemed to cheer Skerry immensely.


“Why doesn’t the Mutant Council pay for the transport of a donated work?” he said. “Especially if it’s going to hang in the Council chamber? They’re lucky to get it.”


Narlydda softened. “Remember to tell them that.”


“Think I won’t?” He grinned at her wolfishly. “One of the few joys remaining to me in my declining years is the opportunity to make myself as big a pain in the ass as often as I can to as many mutants as possible.”


“Does that include me, Dad?” Alanna’s grin matched her father’s.


“Absolutely,” Skerry said. “Especially when you’re late.” He swatted her playfully on the rear and she scooted out of reach toward the door. “Let’s move ’em out, troops. We’ve got miles and mutants to go before we eat.”


*    *    *


THE ROAD ahead was a steep, winding ribbon. Just the way Rick Akimura liked it. He gunned the motor of his jet cycle as it skimmed along over the ground and sped around a turn. And another. Old Highway 17 through the Santa Cruz mountains was a perfect roller-coaster ride when the road was clear and conditions were right. He had taken this route a hundred times and never tired of it.


In and out, up and down. Rick nodded happily in time with the Eroica on his headset. Blue sky above the clear road below, he thought. And Ludwig von B. in my ear. His friends all thought his choice of music was odd, but then what did they expect from the son of a composer? Rick whistled along with the rollicking melody. The only thing missing was the Santa Cruz pub-crawler gang: Tuli and Dave, Maria and Henley. His crowd.


They didn’t have golden eyes, and they didn’t care that he did. After all, he had no powers. A null was always welcome at their festivities or on the road. He’d much rather be on his way to a party in San Francisco right now than racing up the highway to the Berkeley labs to pick up his twin brother for a Mutant Council meeting. But he had promised his mother that he would attend, just this once. And he hated to break his word to her.


She did have golden eyes like his own. And not a shred of mutant power, either. At times he felt more twinned to her than to Julian. Melanie was a null, too, and that provided a warm, empathic linkage between them. It was a powerful bond. His father, Yosh, was a nonmutant, which suited Rick just fine. Only Rick’s fraternal twin, Julian, was an operant mutant in the Akimura household. Which made him sort of the odd man out. Useful as hell, Rick had to admit. A telepath who could carry the burden of mutant power without ever complaining. His brother Julian was a trifle saintly, but a good guy nevertheless.


Rick swerved to avoid a slow-moving truck and gracefully pulled ahead. His dark brown hair flew out behind him in the wind, and for a moment Rick was tempted to stand up and wave his arms in abandon. What did he need mutant powers for? Levitation? Telepathy? All that mumbo jumbo. This was real freedom.


“Hey!”


The road before him shimmered and grew blurry. He rubbed his eyes. That didn’t help. The knobby gray rock formations that lined the highway seemed to shift and move like living clay. He thought he heard a faint rumbling like thunder. Earthquake? A huge boulder reared up in front of him. Rick yanked the cycle to the right. The road wiggled up and down, moving beneath him. Tires shrieking, the cycle went into a wild skid. Rick fought to regain control. But the front wheel hit the edge of the roadbed and the cycle bucked him off. He tumbled through the air, up, then down into a gray-green thorny tangle of chaparral and lay there, stunned and panting, squinting up into the sunlit sky. Would the next tremor send him spiraling down into the canyon below?


“Buddy, you all right?” A short, swarthy man in a blue delivery suit jumped out of the cab of the slug-slow truck that Rick had just passed, grabbed him by the shoulder, and pulled him out of the brambles.


“Hey, you’re a mutant, aren’t you?” He gawked at Rick, eyes wide. “Why didn’t you just levitate out of that bush? Do you feel okay? Want to go to the hospital?”


“Fine. I’m fine.” Rick tried to keep his irritation under control. After all, the guy could have just left him lying there with prickers up his ass. And maybe he would have preferred it that way. “I’m a little shaken up, thanks. And my cycle’s okay. Just lost my headset.”


“Man, you really went flying.” His rescuer shook his head. “The road looks clear to me. Did you hit something?”


Clear? Rick looked around. No sign of any boulder. Had he imagined it? But he’d felt the ground shake underneath his cycle. This couldn’t be a hangover, could it? Some legacy from the party last night. Impossible. Impossible. It was a good party, but not one that would generate hallucinations the next morning. Maybe that boulder was just up the road, out of sight. Never mind. He was late. Julian would be waiting for him. And all those other good little mutants at the Council meeting. He brushed the dirt off his cycle seat, jumped on, and started the motor.


“Thanks a lot.” He waved and sped away up the road toward Berkeley.
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JULIAN WAS waiting outside the pink concrete lab building, leaning against a pillar, blue lab coat flapping in the warm December wind. Students flowed around him, chatting, laughing, intent on books, squinting into the late afternoon sun as they shouldered their book-bags, hefted their coffeebulbs, flirted and laughed, and gloried in the luxury of being young. Of having time to learn and time to squander.


He watched them enviously, remembering his own carefree undergraduate days with pleasure. He’d taken his degree here at Berkeley, finished in three years, gotten his masters right after, and was on the advanced track in the psychology department. He would have his doctorate by June, if he worked hard. And then, farewell to academia. He could already feel the pressures of professional commitment from all sides.


“Become a healer,” his mother had said. “I don’t know why you want to fight the competition outside the mutant community. You’d be a wonderful healer.”


Hell, he knew all about the healing tradition for mutants. And yes, his mother was probably right. He would make a good healer. But Julian wanted more than the placid, remote life behind high walls that path would provide. He wanted to combine the medical knowledge of both worlds, mutant and non, in one healing, embracing discipline. And Dr. Seguy’s investigation of psychic flares was the beginning. He was convinced of it.


The roar of Rick’s cycle announced his arrival. That damned jet-cycle engine, Julian thought. It rattles the windows of every building on the block. Strictly against decibel limitations as set by the DMV. And here he comes now, that scofflaw, riding down the street like he owns it.


A pretty blond student gave Rick the eye. Julian smiled. His brother looked like a schoolgirl’s dream—and her parents’ worst nightmare. Those atavistic leather jeans. And the ruffled white poet’s shirt that all bikers wore. Dark blue eyeshades, tousled brown hair, small golden hoop gleaming in his left ear, and a grin so wicked it should have been illegal. Privately, Julian admired his brother’s independent spirit, even if he never said so aloud.


Rick pulled the cycle into a tight space between two posts and killed the motor.


“Hi,” Julian said.


“Hi yourself.” Rick pushed his shades up over his forehead and wiped his face wearily. He looked sweaty, and his jacket was covered by a fine layer of dust. “Ready?”


“Been ready for three hours.” Julian swung his clothes sack onto the back of the cycle. “What’d you do, hurry?” He took in his brother’s grimy face and dusty clothing. “What happened?”


“Had a close encounter with a manzanita bush,” Rick said. “Do I look real bad?”


“Just well used.” Julian brushed him off. Then, with practiced grace, he slid onto the cycle behind Rick and put on his helmet. Before he was even settled, Rick set out, gunning toward Marin County.


“Anything new in the lab?” Rick shouted.


Saw a wild vision. It was easier to mindspeak than bellow over the wind—easier, that is, for those who could.


“Such as?”


Woman in white, with white hair and prism eyes.


Rick started laughing. “And I’m the one with a reputation for partying. Well, do you believe it?”


Can’t say. Is it real? A vision? A fantasy? The common theory is that these mental flares contain precognitive material. Messages from the future.


“And don’t the normals just go crazy over that kind of thing?” Rick said. “Read my palm, mutant. Tell me my fate.” He cackled maniacally.


You think it’s funny, Rick, but there may be something to it.


Julian knew he sounded defensive. Rick clammed up. Well, Rick had little curiosity about these things—he didn’t care that Julian loved the lab and lived to investigate boojums. Julian knew that his brother preferred the nuts-and-bolts purity of chips and wires at his job in the screenbrain shop at Santa Cruz mall. No uncertainty there.


Rick took a corner with tires screeching.


Hey! I want to get to the meeting in one piece—even if you don’t.


“I’ll settle for leaving it in one piece,” Rick said.


You don’t have a good track record there.


“No,” he agreed cheerfully. “I rely on you to keep me out of fights and in line.”


Thanks. But I resign the honor out of respect for my health.


Rick smiled. “I don’t blame you. Hang on, bro. I’ll at least try to make it to the meeting before the vote.”


MELANIE CHECKED her watch again and turned impatiently to her husband. “Where the hell are they, Yosh? Rick and Julian should have been here hours ago.”


Yosh shrugged. “You know Rick. If he says noon, he means five. If he says five, he means tomorrow. Be glad he’s coming at all. You know he doesn’t enjoy these meetings any more than you did when you were a kid.” He noodled with his pocket synthesizer, striking random chord combinations. “Can’t say that I blame him.”


Around them, the Council chamber was filling with clan members. The huge auditorium was carved into layered tiers lined with comfortable seats, headsets, and screens. There were more unfamiliar faces this year than last, and many of them were nonmutants. Not that it mattered one whit to Melanie. Hadn’t she brought a nonmutant, her husband, into the heart of the clan when she’d rejoined the Council? And why shouldn’t the meetings be open to nonmutants? If they could gain comfort from the sharing, from the chants and rituals, then let them attend and be welcome. She knew that not everybody shared her sentiments—in fact, a splinter group of mutants demanding a return to orthodoxy had started to hold meetings somewhere near San Diego. As far as she was concerned, come one, come all. She’d have felt a bit more hospitable, though, if she would seen her two sons among all those faces.


“They’d better get here in time for the vote,” she said. “They should at least have a say in who the new Book Keeper is now that Rebekah Terling is dead.”


Yosh squinted at her skeptically. “Aren’t you asking for trouble? Julian’s getting kind of stuffy. Of course, even he might pause before he voted for a hard-line conservative like Paula Byrne. She would love to lock every nonmutant out of these meetings. Including yours truly.”


Melanie nodded. “Wouldn’t she, though? But she hasn’t got a chance. She hides down south with her little band of retrograde mutants—what do they call themselves? The True Host of the Book. I don’t know. Some people just get stuck.”


“More like frozen. I don’t think she has a hope in hell of winning general election to a broader post. And if your favorite son has anything to say about it, he’d probably make Skerry the Book Keeper. Which might not be such a bad idea. He’d probably disband the Council just for the hell of it.”


“Skerry as Book Keeper?” Melanie began to laugh. “Never in a million years could I see him presiding over a meeting. It’s still difficult to get used to him showing up each year.”


“Practicing to be a patriarch,” Yosh said. “Maybe I’ll take notes.”


“Good idea, ‘Papa Haydn.’ ” Melanie kissed him quickly, then turned, startled, “There’s Ethan Hawkins. I was wondering if he would show after I wangled him that last-minute invitation. I’d better go shepherd him around. Business before family.”


ALANNA HELPED her father unload the wallpiece. It was one of her favorites. Her mother had let her help with the glazing at the end, and the beautiful metallic sheen, repeated in a hundred glistening particles, fascinated her each time she looked at it. She was proud that the work would hang in the Mutant Council chambers. But then, her mother’s artwork graced fine collections around the world—and even beyond, on the Moon. Maybe someday Narlydda’s work would travel to Mars.


“Watch that corner, Teenie,” her father growled. “One ding on that surface and we’ll both be looking for work.”


He used her pet name, which meant he wasn’t really serious. Was he ever serious? Yes, when it came to guarding her from the wolves he imagined were always at her heels. When would her father realize she was no longer a child?


Alanna brushed back her long, curling hair and grinned at her father. Maybe he would help her sneak out of the meeting later and they could go into Sausalito and laugh at the tourists like they did last year. She admired her mother and loved her, yes, but she felt closer to her father. He was fearless, irreverent, and best of all, he indulged her shamelessly.


She had watched him deflate some of the larger egos in the clan and silently cheered him on. The last thing in the world she wanted was a predictable father. But no fear of that—even with his gray hair and beard, he still looked like an outlaw to her.


“Listen, munchkin,” Skerry said. “Either carry your side, or put it down and let me find a telekinetic who can keep her mind on the job.”


“Sorry.”


Together they eased the huge piece up against the wall behind the Book Keeper’s platform.


“Whew.” Her father wiped his brow. “Me for a red jack, if they keep such old-fashioned refreshments around. A word of advice, kiddo: Don’t get old. It plays hell with your endurance.” He tweaked her on the chin and shouldered his way toward the bar.


A noble-looking black man entered the room, a non-mutant, with such arrogance of carriage that Alanna wanted to stick her tongue out at him. Who did he think he was? Just the type her father loved to needle for the fun of it. But her father was nowhere to be seen. Aunt Melanie was talking to the strange man eagerly. And there went Vincent Guindelle to greet him. Guindelle the politician, her mother called him in her dry, sarcastic voice. But Alanna didn’t see anything wrong with politicians. They got things done, didn’t they? Bursting with curiosity, she moved closer to the group around the newcomer.


ETHAN HAWKINS had been admiring the meeting hall when Melanie Akimura corraled him. She was a dark-haired, middle-aged woman, chic in a red bodysuit and plum-colored high heels.


“Very impressive,” he said. “You have a neat little headquarters here in Marin.” Now if only you are half as visionary as I hope, he thought.


“One of several,” she said. “The West Coast Council group is still considered a bit radical by our more conservative members—and by the East Coast Council. We’re the only ones to allow nonmutants to attend the meetings.”


“I admit, I was surprised to see so many nonmutants here.” Hawkins scanned the room, pausing as his eye fell upon a familiar-looking Japanese man with long, graying hair.


Melanie followed his gaze. “My husband, Yosh. You may remember him. Of course, the last time you met, he wasn’t my husband. Yet.”


“How could I forget?” Hawkins rumbled. “That strange crew of you all waiting on Emory’s factory under that ruptured E-Dome. I still wonder how you survived.”


“Me, too.” Yosh shook his hand. “But I’ve made it a policy to stay away from pressure domes since then.”


A stout, middle-aged man with ruddy cheeks, thick white hair, and bright golden eyes came bustling up.


“Meet Vincent Guindelle, interim Book Keeper,” Melanie said.


“Colonel Hawkins. Good to see you. Your request was a bit sudden. We can’t always accommodate last-minute speakers.”


Hawkins turned on his suavest smile. “Thank goodness you allowed me in. The future of the L-5 movement may depend on it.”


Guindelle’s eyebrows shot upward. “Indeed? Well, I’m certain you’ll tell us all about it.”


The roar of a jet cycle echoed into the meeting chambers and cut off abruptly.


“That must be Rick and Julian,” Yosh said. “Our twin sons. Now, perhaps, Melanie will finally relax.”


A minute later two young men hurried into the room. They were fraternal twins, Hawkins saw, one dark, one light. And both with those bright, glittering gold eyes, the mark of mutancy.


“It’s about time,” Melanie said. “Excuse me.” She hurried to the door and received a kiss from each young man.


Hawkins watched with interest. He had thought that the mutant gene was recessive. How had Melanie managed mutant twins? Her nonmutant husband, Yosh, was clearly Japanese, while she seemed to have some Asian heritage. But neither son showed the faintest sign of this legacy. In fact, one of them was blond. Peculiar. Most peculiar. But no matter. Mutant family ties were notoriously tight. And the mutant young came equipped with all sorts of useful skills. Yes, he would certainly reacquaint himself with this family.
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