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For my brother, Mark
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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
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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 sperm 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 UG 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 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 van 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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2
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 bookbags, 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 master’s 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 have 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 corralled 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 fumbled. “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.
“Rick, Julian, come meet the man who saved your parents’ lives,” Melanie said. “This is Colonel Hawkins. He was one of the shuttle pilots who brought your father and me down from the Emory factory, along with Skerry and Narlydda.”
The twins stared at each other for a moment as though sharing a private joke. Then the tall, blond-haired young man turned to eye Hawkins coolly. “You’ve become part of the family legend, Colonel. I’m glad to meet you.”
“Ditto,” said Rick, the dark-haired, muscular one.
“And I you.” Hawkins pumped their hands in turn. “I’d like to invite you all to come visit me up on Hawkins’s Pavilion.”
“Your orbital pleasure dome?” Melanie smiled slyly. “Don’t forget that I work for Cable News, Colonel, and you’ve agreed to an interview.”
“How could I forget? And I promise you a tough interview, Melanie. But I hope you’ll bring your family along.”
“Mom, you swore you’d never go into orbit again,” Rick said.
“That was before Colonel Hawkins agreed to go on-camera.”
“Come to meeting!” Vincent Guindelle called. “All gather for meeting.”
“We’ll talk later,” Melanie said. “Why don’t you take a seat by Vincent onstage. He’ll introduce you.”
The room quieted. Youngsters who had been levitating settled slowly to the ground. Impromptu discussions tapered off. In groups of twos and threes clan members and nonmutants drifted toward seats, until the auditorium was full. At least a hundred people were present, two thirds of them mutants.
“Please join with me now,” Guindelle intoned. “Take hands, please. Take heart. All here are welcome.”
And he lifted a giant book into place and began to read:
***
“And when we knew ourselves to be different,
To be mutant and therefore other,
We took ourselves away,
Sequestered that portion of us most other,
And so turned a bland face to the blind eyes
Of the world.
Formed our community in silence, in hiding,
Offered love and sharing to one another,
And waited until a better time.
A cycle in which we might share
Beyond our circle.
We are still waiting.”
***
From within the crowd, a male voice piped up. “May the wait soon be over.”
The wait? Hawkins wondered. What wait?
“Join with us now and share,” Guindelle said, shutting his eyes.
Hawkins felt himself swept, unwillingly, into a fantastic communion. A hundred souls swirled around him, each intent upon matters of personal importance, each muttering and counting, singing and sighing, a chorus in his brain, a swelling, soaring melody that carried him upward and out of himself, beyond his own private concerns into a warmth he had never dreamed existed, a comfort deeper than that of a mother’s arms. No wonder, he thought. No wonder so many sought out the mutants. For warmth. For solace. Yes. He closed his eyes and soared.
***
Reluctantly, Julian came out of the sharing and opened his eyes. Back out in the cold again. He blinked. Around the room, his relatives, his clan members, and all the assembled strangers stirred sluggishly as the communal awareness receded.
A sharp pain in his side jolted him. Rick was elbowing him.
“Who is that?”
“Who?”
“The girl with all that hair sitting next to Uncle Skerry,” Rick whispered.
Julian saw her for the first time. A tall, slender, young woman with high cheekbones, full lips, and a wild mane of black, curling hair. Delicate, pale skin with just a hint of green to it. Pretty. More than pretty, really.
“I think that’s Alanna.”
“No lie? Skerry and Narlydda’s kid?” Rick’s mouth hung open for a moment. “I remember her as a spoiled brat.”
“That was three years ago,” Julian said. “You haven’t exactly been a regular at these meetings, you know. But I think she’s probably still pretty spoiled.”
“She’s gorgeous!”
“Thought you didn’t go for mutant girls,” Julian said, and felt an odd twinge of jealousy. Well, she was beautiful. And Julian didn’t share his brother’s bias against mutant women.
“Always room for change,” Rick said. He started to get up, intent on Alanna, but Vincent Guindelle fixed him with a sharp look until he sat down again.
“We’ll open the business part of the meeting by welcoming Colonel Ethan Hawkins,” Guindelle said. “He’s requested the opportunity to make a presentation concerning space colonization, specifically, the system of L-5 satellites.”
Hawkins rose. He smiled briefly, taking in the assembled group. “Thank you, Vincent.” His voice was deep and melodious. “I’m very grateful for this chance to talk with you. As some of you may know, I’ve made a specialty of space—exploration, development, colonization.”
“How do you ‘develop’ space?” Rick said, sotto voce.
Shhhh.
Julian didn’t want to be distracted. This Hawkins had a magnetic personality, and he seemed deeply, deeply serious.
“I believe the future of humanity lies in space,” Hawkins was saying. “And I’m devoting all of my time to making that belief come true. We can be twice as productive, twice as innovative. Already three satellite colonies are in orbit and we have plans for three more. I ask you to consider joining with me in the push to space. I appeal to those of you with an adventurous spirit and belief in the future.” He held out his hands to the group assembled in the Council chamber. “Join with me. Together we can be so very much more than we are separately. We can achieve a larger goal, a common good. Provide a legacy for future generations. I have no patience with pessimists who say that space is a vacuum, fit only for hobbyists and scientists.” Here his voice grew deeper. His eyes flashed. “I believe it will yield nothing less than the renaissance of the human spirit, of human achievement. But only if we work toward that goal. Together.”
Stirring words, Julian thought. Why come to us, though? What good would mutants do in space? There was so much that needed to be done right here on Earth. Why run away to space?
“Once before, we hesitated, and almost lost our legacy of space. Small minds and fears held sway,” Hawkins went on. “We must never allow that to happen again.”
All around the hall heads were nodding agreement. Julian watched, fascinated. Even Rick, the eternal skeptic, seemed swayed by Hawkins’s rhetoric. Julian wanted to kick him. Hawkins was hypnotic, all right. But he obviously had some private agenda, one that required mutant assistance.
“There is great opportunity for contribution, for participation. Particularly on the part of mutants,” Hawkins said.
Here it comes, Julian thought. The pitch.
“The well-known talents of your telekinetics are of inestimable worth in vacuum engineering. Your telepaths and multitalents may become the centers of communication and transport networks.
“And, need I mention, the compensation for this is considerable. Salaries off-world are two to three times those of Earthbound compensation.”
Julian saw a few frowns interspersed between the nods and smiles in the audience. Hawkins had hit a few nerves. So many people had private agendas for the mutants. So many lobbyists and greed-heads, government agents and generals. Please levitate this little suborbital nuclear device for us, please read this foreign leader’s mind, please set fire to this abandoned tenement for insurance purposes, please, please, please work your strange, wonderful mutant magic for us. Almost every Council meeting had featured some petitioner or other. But few had been as persuasive as Hawkins. If Julian hadn’t already committed his talents to the labs at Berkeley he might have been tempted to sign up with Hawkins. But he doubted it.
***
Skerry watched Hawkins make his pitch with thinly disguised contempt. He remembered Hawkins as a starchy space ace, filled with the wonder of the void and all that jazz. Interesting, he thought, to see he hadn’t wavered over the years. But he was just another guy with his hat in his hand, begging for a little mutant involvement. Ask not what you can do for us, but what we can do for you. And isn’t Guindelle just eating it all up? Years ago on the East Coast, when Halden was Book Keeper, if someone like Hawkins had shown up at a Council meeting, Halden would have laughed him right out of there. And here in the West, Bekah Terling would never have allowed him in at all. But it’s the new Mutant Council now, and everybody’s welcome. Anything goes. I don’t mind that part, but I hate being panhandled by normals just so I can make their lives easier.
He glanced over at Alanna and saw that his daughter was riveted to Hawkins’s every word.
Uh-oh. Bad sign there. Alanna was just impressionable enough to sign on for the next floating colony. And no daughter of his was going into orbit, not if he had anything to say about it.
“You look like a thundercloud,” Narlydda whispered.
I feel like one. Who needs these damned pitchmen coming in to steal our young?
“Steal our young?” Narlydda repeated his mind-speech aloud, staring at him as though she doubted his sanity. “I thought you liked Hawkins. You were certainly glad to see him, once upon a time.”
That was once upon a time.
Around them, people stirred. At least one telepath politely suggested that they keep their discussion private.
Skerry boosted Narlydda’s mindspeech on a narrow band to avoid creating further distraction.
What are you talking about? He’s not sitting there with a big net and fishing pole.
No, Lydda. But he’s on some damned fishing expedition just the same. And from the looks of it, he’s about to hook Alanna.
You worry too much. Narlydda patted him on the arm. Alanna is at the age when everything is fascinating. Including Melanie’s sons. If I were you, I’d be more worried about that. Did you see the way Rick was looking at her? Young lust. Makes me nostalgic.
Skerry frowned. Rick Akimura was not exactly his idea of the perfect escort for his daughter. Too unpredictable, that boy. Wild and violent. A couple of years ago, Skerry had pulled him off Tomas Carpenter after he’d made some slighting remark concerning Rick’s null status. Well, Carpenter had it coming, no doubt about it. But Rick would have killed him. Skerry had seen the intent, bright red and burning hot, in Rick’s mind. And it scared him. God knows, he was the last to condemn youthful high spirits. But Rick was different. Dangerous, and maybe unstable. And his mother’s favorite.
I wouldn’t mind if Julian were interested in Alanna. But that Rick is bad news.
And you are turning into an old fogey. A couple of years ago, you’d have
invited him out drinking.
That was then. I didn’t have a daughter at a risky age. On one side, fancy entrepreneurs want to hire her away into space. On the other, some punk wants to take her away on his jet cycle.
Which would you prefer?
Neither.
You know,
sooner or later, Alanna is going to start her own life and leave us behind, Skerry. And no amount of worrying can change that fact.
Thanks, sweetheart. You’ve made me feel a whole lot better. He scowled and turned his attention back to Hawkins.
***
What a beautiful voice he has, Alanna thought. She listened, spellbound, to Ethan Hawkins speak. How exciting, she thought. Space colonies. She would love to visit them. She saw her father frowning at Hawkins and fought back an urge to giggle. Neither of her parents were fond of space travel, and she couldn’t really blame them after what they’d been through years ago. But why shouldn’t she go? Despite first impressions, she thought Hawkins was all right. After all, he was a hero. He had saved her parents, not to mention Melanie and Yosh.
“Thank you, Colonel.” Vincent Guindelle stood. “We’ll take a quick break during which our guest speaker will be available to answer your questions.”
The auditorium brightened as the light bars overhead came to life. Alanna rose and stretched.
“Did you enjoy that?” her mother asked.
“Yeah, he was extreme,” Alanna said. “Will anybody sign up, do you think?”
“Who cares?” her father said. “You don’t need to worry about Hawkins. He seems to be very good at looking out for himself.”
Melanie and Yosh had drifted over to stand with them. “Skerry, don’t be so hard on Hawkins,” Yosh said. “He seems harmless to me.”
“That kind is never harmless.”
“Kind? What kind?” Alanna said.
“The kind whose bottom line is what mutants can do for him.”
“I don’t think he’s like that at all,” Alanna said hotly. “He seems heroic. Visionary. I know he wants our help, but it’s a good cause, isn’t it?”
“Teenie, you don’t know anything about this guy.” Her father patted her on the shoulder. “Believe me, when you’ve been around as long as I have, he won’t seem so heroic. Or visionary.”
Alanna’s temper flared even higher. How dare her father treat her like some dumb juvenile in front of everybody.
“Excuse me.”
She strode away, fuming. By the time her vision cleared, she was halfway across the room and staring right at Rick Akimura. He was part of a lively crowd surrounding Hawkins. Alanna studied him carefully. Strong jaw and nose. Muscular shoulders. Wild brown hair. Everything about him drew her attention. Oh, his brother Julian was attractive, too. But he didn’t have the same raw vitality as Rick. The last time she’d seen Rick, he’d teased her mercilessly. That had been three years ago. She wondered if he’d tease her now. If so, he’d discover she could give as good as she got.
.
******************
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Rick’s enthusiasm had soared with every word Hawkins uttered. Go to space! Support the development of space technology! Yes, yes, yes. It was what he’d always felt in his bones but had never really managed to articulate. When Guindelle called a recess, Rick jumped up to join the group surrounding the charismatic black man. Sign up for space? Sure he would. And imagine his aunt Kelly’s face—she had tried to interest him in the Shuttle Corps years ago. But this was different. This was, well, right. Somehow he just knew it. Space was where he belonged. Helping Ethan Hawkins summon the future.
Hawkins smiled broadly at Rick. “Well, young man. I see I’ve caught your interest.”
“Uh, yes, I mean, I think what you just said made a lot of sense. Besides, space has always fascinated me.”
“Glad to hear it,” Hawkins said. “Your name is Rick, isn’t it?”
“Rick Akimura.”
“Of course. Rick, I’d be gratified if you’d come visit me.” Hawkins handed him a holocard. “I have a satellite parked in orbit, and I’d be happy to arrange transport, accommodations, and so forth.”
“Great!” Rick smiled. He could see it now: sitting with Hawkins aboard his satellite, discussing the fine points of vacuum welding as the Earth rolled by in the distance.
Tomas Carpenter strolled over to Hawkins. A smile bright with malice split his round face and he gave Rick a quick, sidelong look.
“So, Colonel,” he said, “you’re interested in nulls as well as regular functional mutants?”
“Pardon?” Hawkins looked confused.
“Null,” Carpenter repeated. “Dysfunctional. He doesn’t have any mutant ability. The only welding he could do would be with a laser torch.”
“I don’t believe I was speaking with you,” Hawkins said icily. Carpenter gave him a startled look and backed away into the crowd.
Hawkins turned to Rick. “Forgive the intrusion,” he said. “And please get in touch. Regardless of ability, we need everyone.” The heartiness in his voice sounded forced. Rick moved away before Hawkins could see his disappointment.
Julian came up to him, drink in hand.
“Since when are you so hot for space, Rick?”
“Leave me alone.”
Julian touched him on the shoulder. “Something wrong?”
“I said leave me alone, dammit!” Rick pivoted and headed for the door. He wasn’t thinking of the future now. What he wanted was some fresh air. Maybe the fresh air of Portland. He could get there in five hours …
“Are you leaving already?” said a lilting female voice.
Rick stopped dead in his tracks.
Alanna. She stood next to him, smiling an inviting smile. Her wild, dark hair fell around her lace in waves and down her back. Her skin was ice-green, and her eyes glittered brightly.
“Yes, I was thinking of taking a walk,” he said, and smiled his pirate smile at her. “You’re Alanna, aren’t you?”
She gave him a bold, flirtatious look. “Want some company on your walk?”
He shrugged. “Sure. But won’t your family mind if you’re not here for the business meeting?”
He expected her to fold then, to giggle, blush, and run back to her father. Instead, she met his eyes fearlessly.
“They’ll get over it. Unless you’d like me to ask them along?”
“No, thanks.”
“Well, then?”
Rick hesitated. “Wouldn’t you prefer to go for a walk with some multitalented mutant guy?”
“If I did, I’d ask one. I’m not interested in party tricks, Rick.”
“Good.” He held the door open for her. He had just a moment to catch his brother Julian’s eye and see the chagrined admiration on his face. Then Rick swept out into the starlit night after his cousin.
The stars sent their cold light spilling down upon the path leading away from the meeting hall. It was a moonless night, his favorite kind, and walking in the aromatic woods with a beautiful woman was one of his favorite activities.
“Smell the eucalyptus,” Alanna said happily. “They always smell so pure to me. As though their scent sweeps the air clean.”
“They always remind me of winter,” Rick said. “And sore throats.” He laughed. “That’s not very poetic, is it?”
“No. But it’s real.”
“I suppose so. But didn’t I hear something about you being a poet?” He nodded. “My father said your mother had suggested that you write some lyrics for one of his compositions.”
“My mother!” Alanna’s tone was explosive. “Of course she suggested it. She’d manage my entire life if I let her. She arranged for me to attend the Whitlock program at Radcliffe in the fall. Pulled all sorts of strings. Then she remembered to ask me if I wanted to go.”
“That doesn’t sound like a killing offense to me.”
“Oh, I know I should be grateful.” She gave a dramatic sigh. “But I also know everybody thinks that I’m Narlydda’s daughter first and Alanna second. They look at me and see my mother.”
“Don’t be so sure of that,” Rick said. “Unless I’m mistaken, I didn’t invite your mother to come out for a walk.”
Alanna chuckled and took his arm.
She was more a shadow than substance beside him. Rick could hear the warmth in her voice, feel the grace in her stride. How had Skerry and Narlydda ever managed to produce such a beauty? He felt both attraction and hesitation. She was lovely, true. But she was also family.
“Why did you come out here with me?” he asked.
“Oh, I get so tired of those meetings,” she said. “The best times I have at them are when I manage to sneak out.” She laughed, a melodious, lilting sound. “My father and I once snuck away and went to a bar in Sausalito. My mother was furious.”
Rick chuckled. “Your old man is famous for stunts like that. I’ve heard some crazy stories about him.”
“He’s wonderful,” Alanna said. “But a typical father.”
“Overprotective?”
“That’s an understatement. He doesn’t realize that I’m not a little girl anymore. So I guess I need to show him.”
“By going off into the night with your black-sheep cousin?”
“Well, no. And yes.”
Rick grabbed her by the shoulder. “Listen, if what you’re doing here is trying to teach your folks some kind of lesson, count me out. I don’t want to be used that way. Or to tangle with your father.”
“Frightened?”
“Don’t be stupid,” he said. But maybe I am, he thought.
“Dad would never hurt you.”
“Not if I saw him first.” Rick kicked a eucalyptus bud and sent it barreling under a bush. “Is the only reason you came along that you want to upset your parents?”
“If I have to explain why I came, then maybe I should just go back to the meeting,” she said in mock disgust. “I think you know why I came.” She moved closer to him. “I’ve heard interesting stories about you, too, Rick. My wild cousin.”
He felt a cool, ghostly touch upon his cheek. Her hand, lingering briefly. The touch of starlight.
“I’m not that wild.” Especially half a mile away from the Council meeting.”
“Don’t disappoint me.”
She moved closer. Her lips were soft against his, cool at first, then warm. Much warmer. Every place she touched him was warm.
He drew her against him and felt surprising strength in her delicate frame. The urge to pull her down onto the mossy hillside was strong. To lie with her there until all his anger and frustration was extinguished. Would she be the one to banish it? To heal him? For a moment he was tempted, so very tempted. But not now. The Council meeting wasn’t over yet. And if they both came in, sweaty and breathless, Alanna would answer for more than high spirits. He couldn’t do that to her. Already he felt too much for her. And so, reluctantly, he released her.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Don’t you want to be with me?”
“Yes. Very much. But not here. Not now.”
Alanna glanced away, crushed. “So much for wildness.”
“I don’t want to be wild with you. Not that way.”
“I guess I don’t understand.”
He took her hand. “Neither do I, really.” How to explain that he wanted her, but not here, not now? That suddenly he wanted to be more than just her way of thumbing her nose at the Council. More than a trophy to flaunt at her parents. But was she truly Skerry’s daughter: reckless and irreverent and just looking for a good time?
What if she was? Did he blame her? At least she was honest. Look at how her eyes glistened. Beautiful. Why was he suddenly turning into some kind of white knight while lovely Alanna was beside him in the cool darkness, wanting him?
She turned to go.
He grabbed her hand. Pulled her to him. Sank down on the soft, leaf-covered hillside.
“Hey!”
“Changed my mind,” he said.
She giggled. “Good.”
And then neither of them spoke.
***
Julian watched a group of kids practice levitation by the side door of the auditorium. They bounced up and down, kicking off from the ceiling and walls, giggling and shrieking with excitement. An occasional rebuke from a nearby adult quieted them for a moment. But nothing could restrain their high spirits for long. Julian didn’t mind their tumult.
When he was younger, Council meetings had been his only chance to play with other mutant children, and the only time when he hadn’t felt slightly odd about his mutant powers. He watched the children romp now with a mixture of envy and nostalgia: none of them had grown up in a family of nulls and nonmutants. None of them would ever contend with a null twin brother envious of their power. Mutant ability—or lack of it—might have created a thick barrier between Julian and Rick if not for twinsense, their special link.
“Julian, what did you think of Hawkins’s presentation?”
His aunt Narlydda, wearing a lavender stretch suit, peered down at him from her regal height.
He shrugged. “Just another panhandler after our talent.”
“That’s cynical.”
“But realistic. And I’ll bet you feel the same way,” Julian said.
“I won’t give you any argument there.” Her eyes sparkled. “Of course, I have cause to feel a bit more warmly toward the colonel. After all, he saved my life, and Skerry’s. Not to mention that of your mother and father.”
“Yes, I know. I’m waiting for my father to set it to music: the Ballad of the Long Rescue.” Julian ran his fingers over imaginary synthesizer keys. “Besides, I thought you really saved everybody. Didn’t you keep them in an oxygen field until Hawkins and company arrived to scoop you all up?”
Narlydda smiled. “Something like that. Well, then I suppose you’re immune to space fever.”
“I hope so,” Julian said. “I’ve got plans on Earth. Sometimes I think my crazy brother would be happier in orbit. Escape velocity seems like just Rick’s speed. But it’s not for me.”
“Tell me about your brave new world at the lab. How goes the flare research?”
Julian hesitated. He didn’t really want to talk about the work he was doing. But he didn’t want to be rude, either.
“It’s very interesting,” he said. “I’ve only seen one image so far.”
“What kind?”
“A woman, dressed in white.”
“What does that mean? Did you recognize her?”
“No,” Julian said. “And I don’t want to interpret it. We’ve got a lot of theories about the possible precognitive content of flares, but not much to go on. Yet.”
Narlydda shook her head. “I always thought that was flap-doodle. Wishful thinking by a bunch of mutant scientists.”
“It’s not wishful thinking.” Julian’s voice was louder than he’d intended. But Narlydda had nettled him.
“You mean they’ve proved that there’s true precognitive material available through the flares?”
“Not exactly.”
She flashed him a triumphant look. “I thought so.”
“I’m sure we’ll decode the content of the flares eventually.”
“Don’t get offended, Julian.” She squeezed his shoulder. “Regardless of what it all means, I’m sure it’s fabulous to see. In fact, I’d love to take a stab at it.” Her eyes were glittering suddenly.
Julian looked away. “Only telepaths can read the flares.”
“Oh.” She gave him an ironic smile. “What a shame. Well, I guess you aren’t afraid.”
“Of what?”
“Of the flares.”
“Why should I be? Somebody else has them. I just ride them telepathically.”
“To me, flares always meant pain and madness.”
“Maybe to your generation and those before you,” Julian said. “But now we have drugs to control them.” He shifted from one foot to another, suddenly uncomfortable. “I mean, I know my grandfather died from the flares, but that was before Percolin and the other dampers were invented. No, I’m not afraid of flares.”
“Good. I wish I shared that feeling.” Narlydda shivered delicately, “Be careful, Julian.”
“Don’t worry.”
“That’s an aunt’s prerogative.” She smiled. “And please keep me informed of your progress. The aesthetic possibilities in this sound intriguing. Maybe someday nontelepaths will get a peek into the flares, too. But right now, I think Guindelle’s about to reconvene.” She paused, and her smile disappeared. “I do hope your brother decides to rejoin us soon.”
But Rick did not return. Nor did Alanna.
The cry went out: “Call to order.”
Everyone took their seats.
“Ready for the vote?”
The crowd answered affirmative.
The tally went quickly, without any surprises. Vincent Guindelle triumphed over Paula Byrne and was elected Book Keeper for the Western Mutant Council. He accepted with a few grateful remarks.
Byrne conceded less graciously. She stormed to the podium, her black robes flying, her white hair bobbing around her head like a low cloud. “I’d hoped you’d learned,” she said. “But the erosion of values, of traditions, continues. When will you see the error of your ways? Return to the Book. Before it’s too late! Cast out the outsiders or lose your heritage.”
“Sit down, Paula!”
“Better yet, go home.”
Did she really think she ever had a chance?
We should throw her out. She’s crazy. Wants to turn the Book into some sort of religion. Nonbelievers! Where does she think she is?
“You saw the vote. See you later. Or never.”
“She won’t be happy until she infects the entire mutant community with her paranoid ideas.”
To the mocking chorus of shouts and mindspeech, Paula Byrne strode from the hall followed by five or six of her faithful.
“Now come to order,” Vincent Guindelle called. “Quiet. We must have quiet.”
The catcalls subsided.
“The work of the artist Narlydda is well known,” Guindelle said. “And we are honored to have her among us. Today she has brought us a rare gift to hang in the Council hall.”
A bulky parcel floated toward the podium. As Julian watched, the wrapping began to smolder. Yellow and green flames lapped eagerly at the padding protecting the artwork, enveloping it as bronze sparks shot high into the air.
The audience gasped.
Smoke covered the stage. But a hurricane wind came shrieking out of the balcony to clear the air, revealing Narlydda’s three-panel sculpture hung neatly on the wall behind the Book Keeper. The work glowed with bronze, blue, and purple crylights, its glazing refracting and reflecting every hue.
“Bravo, Narlydda!”
“And Skerry, too!”
Beautiful, just beautiful.
Speech! Come on, say something.
But Narlydda shook her head.
The pandemonium rose. Finally, Skerry sent out a mental warning: Narlydda never makes speeches. Besides, her work speaks for itself. So listen to that instead and settle down. Or we’ll take it home.
Amid laughter, the meeting began to break up in a cheerful hubbub of chatter and dinner plans. But when Julian joined the little group consisting of his parents and Narlydda and Skerry, he saw that his uncle wasn’t smiling.
“Melanie, I’m going to break your son’s neck for him,” Skerry rasped.
“Be quiet,” Narlydda said. She smiled frostily at her husband. “What he really means to say is he’s hungry.”
“What’s the matter?” Melanie said. “Where’s Rick? Where’s Alanna? I thought …” She glanced around the room. “Uh-oh.”
Skerry frowned. “I second that emotion.”
“Julian,” Yosh said. “Weren’t you going to tell us all about your lab work?”
“Dad, you’re a little late,” Julian said. Where was Rick? Had he run off? Uncle Skerry looked like he was about to explode.
“Melanie, let’s go back to the hotel,” said Yosh. “Skerry and Narlydda can meet us for dinner in half an hour. If Rick isn’t back by then, I say the hell with him. I’ve got an early rehearsal tomorrow morning.”
“You go ahead,” Melanie said. “I’ll wait.”
“Don’t be foolish,” Yosh said.
Julian took her arm. “He’s right, Mom. You don’t even know if Rick is coming back.”
His mother’s face was defiant. “He wouldn’t leave without saying goodbye to me.”
“Mom, be reasonable. It gets lonely here at night. Put a message on the screen by the door. He knows where we’re staying.” He shook her gently. “Come on.”
Melanie frowned. “Oh, all right. Let’s go.”
As they walked toward the door Rick came bustling in. He stopped short, his eyes wide with surprise.
“Meeting over?”
“Of course it is,” Melanie said sharply. “Your timing is perfect, as usual.”
“Sorry. I was, uh, delayed.” His look of mystery changed to chagrin as Alanna slipped in and stood next to him.
“I got lost in the woods,” she said. “Rick helped me find my way out.” She smiled at Rick in a way that Julian found amusing, but somehow, he didn’t think anyone else would share his glee.
“So chivalry is not dead,” Melanie said.
Skerry took a step forward. His face was deep red. “Alanna, I want to talk to you.”
“Later, Daddy.”
“Alanna,” Yosh said quickly, “would you like to ride with us to the hotel? Your folks are going to meet us …”
“I’ll bring her on my cycle,” Rick said. “Julian won’t mind riding with Mom and Dad. I know he’ll feel safer.”
Julian forced a laugh. “That’s the truth.”
“Oh, okay,” Alanna said. “Then we’ll see you at the hotel.” She and Rick were out the door before anybody could respond.
Narlydda turned to Skerry. “Not one more word, or I’ll make you the subject of my next altarpiece.”
In the skimmer, Melanie shook her head in admiration. “That Alanna’s got style.”
“I’d call it nerve,” Yosh said. “And considering her heritage, she comes by it honestly.”
“Maybe Rick will get smart and just keep on going,” Julian said.
“To Los Angeles,” Yosh added.
“Or South America.”
Melanie sighed. “I almost hope he does. Otherwise, I’m going to alert hotel security. I don’t want Skerry to kill him right in front of me.”
***
The Hedgehog’s dining room glowed with soft pink and yellow crylights. The soothing sound of strings flowed from the wall speaker. But the group at the table was tense and awkward.
Alanna chewed her meal without tasting it. Her father would neither look at nor talk to her. But Aunt Melanie seemed determined to make up for his silence.
“Alanna,” she said, “your mother tells me you’ve been accepted at Radcliffe.”
“That’s right.” Alanna stabbed a piece of calamari and regarded it carefully, avoiding her aunt’s gaze.
“Why, that’s wonderful. You must be so happy. Are you looking forward to school?”
“Yes,” Alanna said. “It should be very interesting.”
“You don’t sound very enthusiastic.”
“Well—”
“Of course she is,” Narlydda said. “Alanna’s work impressed the entire admissions panel at Whitlock. They told me how eagerly they’re looking forward to having her in the program.”
“Now we know how Whitlock feels,” Yosh said. “But how do you feel about them, Alanna?” His gentle smile was encouraging.
Alanna wanted to tell him that she felt uncertain, confused, anything but confident. Uncle Yosh might actually understand her ambivalence. But her mother was watching her closely. Alanna knew what was expected of her. She summoned a bright false smile. “I’m really excited,” she said. “It’s a marvelous opportunity and I’m lucky to have it.” She waited for applause. Certainly that was an award-winning performance. And sure enough, everybody around the table was nodding and smiling. Everyone except her father. He had turned to look at her now and his expression was skeptical, almost mocking. She gazed down at her plate, away from the cold fury in his eyes.
Beside her, Rick kept eating, oblivious to the conversation. A friendly warmth radiated from the spot where his leg pressed against hers. Suddenly she wished they were both back out on that hillside under the stars.
“Yosh,” her mother said. “When is the premiere of your Red Planet song-cycle?”
“Next month,” he said. “And I’m scoring the traveling exhibition of holovids from the Hubble III and IV.”
Alanna saw Rick begin to slump in his seat, sleepy with food and sex and drink. Did he think he could just ignore her now that he was satisfied? A sly telekinetic tweak between the legs straightened his spine. He sat up, eyes bulging, and turned to her.
“Alanna, you are really pushing your luck,” he whispered. “I’m warning you, don’t play mutant games with me.”
Across the table, her father was turning purple.
Better ease up a bit, she thought. I don’t want to make Daddy so angry he has a stroke.
But as the adults continued their desultory chatter, Alanna grew restless and annoyed. Her father’s ice treatment was wearing on her. Rick was pointedly snubbing her now, talking to Julian about something in the Berkeley lab while her mother was describing her newest commission. Carefully, she sent out a telekinetic probe, gentle, compelling. Under Rick’s jeans. Up the right knee. Then the left. Higher. There. Now concentrate.
Rick squirmed. “Knock it off,” he whispered.
Smiling, she intensified her telekinetic strokes. Sweat beads gathered on Rick’s brow. There was a distinct bulge in his pants now. Alanna took a sip of wine and smiled sweetly at her aunt Melanie without missing a beat. Was that a faint moan she heard beside her? She narrowed her focus, intensified the rhythm. Rick tried to stand up. Alanna answered a question from Uncle Yosh while pushing Rick back into his seat with a sharp telekinetic shove. His breath was coming in short gasps.
“Rick,” his mother said. “Are you all right?”
“Fine.” His voice was strangled.
“You don’t look all right.”
Just wait another minute, Alanna thought. Another minute and …
Splash!
Alanna gaped. She was dripping wet, covered in beer. The glass in front of Rick was empty.
“Sorry,” he said. His voice was casual but his glance was murderous. “Nervous twitch, I guess. I’ll get some napkins.” He signaled the tablemech.
“I don’t believe you,” Alanna whispered. “I was just kidding around.”
“Kid with somebody else, then.”
Two round black mechs hurried over, blue lights blinking. The mess was quickly mopped up. Rick tossed the last soggy napkin on the table and stood. “I’ve got to get going.” He leaned over and kissed his mother on the cheek. Without a backward glance, he strode from the room.
Alanna was on her feet and after him. She didn’t stop to think. She was furious that he’d doused her with the beer but she couldn’t let him go away like that.
“Hey, wait!”
The parking lot was dark, the air chill. Rick loomed, a tall shadow beside his cycle.
“What do you want?” His tone was curt.
“Are you just going to leave?”
“Yes.”
“Rick, I’m sorry.”
“Good.” He started up the cycle.
“Don’t go.”
“Why not?”
“Because I don’t want you to.”
His eyes glittered with anger. “Why? So you can play more witch-mutant games with me? Humiliate me in front of my parents? You’re lucky I only threw a beer at you.”
“I said I was sorry.” She clutched at his leather jacket.
“Nice words.”
“How can I make you forgive me?”
He laughed in an ugly way and pulled her onto the bike.
“Wait! I’ve got to go back. My parents …”
By way of answer he gunned the bike out of the parking lot and down the dark, wooded road. For fifteen minutes all Alanna could do was hold on. She was afraid of using her telekinesis. If she miscalculated, the cycle might go right off the road into a tree.
They came out of the woods into a sandy clearing. Rick killed the engine. The pounding of surf filled the air, and the wind was fierce, whipping bits of sand against skin in a stinging assault.
“Take me back,” Alanna said. “Now.”
“You’re such a talented little mutant bitch. Float yourself back.” He started to stride away.
She grabbed him by the arm. “You can’t just leave me here.”
“No?” Rick swung around. “What part are you playing now, Alanna?” He pulled her toward him. “Looking for another cheap thrill or two?”
She struggled as his fingers dug into her. “I was just fooling around.”
His eyes glittered with anger. “You can’t play games like that. Especially with me. I warned you.”
“I didn’t mean it.”
“Didn’t you?” He shook her. “Weren’t you looking to prove something to your parents? Well, I’ll give you something to show them. We’ll finish what you started.”
He shoved her down onto the sand. She twisted away, but he was on top of her, ripping her tunic.
“Stop!”
Sand rasped beneath them, clammy and abrasive. She tried to use her telekinesis to throw him off but her anger and fear fragmented the telekinetic pulses, making gouges in the beach all around them, sending clouds of sand up into the dark sky.
“All my life mutants have tried to play tricks on me,” Rick said. “Used me for some plaything when they saw I couldn’t fight back. Until I learned to fight harder and dirtier. It was quite an education. I don’t want to be your toy, Alanna. I won’t be any mutant’s toy.” He unzipped his pants.
“Rick, don’t! Please, stop it.”
He was like some wild animal, tearing at her clothing.
“Stop it!” She was screaming now, crying with pain. “Rick, you’re doing the same thing to me that you say everybody’s been doing to you.”
Something in her tone seemed to reach him. He recoiled, staring at her as though he’d awakened from a terrible dream. Then he sank back on his haunches, shaking his head. “Oh, shit. Oh, shit, I’m sorry, Alanna.”
Alanna covered her face and sobbed.
“Look, I—I just went crazy. Oh, hell, I knew I shouldn’t have gone near a mutant woman.”
He got to his feet and began to walk away.
Alanna wiped her eyes on the back of her hand. You wanted experience, she thought. Well, you certainly got it, didn’t you? Trembling, she stood up in the darkness. Behind her, the cycle engine roared to life.
“Rick,” she cried. “Don’t leave me here!” On shaky legs she ran toward the jet cycle and clambered on behind him.
“Get away.”
“No.”
“I’m afraid I’ll hurt you.”
In the moonlight, his face looked younger, defenseless. Incredibly appealing. Alanna touched his cheek. Her hand shook.
“You were blind with rage,” she said. “I promise I’ll never treat you like that again.”
“What do you mean?”
She took his hand. “Give me another chance.”
“No. You’ll be sorry. Or I will.”
“Then at least take me back to the restaurant. To a tube station. Somewhere.” Despite herself, she smiled.
His eyes flashed and she wondered if he would push her off the bike and go rocketing away.
“Somewhere,” he said. His voice was a harsh whisper. “Okay. I’ll take you somewhere.” He gunned the cycle engine.
The bike lurched beneath them as they moved away from the beach. The wind tried to batter Alanna free and she grabbed hold of Rick, pressing hard against his back. She heard a roar and felt the bike rise as he turned on the jets.
The trees turned into gray-black blurs. They were up the hill, over it. A town went by in red and blue and orange crylight streaks, then another. The Sausalito tube station was a silver blur. They dodged a green skimmer on the upper deck of the Golden Gate Bridge, pulled past a triple-rig semi with its fog lights blazing, and zipped through the darkened toll plaza. The wind whipped Alanna’s hair like a flag and dragged tears down her cheeks. She shut her eyes. When she opened them, the city had receded. They were driving along a dark, twisting highway. Ahead, on the right, was a battered exit sign marked Santa Cruz.
After what seemed like an hour spent driving down narrow mountain roads, Rick pulled the cycle into the yard of an old, gray Victorian house and turned off the motor. The light above the front door cast a yellow-green halo upon them.
“Where are we?” Alanna said.
“My house.”
“I thought you were going to take me to a tube station.”
“You thought wrong.” He walked up the steps to the porch. “The car service is ended, mademoiselle. Coming?” He pressed the doorpad and entered the house. Alanna hurried in after him.
A thin young man with pale skin, light blue eyes, and white-blond hair sat on a sagging red couch by the window in the front room. He looked to be about thirty. In his hand was a breen pipe.
“Aki. Who’s your friend?”
Rick turned. “Henley, this is Alanna.”
He put down his pipe and looked Alanna over twice. “She’s damned pretty, especially for a mutant.”
“So glad you approve,” Alanna said.
“If you’ll excuse us,” Rick said. “I’m giving her the grand tour.”
He put out his hand. Alanna took it hesitantly. They went up a flight of creaking stairs and out onto a landing.
“This is my room here,” Rick said. “The bathroom’s down the hall. That’s Henley’s over there. And that’s Tuli’s. Dave is two doors down, and Maria is next door to him.”
Alanna looked at the peeling wallpaper with its faded pattern of ducks in flight, the disintegrating brown carpeting, and started to laugh. “Do you really live here?”
“Yeah.” He leaned against the wall and gave her a sardonic smile. “It’s got a subtle rustic charm that soothes my savage nature.”
“It would.”
“Of course, not everyone appreciates it.” He opened the door to his room with a flourish. “If it’s not to your taste you can leave anytime. But it’s a long walk back to Marin. I suppose you might be able to flag down a truck on the highway.”
She walked past him and into the room. A hologram of Beethoven frowned down from the wall over the jellbed. His eyes were red crylights, lazily blinking.
“Is that a friend of yours?”
“Of my father’s.” Rick sat down on a wallcushion and watched her.
The jellbed took up one corner of the room. A tiny portascreen and bone-conduction headset sat next to it. The walls were lined with shelves that held audio equipment and discs.
“Music must be important to you,” she said. “I’ve never seen such a radical setup outside of a studio.”
“It runs in the family.” Rick leaned over and touched a silver button on a sleek black console. Lush chords whispered out of concealed wall speakers.
Alanna stared at him, intrigued. “It’s not what I expected,” she said. “Beethoven? And state-of-the-art audio equipment. It’s all so singular. You surprise me, Rick.”
“Good.” His eyes glittered.
The melody grew louder. Alanna shut the door.
“You can still go home,” he said. “Run back to mama.”
She reached for the wallpad and dimmed the light.
He pulled her into his arms with a fierceness that both frightened and excited her. “Alanna,” he said, and his lips were warm against her neck.
In less than a minute they were on the bed, their clothing in a pile on the floor. Without a word he moved over and into her. She met every thrust with ferocious energy, urging him onward. Keening, she dug her heels into the backs of his legs, fingers digging into his back. And soon the triumphant pounding of her own heart, spurring her impending climax, drowned out awareness of the music, the room, and anything else.
***
Rick awoke with a start. The place beside him in the jellbed was empty. Where was Alanna? Maybe gone to the john. He heard water running through the old pipes. A minute later she was pushing her way back under the covers.
“Hey! Those toes are cold.”
“Warm them up for me.”
He caressed her lazily, not really aroused, but not unaroused, either. “Mmmm, nice. I could get used to this.”
“Could you?” Alanna snuggled up closer to him. “Would you like it if I stayed around for a while?”
“Huh? Sure, I guess.” He scratched his head. “I’m not exactly accustomed to regular company—”
“I wouldn’t get in the way.”
He wound a black curl around his index finger, unwound it, rewound it. “I didn’t mean that. I like the way you get in my way. But I wasn’t exactly advertising for a regular roommate. And besides, you’ve got plans.”
“My mother’s plans.” Her tone was acid.
“Maybe. But regardless of whose idea it was, this Whitlock program sounds like a good opportunity for you. If you’re serious about your work.”
She gave him a somber look. “Of course I’m serious. But I hardly thought you’d side with my parents.”
“Hold on.” He sat up and switched on a crycandle. “I’m not on anybody’s side. In fact, I offer my services as an objective observer. I think you need one. You don’t really know what you want, do you?”
Alanna sighed. “I never have time to decide. If I so much as offer an opinion on anything aesthetic, my mother runs down and enrolls me in some program or signs me up for a study group. My life-style and welcome to it.”
Rick smiled sympathetically. “I think I know what you mean. My mother was sort of like that with me. When I flunked out of the university in Berkeley she pushed me to work for Cable News. And I tried it. But I couldn’t take all those vidhead phonies. I’ve met mechs with better personalities.” The smile became a grimace. “So then my father got me a job with the L.A. Philharmonic as a glorified gofer. Still, I kind of enjoyed it. The music was great. Dad even let me work with him on his synthesizer. But they were having budget cutbacks. The other chief gofer, Gayle, was a single mother. They would have laid her off anyway instead of me. I guess you can’t give the maestro’s son a pink slip. But I quit and let her keep the paycheck. I told myself that it was good for my karma.”
“So much for the privilege of rank,” Alanna said. “Can’t you go back there?”
“Dad said that he thinks they can afford me next year. I’ll see. Right now I’m having fun riding my cycle and repairing screenbrains. I’m even thinking about joining the circuit and racing jet cycles professionally.” He crossed his arms and nodded with satisfaction. “I think I’d be pretty damned good.”
“And wouldn’t your folks be pleased,” Alanna said drily.
Rick chuckled. “No, really. You should see me handle a cycle in the daytime.”
“If it’s anything like the way you drove tonight, I believe you,” she said. “Still, it sounds like you don’t exactly know what you want to do, either. So maybe I’ll forgo your sage advice.” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m not ready for college. I’ve been protected and pampered for as long as I can remember.”
“Hey,” he said. “Don’t knock it.”
“I don’t. But if I’m going to be a poet, I’ve got to know more about life and less about quatrains and couplets.”
“So you’d like to gain a little more time by making a couplet out of us, huh?” Rick shook his head. “I don’t know if I feel flattered or chagrined.”
“Oh, you!” She gave him a poke in the ribs. “What I’m saying is I like being with you. It feels better and realer than anything I’ve ever done.”
Rick pressed up against her. “I’d have to agree that it doesn’t get much more real than this. At least, I don’t.”
“Stop joking around, Rick. Do you want me? Do you want to be with me?” She sat up in bed, a pale ghost with wild dark hair and golden eyes. “You know, you’ve got to start thinking about the future. You’re not a little kid anymore.”
Rick was about to say that he didn’t want to think about the future and nobody could make him do it. But her face in the soft light was so beautiful. And he heard himself say, “Maybe you’re right.”
Well, maybe she was. Suddenly he saw a future that was more than casual one-night stands, quick meals, and lonely rides along some dark road. He could be with Alanna. Belong to somebody and have her belong to him. Maybe he would even marry her. The thought made his heart beat strangely. He looked at her. And gasped.
Alanna’s eyes were rimmed by dark circles. She was suddenly older, much older. The youthful exuberance in her face had been replaced by something noble and resigned. Gray streaks glittered in her dark hair. Her skin was looser at the neck, tighter around her lips. And her eyes were sad. So sad.
“Rick,” she said. “What’s wrong? Why are you looking at me that way?”
As he watched, she blurred like a watercolor covered by a fresh wash of pigment. He blinked, and she was young and beautiful again, her fine-boned face flickering in and out of shadows in the yellow candlelight.
Rick rubbed his eyes. “Nothing. Nothing.” He held her close. Her skin was firm. He was tired, that was all. “I think I’m falling in love with you, Alanna,” he whispered. “I want you to be with me. Here. Now.”
She was silent.
Finally, he risked a look at her face.
Tears trickled down her cheeks.
“Did I say something wrong?”
She shook her head, smiled a watery smile, and kissed him. “No. No. You said everything right. Everything.” She kissed him again. “Oh, Rick, I love you, too.”
He gathered her into his arms. “Then it’s settled. You’ll stay. Postpone Whitlock.”
Alanna nodded. “Oh, I can just imagine what my parents will say. Which means I don’t have to be around to hear it.” She nestled against him for a moment, but then she seemed to grow restless and began looking around the room. “Wow, if my mother could just see these.” She stared, fascinated, at a line of rebuilt screenbrains on a shelf across from the bed. They glowed with tiny blue crylights. “Are they sculpture? Mother would love them!”
Rick started laughing. “Now that’s an infinite idea. When I can’t fix them anymore, I’ll sell them as Akimura originals. They’re screenbrains. Haven’t you ever seen them before? I fix them. When I’m not riding my cycle.”
“Really?” Her eyes were bright. “They’re truly singular. Post-rad. You should really show these to my mother. I know she’d be inspired.”
He grinned indulgently. “Next time she visits. I promise.”
Alanna reached for the nearest screenbrain. But the jellbed shifted under her and she toppled out of it, hitting the shelf hard and knocking it loose from its mooring. The entire row of screenbrains slid down toward her, half a ton of metal circuitry.
No.
Rick wasn’t certain if he had said it or thought it.
Then he was next to Alanna with his arm around her, and the brains were piled neatly on the floor, blue lights blinking.
“Are you okay?” he said. “Nothing to be afraid of. You’ve got those good old telekinetic powers. Strong enough to hold off a ton of brains.”
Alanna shivered in his arms for a moment. Then she looked up at him.
“Rick, I didn’t catch those brains,” she said. “You did.”
He stared at her. “Don’t joke around with me,” he said angrily. “You know I’m a null.”
.
******************
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A good-luck crane lifted green, arching wings as it traversed the walls of the recovery room in a graceful dance. Each feather was exquisitely rendered in holorelief. Hawkins focused on those feathers as the last effects of the anesthesia faded.
He looked around for a wall clock or screen. How long had he been out? The tasteful, anonymous furnishings of the room gave him no clue. He felt as though he had been in hibernation. Every muscle complained at even the simplest request: turn, move the head, swing eyeballs from right to left. Ouch.
A wallscreen whirred to life, image emerging from opaque wall. The head nurse of intensive care at Tokyo General Hospital surveyed him approvingly. “You are awake. Good. How do you feel?”
“Stiff.”
“Of course. That will pass.”
He felt the prick of a needle and watched a wallmech retreat into its cubbyhole next to the bed.
“Rest now.”
He was already feeling more comfortable. Almost jolly. “What about the arm?” he said.
“Oh, the arm is perfect. You’ll see.”
Her image wavered before him, melted. When he opened his eyes again, he was looking at Mr. Lee Oniburi.
“Feels good?” Oniburi stood by the door, grinning his eternal grin. His black patent-leather hair floated up in little feathers each time he nodded. “I requested that a special development team work on your arm. There’s no other like it.”
Hawkins sat up. Flexed his brave new arm. The pinching, stinging pain was gone. The prosthesis was smooth, covered in a convincing dark skin-toned plastic that felt warm to the touch: 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit. Guaranteed by the best surgeons in Tokyo. And Mr. Lee Oniburi.
“Wonderful.”
Hawkins flexed again, balling his fist against imagined danger. Five fingers covered with plasflesh coiled in readiness. Nice. Very nice.
“Try it out,” Oniburi said.
Hawkins uncurled his fist and reached for a glass on the bedside table. Grasped it. Lifted it. Had it halfway to the bed when it shattered into a hundred fragments. For once, he was grateful that his hand was not flesh: a normal hand would require stitches now. Of course, a normal hand would never have shattered that glass.
Oniburi’s cheeks were crimson. “I forgot to warn you that this arm is twice as strong as the last,” Oniburi said. “Terribly sorry.”
“I’ll have to remember that,” Hawkins said. A panel in the ceiling slid open and a many-legged, round-bellied mech descended on a transparent string. Red lights blinking, the mech marched up and down the bed, vacuuming the glass shards while an aria from Madame Butterfly poured out of a speaker on its back. Mission accomplished, it gave a high-pitched whistle and ascended on its cord, disappearing into the ceiling once more.
“Charming,” Hawkins said. “And only slightly off-pitch. I can see I’ll have to be careful of my arm. Especially in low-g.” He sat up, restless. “Lee, how much longer must I stay in bed?”
“You are ready to be discharged,” Oniburi said. “I hope you will come with me now for an afternoon of relaxation.”
Hawkins’s smile remained in place despite his irritation. He wanted to get back to space and the cool, impassive face of the Moon peering in his window. The messy concerns of people, their anxieties, their needs, their resentments, were best dealt with at a distance. But Oniburi was in the room, and required attention. The careful two-step of etiquette. Very well, an afternoon sacrificed in the name of friendship and commerce.
“You’re very kind.” Hawkins made certain his voice was modulated and soothing, Pooh-Bah to Ko-Ko in act two of The Mikado.
More bowing and nodding now. In appearance, Oniburi was a natural for The Mikado. But Hawkins had heard his singing voice at the Hello Uncle karaoke bar. No, Oniburi was not really operetta material. What he needed was a soundproof shower. But he did understand miniaturized components for prosthetics. He and all his clever employees at Oniburi International.
“I’d like to have a brief conference with my assistant, and then I am at your disposal.”
“Of course.” Oniburi gestured toward the wallscreen. “Signal me when you are ready.” He bowed stiffly and left.
Hawkins asked for a screen-to-screen shield. The pink border of the screen began to blink discreetly, and in a moment a trail of butterflies, blue and pink to indicate privacy, were fluttering around the screen margins. Hawkins watched them with annoyance: peripheral, unexpected cuteness was one of the hazards of doing business in Japan.
The ruddy face of Leporello materialized onscreen. He was clad, as usual, in red cap and green velvet tunic. Hawkins had used “The Laughing Cavalier” as a template for the simulacrum, and as a result Leporello displayed a certain tendency toward sly humor.
“The surgery went well?”
“Perfectly.” Hawkins grinned and held up his new arm, fingers waggling. “Mr. Oniburi has requested my company this afternoon.”
“I’ll reschedule the meeting with the East Coast Mutant Council,” Leporello said.
“Good.” Hawkins appreciated the sim’s ability to anticipate his needs. Of course, he had been programmed for that. “Any word from Jasper Saladin?”
“He said to send him more mutants.”
“Hmmm. I’m trying.” Hawkins slid out of bed and began dressing.
“And Hugh Farnam asked for an appointment to see you.”
“Bus Farnam? I thought he was knee deep in printouts at the physics department in Berkeley.”
“I told him you were available Wednesday morning.”
“Fine, Leporello. We’ll be at the Yellow Slipper tea room late this afternoon. Try to manufacture an emergency that, regrettably, requires my presence.”
“One emergency coming up.” Leporello winked and his merry image faded.
***
Rick yawned and stretched. The tight muscles in his neck and arms complained, then gradually unknotted. Aaah. Morning sunlight burst through the threadbare red curtains and dappled the wall above the bed. Beside him, Alanna stirred and muttered in protest as he got up and the jellbed swayed. A late sleeper, Alanna. Just as well. He’d be out the door and gone before she knew it. He wanted to get to work before noon. If Alanna awakened, he might not get there at all.
The charge from the sonic shower made his hair stand on end. Dressed in clean jeans and shirt, he hurried into the kitchen, grabbed a chocolate tofu brownie, and, munching, hurried out the door. Late for work. Not good. Not unusual, either.
The cycle roared to life.
The uneven pavement flew past under the cycle. Rick grinned into the wind. He didn’t understand why so many people turned up their noses at wheeled vehicles. He loved leaving a patch of rubber on the ground behind him occasionally. You couldn’t do that with a skimmer. And he could always retract the wheels and use the jets when he needed to get someplace in a hurry.
The wind blew his hair back and filled his leather jacket until he looked twice as big—almost as big as Skerry.
Skerry. Don’t want to think about him now. Nor that entire dinner—what an agony. Not to mention what followed right after. Still, it had all ended surprisingly well once he and Alanna had kissed and made up. And luckily, nobody had been home when he took her back to collect her clothing. Alanna had left a message on the screen—so long, folks—and slipped away with him.
That had been almost two weeks ago. He grinned. The image of her floated at the back of his mind. Pale flesh, dark hair, shining eyes. So he hadn’t been her first lover. That didn’t really matter to him. He was surprised, sure, but also relieved that he didn’t have to teach her everything. In fact, she’d taught him. He had to admit that telekinesis had its uses. Oh, my, yes. He was looking forward to suggesting some uses for it that very evening.
So, Mr. Maximum Freedom, he thought, are you really in love?
He shook away the question. Either you wanted to be with somebody or you didn’t. And either they wanted you or they didn’t. Save love for vidsongs and poetry: that was Alanna’s department.
“My mistress’s eyes are nothing like the sun …” An old line from his English screen-reader danced through his head. “Nothing like the sun,” he repeated. But weren’t they? Golden, glowing, filled with warmth …
“A nice haul this time, by God! You’ve got the gift, bright eyes, I must say that!”
A snaggle-toothed crone grinned at him over a pile of glittering baubles: golden neckbobs set with blue and red faceted stones, silver rings, a diamond and emerald bracelet. The contents of Mrs. Jonathan Reddington’s jewel box, left unguarded at the wrong moment. With a little help.
Old Lucy would give him a good price for it, he knew. Best in Back Bay. And he deserved no less. How many would be so bold as to wait by the window until the right moment, then, using the Gift, spill some crockery down the hall? And didn’t milady leap up and scurry away to see what the problem was? And didn’t that leave the jewel box all unattended, and the window latch an easy mark for one with the Gift? Snip-snap. Up and over the sash, a quick blink, and Mrs. Reddington’s jewel box was glittering in his grasp. Thankee, ma’am. A tip of the hat, and into the leather pouch, into the pocket. Up and over the cold, painted window sash—not forgetting to close and lock the window behind him—we wouldn’t want to leave a draft, and milady to catch the grippe, now, would we?—and back out into the safety of the night, straightaway to Old Lucy’s. He was the best of the light fingers in Back Bay, and maybe all of old Boston. Let anybody try and put the lie to that statement.
“Huh?”
Rick blinked. A twelve-wheeled tanker roared past, rocking the cycle—and him—in its wake. The road was in front of him, wheels whining beneath him. Old Lucy? Boston? What the hell was that? Falling asleep on the road would get him killed fast. He shook his head to clear it. His arms tingled and he felt strange: dizzy, almost hungover. Stop for coffee or a stim hypo soon. He was up too late last night. Maybe he was getting old. Or crazy.
***
Julian was floating, turning end over end in a timeless space as coruscating rainbows danced in his vision field. Red purple green. Blue yellow orange. Wait—he saw form. Movement. Depth and dimension. A figure in antiquated dress peered through a many-paned window at a woman sitting by a dressing table. It was just like some old-fashioned play: the man wore a long coat, a hat and scarf. The woman wore sumptuous green velvet, low-cut, and her hair was pulled back, caught at the neck by a shining green ribbon that sat above fat black curls.
Crash!
Julian heard the sound of crockery meeting stone.
The woman started at the noise, jumped up, and hurried out of the room.
The door swung shut behind her.
As Julian watched, amazed, the window latch moved, and then the window slid open. The man clambered up and over the window ledge. His face was illuminated for a moment in the lamplight. Julian gasped.
The thief’s eyes were bright gold. And his face was familiar—too familiar. He looked just like Julian’s brother, Rick.
“Omigod.”
“Julian, what is it?” Eva Seguy’s voice was loud over the lab headphones.
The image vanished.
“My God,” Julian said. He sat up. Shook his head to clear it. “Maybe you should take me off this project. I’m starting to hallucinate.”
“Get in here now.”
Eva was waiting for him by the door to her office. She handed him a hypo. “Use it.”
Julian eyed the red hypo with reluctance. “What is this?”
“A serotonin booster.”
“I don’t want it.”
“The mutant healers gave it to me. Every flare rider needs it occasionally.” She put her hands on her hips. “Come on, now. Don’t be ornery.”
Julian pressed the hypo against his arm. It hissed and he sighed with relief as the strange aching in his head eased.
“Now sit and tell me everything.”
“Eva, you may have to disqualify me from the program.”
“Oh, really? Let me be the judge of that.” She sat down next to him on the worn blue wallcushions. “Start at the beginning.”
“I saw a man—some kind of thief.”
“Where?”
“Looked like, I don’t know, England or maybe Boston hundreds of years ago. Hard to tell. Anyway, the guy was using telekinesis to rob a rich woman of her jewels.”
“How could you tell?”
“I watched him decoy her, then sneak into the house. And he had golden eyes, Eva.”
“Interesting.” She tapped her foot thoughtfully. “But I don’t see why you want to resign from the program.”
“No, you don’t understand.” Julian shut his eyes. “The man. He looked just like Rick.”
“Your twin?”
He nodded. “I think I’m losing my objectivity.”
Julian felt the cool touch of her hand on his head. He opened his eyes. Eva gave him a skeptical look.
“Coincidence,” she said. “You’re making too much out of this.”
“Eva, I know what I saw.”
“How could it have been your brother? You said this appeared to be a scene out of the past—maybe two hundred years ago. Use simple logic, Julian.”
“I know. I know.”
She stood up and began pacing. “You’ve been one of our most reliable flare riders,” she said. “I need you for this program, Julian. Don’t get spooked by something you saw that you don’t understand.”
“But—”
“Of course, if you want time off, you can have it.” She took her seat behind the desk. “There’s not much I can do to stop you. And maybe you really do want to quit the program.”
“Don’t be ridiculous!” He stared at her, aghast. “You know how I feel about this research.” But not how I feel about you, he thought. Yet.
A sly smile lit her face. “Good. Just testing. Julian, we’re bound to discover all sorts of disquieting things through this work. I don’t want you to cave in at the first sign of peculiar data.”
“I understand.”
“I may have been a little tough on you, but I’m under some pressure myself.” The fluorescent lights cast blue shadows on her elfin face. She looked tired. “I’ve been getting queries from all over about our experiments. Now I’m getting heat from Dr. Dalheim. He wants results. He should know better. We’ve only been at this six months. The program’s funded for another three. I haven’t heard a peep back on any of our grant applications. But the hint’s been dropped: this space is needed.”
“What does that mean?”
“That if we don’t come up with something impressive soon, we may be looking for a new home.” She leaned back in her chair. “I don’t want this program exposed to publicity before it’s ready—it could turn into a circus.”
“Not with you in charge.”
She looked away. “I might not be in charge.”
“Could that happen?”
“With the right kind of influence, anything can happen,” she said. “I’ve seen university programs taken over by department chairmen. Or privatized in the blink of an eye. Suddenly, ‘industry’ experts are pulled in. Funding is changed. Next thing you know, a lab in Seoul is the best place for the tests. The original investigators are out in the cold.” Her face, normally so animated, was bleak.
Julian leaned over and patted her hand. He allowed his touch to linger for a moment. “Don’t worry about that. Don’t worry about anything. We’ve been getting great results. I feel better already from that shot.”
Eva brightened. “Wonderful. Want to tap back in?”
“Let’s go.”
Together, they walked back to the lab.
He allowed her to apply the sensors to his forehead and behind his ears, and to reattach the microphone. Her touch was deft and light, and it sent a tingle up his backbone.
“Ready?”
He gave her the thumbs-up sign and settled back into the linkage. The familiar rainbow danced before his eyes. A thousand colors to contemplate. And, perhaps, a thousand years.
***
Rick pulled into the red-lined no-parking area behind Green Boot Brain Shop, under the green sign: “When your chips are down, we’ll replace ’em.”
Shog, the shop boss, greeted him with a scowl. “Nice of you to drop in before lunch, Akimura. There’s three brains waiting on your bench. If you don’t want me to add yours to the bunch, get ’em fixed pronto.”
“You really are a pleasure in the morning, Shoggie.” Rick blew him a kiss, grabbed his grimy fiberplas apron, and got busy. The delicacy of the work amused and absorbed him. The colorful screenbrain housings, studded with red and silver grids, reminded him of shuttle trips he’d taken as a child with his parents: landing at night, watching the twinkling grids of Metro L.A. looming up and around the landing strip, the streets boxed and reboxed in light.
He picked up a glittering minichip with his tweezer. He could only see them when he used his mag lenses. The needle-nose tweezer with sublaser capacity welded the chips in place. Steady hands needed here. Funny, but even after a late night of partying, Rick could always concentrate on this work. Golden flakes here. Shining like the sun. Like mutant eyes. Like a fine necklace in a jewel box …
A hand grasped his shoulder.
A huge, blurry, big-eyed creature peered down at him. God, no. Not another damned vision. Rick nearly dropped his gear in alarm. Then he remembered his lenses and pushed the stretch band that held them up and over his forehead. Whew. Only Shoggie. A familiar monster.
“What the hell’s wrong with you, Akimura? Look pale, like you’d seen a ghost.” Shog cackled his trademark cackle. “I only wanted to tell you we’ve got two rush jobs coming in. Can you handle ’em this afternoon? It’ll mean overtime.”
“Sure. Sure.” Ghosts. Was he seeing ghosts? Phantom earthquakes. Flashbacks from old transvids. Got to clean up my act, he thought. No more breen. No more skree wine. Take a B-12 hypo when I get home. Take two to be safe.
Rick let the benchmech put the finished brains back in their screen housings and vacuum-seal them. Time for lunch. Off with the apron, onto the bike, goodbye Green Boot and hello open road. Home in ten minutes, brain nicely cleansed by the wind.
His roommate Henley looked up from the table where he was bagging breen for his afternoon deliveries. The pale blue, grainy powder sat in its plastic sack. “Aki, your lady’s in town, shopping. Want a breen buzz for the après-midi?”
“Thanks, no.”
Henley raised his eyebrows in surprise.
“All play and no work makes Rick a paranoid boy,” Rick sang as he opened the freeze box and rummaged in the drawers. “This morning I thought Shog was a bug-eyed monster.”
Henley snickered. “Not far wrong, there.”
Rick scooped a Wave and Go pizza out of the box and into the microwave drawer. Five minutes to anchovies and cheese. Blast-off.
He went upstairs. The portascreen was sitting on his bed, blinking fitfully. The picture wasn’t working, but Alanna had managed to type a message: Borrowed Henley’s cycle and went to town. Back at four.
Rick shook his head. Henley hardly ever lent his cycle to anybody. Perhaps Alanna’s appearance at breakfast in Rick’s shirt—and almost nothing else—had tapped the wellsprings of his latent generosity. Actually, she could have floated into town without the cycle, couldn’t she? But just as well she hadn’t. Alanna’s telekinesis was startling enough without elaborate demonstrations of her ability.
As he came down the stairs, he saw the front door bang open, powered by a stiff breeze. That damned latch needed fixing.
“Shit!” Henley hopped to his feet. He grabbed frantically at the mouth of the breen bag. The wind was billowing it open and a pale blue snow floated up and over, coating the faded wallpaper, covering the old chairs and linoleum, dusting everything and everybody in the room.
Rick gasped and felt the powder begin to choke him. Breen overdose from inhalation meant blindness. Screaming fits. Gapped synapses.
The ground fell away beneath him. Henley cried out from a great distance. But he was moving strangely now—an effect of the breen? Rick watched with interest as Henley turned away from him, white hair floating on the strange wind. He settled back down into his chair slowly, so slowly, and the blue powder blizzard was swirling, tunneling, pulling back into itself, into its bag. The front door closed. The air was clear. Rick looked at Henley. Henley looked back at him.
The microwave oven beeped. Pizza ready.
“What happened, man?” Henley’s pale blue eyes were drilling holes into Rick. “Where’d all that powder go?”
“Back in the bag, as far as I can tell.” Rick walked over and casually tested the front door. Locked. He scooped a slice of pizza onto a plate and tested it—hot, too hot to eat yet. “But then, who let the breen out of the bag to begin with?”
“Quit clowning, Akimura. You didn’t just happen to pull some mutant stunt, did you?”
“’Tweren’t me, old buddy.” Rick took a bite of pizza, burned the roof of his mouth, swallowed quickly. “Remember?” He tapped the side of his head. “Golden eyes, but nobody home? I’ve got that old-time null religion, remember?”
“Well—” Henley’s tone was strangely mistrustful. “Okay. But if you didn’t save us, then what did?”
Rick shrugged. “Act of God? Distorted perception? Wrong doors opened and all that: Ask Aldous Huxley.”
“Who? I don’t know anybody named Aldous …”
“Forget it,” Rick said. “Maybe it never really happened. Just a little mutual delusion between friends. But do me a favor, Henley, seal that bag, will you?” He stood up, tossed the plate toward the recycle bin, missed, and left it lying on the floor. “Gotta get back to Green Boot.”
Henley shrugged, brooding over his breen.
Rick hurried out the door.
What had happened in there, he wondered? Why wasn’t he gasping on the floor from an overdose? Were delusions catching? He didn’t understand it. And he didn’t like the way Henley had accused him of pulling some mutant stunt. Luckily, by nightfall, Henley would have forgotten the entire incident, and everything else, including, possibly, his own name. Now if only Rick could do the same. He jumped on his cycle and headed down the road back to work.
.
******************
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The moon hung outside the window of Hawkins’s office, a silver-white lantern as bright as the halogen lamps inside the orbital station.
“Nice place you’ve got,” “Bus” Farnam said. He gazed around the room and the envy in his voice was unmistakable. “Even back in the Shuttle Corps, you said you’d never leave space. And by God, you made good on that promise. I wondered, after Marsbase …”
“Gotta get right back on that horse and ride him, Bus. Or give up.” Hawkins smiled at the stocky, balding man. Bus had really let himself go since their space-jockey days. A desk job could do that to you if you weren’t careful. “And you know I don’t give up.”
“Amen.” Farnam took a refill from the coffee mech. “That’s one reason I contacted you about the cold fusion program at the university.”
“How’s it going at Cal?”
“Not well.”
“What’s the problem?”
“Funding.” Farnam shook his head. “I thought we were a shoo-in,” he said. “I figured the other programs would have to scramble. The soft stuff like Eva Seguy’s mutant flare research. Then they cut the budget for the physics department. Damned university politics. I still don’t believe it.”
“How much do you need?”
Farnam took a deep breath. “Half a mil.”
“I see.” Hawkins turned away and pondered the white face of the Moon slipping past the window. “Bus, let’s stretch our legs.”
Farnam followed him through the door and along a hallway to an atrium gallery. Five stories could be seen below, and five above. Busy mechs floated from one level to another, blue lights blinking in bands across their round bodies. A fountain’s spray lit by a shifting spectrum of crylights performed lazy acrobatics in its shielded low-g environment. Everywhere was light and movement. Between the atrium levels, the velvet darkness of space, punctuated by stars, could be seen through domed windows.
Farnam whistled in appreciation.
“Do you really use all this?”
“It’s more than I need. I take one floor for my personal quarters. My company, Aria Corp., is housed on the floor below that. Staff accommodations, the kitchen, theater, concessions, day-care and school, and exercise areas take up the third level and fourth. I’ve rented one floor to NASA, another to Tokyo News. Half a floor is taken up with hydroponics experiments, but there’s still room for more. And that doesn’t even begin to make use of the auxiliary Pavilion in piggyback orbit.”
“Very impressive.”
“I like it.” Hawkins steered his visitor back toward his office and waited until he’d settled comfortably into the webbed wallcouch. “Tell me, Bus, have you applied for grants?”
“Have I?” Farnam smiled wryly. “Damned application process. Takes forever just to hear the word no. And this late in the year, all we hear is no.”
“This isn’t another magician’s trick like the one they tried to pull fifty years ago?” Hawkins said, gently goading. “You’ve done your homework? You’ve got the figures?”
Farnam’s cheeks were bright pink with indignation. “Ethan, everything checks out. Believe me, if we got the funding, we’d give you cold fusion. And more.”
“Quite a promise.” Hawkins opened a seamless ebony box, removed a self-lighting cigar, offered one to Farnam. “You say the silly research and development programs are getting all the bucks?” He leaned back in the floatchair and blew a smoke ring toward the Moon. “Such as the one you mentioned. What was that? Mutant flares?”
Farnam’s laughter sounded forced. “Yeah. Crazy stuff. You know, those killer headaches mutants suffer from—”
“The flares?” Hawkins leaned forward. His eyes never left Farnam’s face.
“The same. Anyway, the theory now is they’re not generated by constricted blood vessels in the brain or hormonal imbalance. No. They’re caused by telepathic input that’s so compressed it’s impossible for the receiver to decode. And for nontelepathic mutants, the impact can be lethal.” He shrugged. “I offered to split her grant and build her a flare decoder.”
Hawkins ignored the sally. “I thought there were drugs to deal with the flares and their effects.”
“Sure. But nobody before Eva Seguy thought to try and ride them.”
“Ride them?”
“Yeah. Put the flare receiver to sleep and have a telepath tap in. There doesn’t seem to be any danger for the rider.”
“Why bother with all this in the first place?”
“Seguy’s convinced there’s precognitive information in the flares. And she’s got a crew of mutant telepaths at work deciphering the damn things. Wish she could tell me if cold fusion would get funding.”
“Have they found anything yet?”
“Not that I know of,” Farnam said sourly. “You sound awfully interested in her program.”
Hawkins shrugged. “Mutants are peculiar. And I could use a few more up here to help me with some projects. Is this Dr. Seguy mutant?”
“No. But she’s cute.” Farnam gave him a shrewd look. “Come down and check out the cold fusion program. I’ll introduce you to her.”
“I don’t know, Bus. I just got back up here after that surgery. And I hardly ever make planetfall when I can avoid it.”
“Come on, it’ll be fascinating. Well worth your time. Besides, I’ve got an invitation to a party, a sort of reunion of the old Shuttle Corps. Kelly McLeod’s throwing it at her spread near Denver.”
“Kelly McLeod.” Hawkins shook his head. “Brings back memories. She was a first-rate pilot.”
“I’m sure Kelly sent you an invitation.” Farnam smiled a little too brightly. “Have you given up parties?”
“Not entirely.”
“Then come, Hawk. Catch up with folks. First, stop by the university. Then party.”
Hawkins watched the bright face of the Moon pass slowly from view. “Tell you what. Make good on that introduction to the cute Dr. Seguy and I’ll say yes.”
“You’ve got it. I’ll have the folks in our lab set up a demonstration.”
Hawkins waved the suggestion away impatiently. “Don’t bother with all that.”
Farnam gaped at him. “But—but—”
“Relax, Bus. You’ve got the funding.”
“What?” Farnam gaped at him, speechless.
“I want to remember this moment,” Hawkins said. “Buster Farnam at a loss for words. Why didn’t I turn on my office cam?” He patted him on the back. “Your coffee’s getting cold.”
“Do you mean it?”
“Of course.” Hawkins frowned. “When have you ever known me to fool around when it came to money? I’m serious, Bus. I’ve done some research and I’m convinced—your program deserves backing and I’ll see that you get it.”
“Hawk, I—I don’t know what to say. Thank you.”
“It’ll be a good investment.” Hawkins’s stomach rumbled, always a sign that he was happy. He checked his watch, stood up. “Lunchtime. Let’s go see what I can offer you in the way of orbital cuisine.”
***
Henley cut in on Rick and Alanna as the Baked Satori mechband moved into its fourth song of the night at the Zeitgeist. Rick hesitated. His housemate had been begging for a dance ever since they’d gotten to the club. What the hell. He looked at Alanna and she nodded. With a shrug, he released her and went to lean against the bar.
She had the right to dance with anyone she wanted, Rick reminded himself. And just about everybody he knew wanted to dance with her. Or so it seemed. Rick didn’t like to think of himself as possessive, but his gaze kept slipping back to Alanna. The copper neckpiece she wore glinted with red lights as she swayed to the beat.
The music changed to a slow number and Rick watched coolly as Henley held Alanna close. They moved together for a minute. Then Alanna pulled back. She said something sharply, gave Henley a furious look, and strode off the dance floor toward Rick.
“Don’t like the music?” he said.
“That guy is a jerk,” Alanna said sharply. “He tried so hard to get under my dress that he nearly ripped right through it.”
“Did he?”
“Probably thought he could just slip his hands between the beads.” She frowned. “I’m not stupid enough to wear this without a spandex net underneath. Your friend should be grateful I didn’t put him through a window.”
“Uh, yeah,” Rick said. “He probably doesn’t know how close he came to a Moon trip. But he’s not really used to being around mutant women.”
And neither am I.
She tossed her head. “He didn’t deserve any mercy. But I don’t like to pull mutant stunts in public. Besides, right now, we’re all living under one roof. But only temporarily, I hope. Come on, I want some fresh air.”
The parking lot was jammed with skimmers and jet cycles. Alanna leaned against a Harley three-seater and pulled out a joy stick.
“So this is where you hang?” Her expression let him know beyond a doubt what she thought of the club.
“Yeah,” Rick bristled. “I like it. And my friends like it, too.”
“I’m not surprised.”
“Look, maybe it’s not some fancy mech room in Marin, but that’s fine with me. I’m sorry if it doesn’t meet your standards.”
“Rick, I … what’s that?”
A sound like distant thunder shook the lot. Jet bikes, coming nearer. The sound grew loud, louder still, until it was more sensation than noise. Green headlamps, with the ghostly outlines of riders behind them, darted into the lot, winked out. Silently, the bikers dismounted and moved as a group toward the Zeitgeist. When they passed under the halogen lamp by the porch, their eyes reflected its glow in golden flashes.
Mutant bikers. Rick tensed. Must be the Penitents. But they stuck to Salinas and Monterey. What were they doing here? He’d better get inside and tell his friends.
I don’t think you want to do that.
It was a mindspoken warning.
“Who invited you?” Rick said.
This is an open club, isn’t it?
The mindspeaker gave him a cold, contemptuous glance. He was a mutant of medium height, blond, and thin almost to the point of emaciation. Rick thought he could take him easily.
Take me? The mindspeaker chuckled, and his gang chuckled with him as the thought passed among them. Maybe if I were on neural dampers. You dumb normal. I can hear everything you think. Don’t you know that? He stepped closer and his eyes widened in surprise.
You’re a mutant. I don’t understand.
“Try understanding this.” Rick swung at him, connecting solidly with the mutant’s nose. The biker reeled back and fell.
“What are you doing?” Alanna cried.
“Get inside.”
“Not a chance. You can’t hold them all off.”
A telekinetic bolt sizzled toward him, and he barely ducked it in time. It bent a porch support, caromed off, and melted a trash bucket before dissipating in a flash of blue light.
“Stop! That’s against the law,” Alanna said. “You can’t use mindbolts against norms.”
He’s not a norm.
“But he’s a null.”
His problem. Not ours. Join us, Sister. Or get out of the way.
“Yeah, get away, Alanna.” Rick shoved her toward the door.
“I won’t.”
Another mindbolt. Impossible to duck. Rick threw himself in front of Alanna. But something was between him and the Penitents: a huge Renault one-seater. It took the blast, rocking like a cradle, and glowed gently as its iridescent finish melted and began to drip onto the pavement.
“You bitch. That’s my bike!” A stony-faced woman with close-cropped brown hair glared at Alanna. With a nod, she sent her tumbling through the air to slam into the wall of the club. Alanna slid to the ground and stayed there.
We’ll save her for later, the leader thought. And that will be fun. But now, you.
The Renault disappeared.
Rick turned, tried to get to the door and inside. But he was caught by a steely telekinetic grip. He couldn’t move. He looked at Alanna. No good. She was out cold.
Come here.
Like a puppet, he marched toward the gang.
The leader hit him in the mouth, hard. Rick’s head rocked back. Only the telekinetic field kept him upright. He tasted blood but forced a defiant smile.
“Fists?” he said. “Isn’t that crude?”
But appropriate.
The Penitent hit him again. And again.
Rick began to black out.
The sound of shouts and footsteps drew him back to consciousness. He sagged to his knees as the telekinetic grip released him: when his head cleared, he discovered the reason.
The Zeitgeist had emptied out onto the Penitents. Mutants they might be, but no mutant gang could hold off three hundred enraged bikers.
The scene swirled around Rick as he got to his feet. To his left, Henley helped three other men pound the Penitent leader against a skimmer hood. Nearby, the short-haired mutant woman was lying, unconscious, propped against the melted trash barrel. A leather-jacketed Penitent telekinetic held two muscular women above him in midair until a third crept up behind him with a lug wrench.
The owner of Zeitgeist, Lan Chung, heaved his 275-pound bulk onto his own monster Harley and began to ram the Penitents’ bikes even as the gang tried to mount them and retreat.
“Rick?”
He turned. Alanna stumbled toward him. She had a livid bruise on her cheek.
“Look out!”
A stray engine manifold came flying through the air. It was going to hit her broadside. Too late, she turned, mouth open, to see it.
Rick reached for her as though there was some way to cross that span and pull her from harm. And as he reached, he felt an odd, coiling sensation in his back. Alanna jolted forward as though pushed, the distance between them telescoped, and she was in his arms, safe. Behind them, metal clanged against concrete.
“What did you do?” she whispered.
“Nothing,” he said. “I didn’t do anything.” But Rick felt Henley’s gaze on him and knew he’d seen it, too.
The howl of distant sirens filled the air.
“Let’s get out of here.”
They ran for his bike.
“Jump on.” Rick kicked the jets to life. Alanna grabbed him around the waist, and they roared off. The din of the fight faded behind them. For once, Rick welcomed the darkness. Liked, too, the feel of arms clamped around his waist, her cheek against his back. He felt as though he could fly forever through the foggy night as long as Alanna was with him.
***
Once back at the house, they raced inside, up the stairs, and into the bedroom. The fight had stirred both of them and they tore off their clothing in a frenzy, making love hungrily, noisily, ignoring the sounds of their housemates returning.
Somebody banged on the wall. “Hey, guys,” Henley shouted. “Do you think you could keep it down a little?”
They ignored him. Even Beethoven thundering over Rick’s music screen at full volume barely covered the jellbed’s sloshing and their lusty cries.
By the time their passion had cooled, the house was silent. Alanna curled against Rick happily, spoon fashion.
He yawned and traced the ridge of her spine. “Gods, where did you come from? Promise me you won’t go away.”
“I won’t,” she said. “At least, not for good. But I have to leave for a little while.”
“Huh? Where?”
“Home.”
Anger kindled in his voice. “You live here. With me.”
“Well, yes, of course,” she said. “But don’t you want to get our own place?”
“What’s that got to do with it?”
“Everything. That’s why I want to see my folks. They can help.”
“I don’t need anybody’s help.”
“Besides, I promised my mother I’d help her cast ‘Marsdrop.’ It’s a multi-unit piece for NASA headquarters and it’s due soon.”
“I thought you had a job in town.”
Alanna wrinkled her nose. “If you call selling used clothing a job.”
“I get it. You’re bored. You’d rather be working with your mom. Better pay. More glamorous.”
“You’re damned straight it is,” Alanna said. She sat up, irritated. “I sure as hell don’t want to be working at the Santa Cruz Thrift Shop for the rest of my life.”
“So what do you want to do? Be an imitation Narlydda? Dust Mama’s statues and write limericks on the side?”
“That’s a shitty thing to say! But I’d rather help arrange gallery receptions than chase a bunch of homeless bums out of my shop. Or spend my nights in gang fights.”
Rick sat up, “You seemed to find this one exciting enough. Or was I misinterpreting your gasps just now?”
“Stop it.” Her cheeks were flaming. “You know what I mean.” She took a deep breath. “Rick, I don’t want to fight.”
“Good.”
“I’ll be away for two weeks at the most. That should give you time to start looking for a new place for us.”
“And how will we afford this new place?”
“You said that Shoggie keeps trying to get you to be shop foreman.”
“Yeah. But I don’t want the responsibility.”
“Why not? What are you afraid of?”
“Nothing.”
She sighed. “Do you really want to live like this for the rest of your life?”
“What’s wrong with this?” He gestured at the peeling walls as though they were part of a grand palace. “I know it’s not up to your mother’s standards, but it suits me fine. I like my friends. I like my life. If you want to be with me, you can like it, too.”
“Rick, everything changes.”
“Not me.”
“Especially you.” She stared at him. “That’s another reason I think we should get our own apartment.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Nothing. Never mind. I just wanted to tell you what I was doing.”
“Thanks. When are you leaving?”
“Tomorrow, I think.”
“Do whatever you want. It’s your life.” He turned away from her toward the wall. “Now excuse me. I’d like to sleep.”
***
It was eight-thirty in the morning and Julian had overslept. He hurried into the lab. Eva had asked him to see her first thing. By his reckoning, she’d been cooling her heels for half an hour.
“About time you got here,” she said. She was sitting at her desk scrolling through something on her screen. She turned to face him and her gaze was intense. “Julian, two other ‘riders’ have seen your lady.”
“Then it wasn’t a delusion?”
Eva smiled. “If it was, it’s a shared one.”
“Extreme! That means there’s some real content to the flares,” Julian said. “Content that can be perceived and documented.”
“Not exactly. But it appears there’s some content that can be perceived. But this is only confirmation of one tiny image. There are half a dozen more fragments that remain unsubstantiated.”
“What about that wild one I saw? The thief climbing in the window?”
“I’m sorry, Julian. That’s yours alone. At least we’ve gotten confirmation on something. It might save the program.”
“Save the program?”
“Dalheim has been threatening to cancel our lease. You know he wants this floor for Henderson’s program.”
“Yeah. Chimps programming screens. Nature’s way.” Julian gave a derisive chuckle.
“But now that we’re starting to get quantifiable results, I just might be able to hold him off.”
Julian stopped smiling. “You never told me it was as serious as that.”
“I hinted. But there was nothing you could do.”
“I’m not helpless. I could have …”
“Done what? Faked results?” She frowned. “Listen, I’ve been dealing with interdepartmental politics since you were in high school, Julian. So thanks, but let a pro handle it.”
“Sure.”
“Hey, don’t take it so personally. We’re all on the same team.” She stood up and came around the desk. “But I’m team leader. It’s my job to worry. And plot.”
Under her white lab coat she wore a rich woolen tunic rolled at the neckline that echoed the deep green of her eyes. Her short, straight red hair framed her face. Julian was struck again by her elfin daintiness. Eva Seguy was ten years older than he. But the women his own age left faint impressions where Eva made bold strokes.
“Pulling rank?” he said.
“Something like that.”
Their eyes met. Held.
The phone rang.
Damn, Julian thought.
“Excuse me,” Eva said. She leaned over her desk. “Seguy here.”
A balding, ruddy-faced man greeted her jovially. “Eva? Bus Farnam.”
“What can I do for you?”
“I’ve got a friend coming into town who’s heard about your program.”
“From whom?
“Well, from me.”
“I thought so.” She frowned.
Farnam’s smile faltered but he plowed on bravely. “Anyway, he wants to meet you—”
“And take a tour? Sorry, this isn’t a theme park, Bus.”
“Eva, he’s pretty important.”
“To you, obviously.”
“Well, he might be important to you, too. I hear Dalheim’s giving you heat.”
“No secret there. Who is this visitor, Bus?”
“Ethan Hawkins.”
“Who?”
Farnam’s face turned red. “Colonel Ethan Hawkins. Don’t you watch your history tapes? Jesus, what did they teach you kids in school? He lost an arm on Marsbase …”
“Right.” Eva turned away from the screen and rolled her eyes at Julian. “Got him now, Bus. He’s an old colleague of yours, isn’t he? And he wants to see the Flare Program?”
“Eva, he’s got connections with a capital ‘C.’ And money.”
“I’m starting to like him.”
“He asked to meet you.”
“Tell you what, Bus. Invite Dr. Dalheim to the party and I’ll say yes.”
Farnam gave her a sly look. “Clever. You’ll wave Hawkins and his interest in the program at Dalheim. I like your spirit. Okay, I’ll set it up. Tomorrow.” His image faded.
“Is this such a good idea, boss lady?” Julian asked.
“Who knows?” Eva waved her hands in exasperation. “It’s worth a try.”
“I agree with Farnam.”
“How so?”
“I like your spirit.” Julian took a step closer and closed the gap between them. Took her hand in his. “And I like you, Eva. But I’m not much good at playing games.” He took a deep breath. “Have dinner with me tonight?”
Her eyebrows shot upward. For a moment, she said nothing. But she didn’t pull her hand away, either. Her eyes began to twinkle. “That sounds lovely, Julian. What time?”
***
The screenphone rang insistently. Narlydda ignored it, intent on her painting. On the third ring, the simulacrum, Anne Verland, caught it.
“You have reached the phone of …”
“Mom?” Alanna’s voice overrode the simulacrum’s. “Mom, answer the phone. Mom, are you home?”
“I’m sorry,” Anne Verland said smoothly. “Your call cannot be answered at this time …”
Narlydda dropped her brush. “Thank you, Anne. I’ll take it.” She glared into the screen. “Where have you been? Where are you? I’ve had the police looking for you!”
“Look, I’m sorry.” Alanna chewed her lower lip. “I was with Rick.”
“I thought so. Alanna, how can you be so irresponsible? Your father and I have been frantic. Not to mention that I was expecting your help with the ‘Marsdrop’ piece. You’ve picked a hell of a time to run away from home.”
“Rick’s number isn’t exactly unlisted. And I didn’t run away.”
“No?” Narlydda gave a short laugh. “What do you call walking out of dinner and never coming back? My God, the way your father carried on I thought I’d have to give him a neural damper.”
“Is Daddy all right?”
“He’s fine. At least as fine as can be expected. Until I tell him where you are.”
“Wait. Don’t tell him.”
“You must be joking.” Narlydda stared at her daughter.
“I’ll come and tell him. I want to talk to both of you.”
“In person?”
“Yes. This afternoon. Is that all right?”
“Of course, Alanna. Just get back here. And soon.”
“I will.” The screen went dark.
Narlydda shook her head. That girl was impossible. As soon as she got home there’d be fireworks. She bent down and retrieved her brush, scrubbing at the blue stain on the floor with some turpentine.
What fireworks?
“I thought you were at the foundry.”
I was. Note the past tense. Skerry sauntered into the room. “You still haven’t answered my question. What fireworks?”
“Alanna called.”
“About time, dammit. And?”
“She’s been with Rick.”
“Of course.” Skerry popped the top of a red jack container and sat down. “Did you mention to her that we had been just a trifle concerned?”
“I almost took her head off.”
“I hope you left something for me.” He closed his eyes. “I don’t believe I’m playing the heavy here. But her behavior’s been pretty shabby. And no way I can let her hang out with Rick.”
“I know you don’t like him …”
“Like has nothing to do with it.” His eyes flashed with gold fire. “There’s something wrong with that kid, Lydda. Something dark and violent, tucked away like some latent seed, in his head. I saw it. I don’t like it. And I don’t want my daughter anywhere near him/it/ that.”
Narlydda stood up, alarmed. “You really mean it, don’t you? Skerry, if you’re convinced that something is wrong, maybe you should talk to Melanie and Yosh. The healers …”
“The healers can’t do squat for him. He’s a bomb waiting to go off. Maybe it comes from being a null, I don’t know. Look what his mother went through before she settled down.”
“That was a long time ago.”
“Melanie’s okay,” Skerry said. He held up his drink in salute. “There’s a tough lady underneath all that silk and nail polish. And I like Yosh fine, despite his strange music. That other kid of theirs is kind of a stiff but clean as far as I can tell. But Rick is bad news.”
“And Melanie’s favorite,” Narlydda said.
“I know. And you want me to tell her that her baby boy’s got a hairline fracture of the psyche? That he’s bound to explode sooner or later? No thanks. Just make sure we’re far away from ground zero when he goes. And that includes our daughter.”
“Easier said than done.” Narlydda shook her head. “Alanna is on her way home to talk to us. Maybe you can tell her what you’ve seen.”
“You can bet on it.”
“And maybe that will change her feelings for Rick,” Narlydda said. “But I doubt it.”
.
******************
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It was a late afternoon. Rick had ducked out of work during Shoggie’s lunch hour and sped the eighty miles to San Francisco, making the trip in just under an hour.
“Thumbprint here,” said the Housing Authority clerk. His bald head was studded with blue pearls and winking crylights. “Social Security Number there. We’ll get back to you.”
“Yeah,” said a skinny Chinese guy one line over. “Maybe in your next lifetime. This is my fourth visit here.”
“Great,” Rick said. “I won’t hold my breath.”
He left the office, jumped on his cycle, and started it up. Traffic was slow, and it took him the better part of an hour just to thread through the downtown maze to the feeder loop for old Highway 17. Skimmers and cars idled, honked, and darted from lane to lane.
Random images played through Rick’s mind. The breen storm that had become a reverse cyclone. Alanna jolting into his arms as Henley watched and the neon death’s-head atop Zeitgeist winked. The shelf fall of screenbrains starting to fall, then somehow stacking each brain neatly on the floor. Alanna aging before his eyes.
“I didn’t catch those brains, Rick. You did.”
You did. You did. You did.
Rick concentrated on the cycle’s roar, trying to dull the refrain. Too many strange things were happening. The visions, the odd fugues he was having—as though he were looking at somebody else’s life through their eyes.
Alanna was wrong. She had to be wrong. Instinctively, she’d saved herself from that half ton of metal falling toward her. She had just been trying to flatter him that first night together. But she had misunderstood. He didn’t want to be a functional mutant. Not ever. Rick liked being a null. He had even considered having iris implants to cover his mutant gold. Alanna was the first mutant woman to whom he had ever been attracted.
Their conversation last night had left him unsettled. The two of them, alone, setting up a household? Did he really want that? For a moment he hesitated. Then the image of her laughing and tossing a strand of dark hair over her shoulder came into his mind. Rick reached into his pocket and fingered the Housing Authority holocard with his and Alanna’s registration number: S-157QL. That, at least, was real.
Yes. Yes. He did mean it. He loved her.
Rick dodged a slow skimmer and cut around a black, old-fashioned sedan. His stomach rumbled. He put all thoughts of mutancy out of his head and concentrated on imagining selections in the freeze box.
The house was empty when he got there. Odd. Everybody out partying, he guessed. Strange that they didn’t leave him a screen note telling him where to find them. That was the house rule. Last one out the door leave a note for Rick.
He popped a pack of eggrolls into the microwave and sat down to wait.
The room looked strangely shabby to him. Windows covered by faded blue curtains. A ragged brown rug on the floor. The entire place furnished with bits of this and that, people’s former possessions. And the messy, thoughtless arrangement of it all. Maybe Alanna was right. For instance, that table over there—wouldn’t it be better against the wall?
As he watched, the table spun across the room and slammed into the wall with a loud thump.
Whoa.
He rubbed his eyes and looked again.
The table was against the wall now, all right.
The microwave chimed. Chimed again.
Slowly, Rick looked at it, then thought about opening the door.
With a click, the door swung open as though blown by gale force winds.
Bring the plate over here.
Wobbling treacherously, the pink, ridged fiberform plate of eggrolls floated toward him, overshot the table-top, and began to spill onto the floor. Rick caught it at the last moment with hands gone suddenly numb.
My God. My God. It’s true. Alanna’s right. I’ve developed mutant skills.
“What’s happening to me?” he said. The mirrored tile over the sink showed his familiar reflection: long brown hair, golden eyes, cleft chin that needed a shave. No outward change.
Should I call the healers? Call Mom? No, she’d worry. What could I say? Surprise! I’ve become a real mutant.
He ate mechanically, oblivious to the food. Inside, he was shaking.
Maybe I’ve caught something from Alanna, he thought. A mutant bug. I was fine until I got involved with her.
A small voice in Rick’s head told him he was crazy. You couldn’t catch mutancy the way you did a cold.
But I was okay until I met her, he thought. I don’t want to be mutant. Don’t want to stand on my head in the air. She did it. She caused it somehow because she really wants a mutant man. If I stay away from her I’ll be okay. Yes, that’s it. Stay away from Alanna. He pulled the Housing Authority registration card out of his pocket and threw it into the glass compacter under the sink.
The screen chimed his personal phone code.
Screen on.
“Rick?”
It was Kelly Ryton, his favorite aunt. She had married Michael, his mother’s brother, after some big family scandal. Michael had been married before, although Rick had never met Michael’s first wife or daughter. His mother still made a face whenever she referred to her former sister-in-law.
But Kelly was fun. Not only was she a nonmutant, she had been a shuttle pilot on the Moon, which meant she had terrific stories to tell of the Shuttle Corps. She gazed out at him, her blue eyes sparkling. “Anything wrong? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”
“Uh, no. Not really.” Rick’s voice was hoarse, rasping. “How are you? How are Michael and Mari?”
“I’m fine, he’s in Washington as usual, and our daughter’s up to no good in the backyard, I’m certain. Rick, I’m calling to invite you to a party this weekend. I know it’s short notice, and I’m sorry. I had to move the date up. Ethan Hawkins and a bunch of other Shuttle Corps alumni will be there and I thought you might enjoy talking to them. I know how you enjoy space stories.”
“Yeah.” Rick was gripped by a sudden, desperate yearning to get away, to hide until he figured out what was happening to him. He didn’t want to see Alanna. He didn’t want to see Henley and the crowd. Denver sounded safe and cool, wonderfully distant.
“Sure,” he said. “How about tonight?”
“Tonight?” Kelly’s smile wavered a bit, then held. “If you’d like.”
Get a grip on yourself, boy. You’re scaring her. Rick took a deep breath. “Uh, just kidding. But I could come out tomorrow, if it’s convenient.”
“Perfect.”
“Whew, extreme. I’ll see you then.”
“Rick, is everything all right?”
“Sure. Wonderful.”
Kelly bit her lip. “Good. Well, then, we’ll see you tomorrow. Come early.”
“I will.”
The screen went dark. Rick leaned his head against it.
***
Julian glanced across the table at Eva. She looked lovely in the soft lighting of the restaurant. She had exchanged her white lab coat for a pleated yellow silken wrap that began with gossamer ruffles at her neck and in a series of tantalizing twists made its way down her body, ending in leggings. It both concealed and revealed much. She was compactly built, with graceful arms, a shallow chest, and wide hips. In her yellow silk, she looked like an houri to him: a tantalizing enigma.
“You haven’t finished your dessert,” Eva said. There was a touch of maternal solicitousness in her voice, coupled with an arch, teasing tone.
“I guess I don’t like udon with almonds and chocolate sauce.”
Eva smiled. “I don’t blame you. I’ll tell you what—let’s get out of here, go over to my place, and I’ll make you some old fashioned bona fide ice cream.”
“Not tea-flavored, I hope.”
She shuddered delicately. “I was thinking about strawberry.”
“In that case, yes.” He pressed the tablemech check request. Did he sound too eager? Well, he was eager. Eva had kept him at arm’s length for too long.
Their table was placed against the broad curve of the observation deck overlooking the bay. Through the window the tri-level Bay Bridge could be seen, snaking its way toward San Francisco, lights twinkling. The tablemech chimed and extruded the bill. Eva reached for it, but Julian was quicker, yanking it away telekinetically.
“Hey!”
“I insist.” He placed his credit chip against the mech’s scanner.
“I thought grad students were impoverished,” Eva said.
“We are, but we don’t ask ladies out and then expect them to pay. And some of us have vestigial macho tendencies.”
“Nasty. I’ll try to remember that.”
On the ride to her apartment, they kept their talk light, touching on faculty infighting, gossip, and the program, of course.
Julian still had the maddening sense that Eva was eluding him, hiding behind a wall of friendly yet impervious charm. A wall he was determined to breach.
“What will you show Hawkins?” he asked.
“Whatever he wants.”
“Within limits?”
“Broadly defined.”
“How far would you go to protect the program?”
“As far as I have to.”
“Would you sleep with him?”
Eva sat bolt upright. When she spoke, her voice shook with anger. “Julian, if I thought it would do any good, I might even sleep with Dalheim. Fortunately for me, he prefers men. As for Hawkins, it seems that he prefers space.”
“That was a shitty question.”
“Yes.” She leaned away from him.
Damn. Stupid. Stupid. “I still don’t understand why you opted for research instead of a cushy private practice. Doesn’t the endless haggling for grant money and floor space wear you down?”
“Not at all,” she said, and turned toward him again. “I love a good fight. How could I start a private practice and just sit in a small office somewhere listening to people complain about their lives? Especially when Five-Minute Shrinks are cheaper and often better? The only kind of solutions people want are simple. Therapeutic simulacra can give them that, maybe. I can’t.”
“I’d like to try,” Julian said. “I think people do want to find help. That they’ll accept it, even when it’s difficult.”
“Don’t tell me you want to go into private practice!?”
“Someday. I want to try to combine the techniques of the mutant healers with psychotherapy. Maybe come up with something new. Something that really eases emotional pain and anxiety.”
“Why didn’t you become a healer?”
“It’s a cloistered life,” Julian said. “Not for me.”
They pulled up to a wooden duplex in the Berkeley hills. Julian killed the engine and followed Eva to the door.
Eva pressed the keypad. “This is my sanctum,” she said. “Want the full tour?”
“Absolutely.”
Her apartment was charming: lined with white-enameled bookshelves and filled with bright aboriginal art. The blond wood floors were covered with computer weavings in green and gold. He relaxed on a thick wall-cushion, listening to the sound of Eva puttering in the kitchen, the clinking of metal against glass.
“Get ready!” She appeared with two sculpted glass bowls full of ivory-pink ice cream. They settled comfortably together on the green cushions. Julian managed several swallows of the cool, sweet confection before his impatience got the better of him. He put down his spoon.
“Don’t you like it?”
“Yes.”
He slipped his arms around her and gently drew her close. Eva’s lips were soft, yielding, faintly sweet.
“Let me at least set down my bowl.”
She pushed the dishes to the far side of the table. Then she turned to him. Her cheeks glowed. Julian kissed her again, and together they sank down on the pillows. He found that her silk wrap came apart in very interesting ways. Her skin was satiny, lustrous. He savored the feel of her. Eva smiled as he ran his hand gently down her hip and she bent gracefully to work on the seals of his pants. In minutes they lay together, naked.
He touched more boldly now. She was soft, so soft, in his arms. For a moment, he was tempted to take a telepathic peek and learn her erotic preferences. But trial and error had its appeal, too. He was making very little error, apparently. Eva sighed as he inched his way down her body. He explored her with meticulous patience until she was begging him to hurry, hurry. But he would not be hurried.
“Please.” She was trembling.
Not yet, he thought.
Eva panted beneath him. “Please, Julian.”
Still he lingered, until she seemed more than ready. Then, with his own pulse roaring in his ears, he entered her.
Eva gasped and he reined back his own climax until he was certain her moment had come. As she crested, he joined her, his cries mingling with her own.
But when they were finished, nestled cheek to cheek, he had a sense of frustration. Incompleteness. Somehow, he knew, it had not been the transcendent moment he’d hoped for. Pleasant, yes. But not bonding. He’d seen erotic fire in her eyes. Yet he wanted more.
“I’ve never made love with a mutant man before,” Eva said. “For that matter, I’ve never slept with a younger man before.” She ran her hand along his chest, abdomen, and lower. “One nice thing—I see you’re quick to recover.”
“Is that the only nice thing?”
Her eyes glittered. “I’ll let you know later.”
To his amazement, she had him hard, ready within minutes. He gasped under her touch. And when she stopped stroking him, he opened his eyes, ready to protest.
She was leaning on an elbow, staring at him.
“What’s wrong?” he said.
“I’m breaking a lot of personal rules here.”
“Hell of a time to mention it.”
“You’re a colleague—somebody I supervise. And you’re ten years younger than I am.”
“Look,” he said desperately. “It really doesn’t bother me. In fact, I like it.” But he could sense her drawing back and away. How to show her what he felt for her? He’d hoped that sex would do it. Then, suddenly, he knew.
He put his hand against the back of her neck and drew her close. “Shut your eyes.”
Eva went rigid in his arms. “No, Julian. Stop!”
“Don’t be afraid. This won’t hurt.”
“I don’t want—”
Hush. Gently, carefully, he forged a telepathic bridge between them.
She was open to him now. He could probe every corner of her, every memory. Every desire. But he didn’t want that. Not yet. Instead, he opened the door to his own mind and beckoned her to enter. When she hesitated on the threshold, he pulled her in.
Here I am, he thought. Know me.
Know what it was like to grow up as a mutant in a family of nulls and nonmutants. To learn to live with a foot in either world, always precariously balanced. To love science. How I’ve come to respect you, Eva. To love you.
He showed her how she glowed in his mind like a precious icon.
“Is that me?”
Uh-huh.
“But I look like a saint from an illuminated manuscript. Or some angel on top of a Christmas tree.”
Yes.
“Oh, Julian.” Her voice had a strange tone and she seemed to be both laughing and crying. “I’m not anything like that woman.”
Then show me who you are.
“I’m afraid.”
I love you. I want to know you better.
“What if you don’t like me afterward?”
No chance of that. We’re not exactly strangers.
“No. That’s true.” She hesitated. “All right.”
And he went into her mind. Saw the harsh childhood deprivations that had forged such determination. Such self-protection. Moats and drawbridges. Spiked walls. Saw, too, her humor, her whimsy. Her sorrow: a husband. A pregnancy terminated. A divorce.
I didn’t know.
“I told you.” The pain was thick in her voice and in her mind.
Julian held her close and kissed her until the pain faded and in its place an erotic pattern crystallized. He could see it as clearly as though it had been tattooed upon her skin. Of course. Of course.
She quivered as he touched her. “Julian, we’re still linked.”
Yes. I thought it would be better this way.
She gasped. “I can feel what you feel.”
And I, you.
He traced the patterns of her desire.
“Oh,” she said. “Oh, yes.”
Her response reverberated through his skin in an odd feedback buzz that gave the act hallucinatory overtones. His hands and lips left glowing trails on her body. Eva vibrated with him in the link, every nerve alive, the beating of her heart loud and building. Julian saw how to prolong her slow climb, and knew she was riding his thoughts, looking through his eyes and her own. Then she was moving, running, he was racing to catch up, and as she came, he was Eva, crying out, and she was Julian, urging them both onward. Each the other, connected in urgent, timeless pleasure.
Spent finally, and still linked, they sank into sweet lethargy.
“Amazing,” she whispered.
Yes. Sleep now.
Their dreams mingled, golden and pleasant. Near dawn, Julian awoke. Eva was still asleep beside him. When he removed the telepathic linkage, she opened her eyes.
“What time is it?”
“Almost five.”
“Oh. Good. We still have time, then.” She curled against him.
He grew hard immediately.
“My goodness,” Eva said. “You’re certainly glad to see me.”
“I’m a little surprised,” Julian said.
“And I’m learning not to be.” She turned to him, fully awake, and straddled him. “What other mutant tricks do you have up your … sleeve?”
“If I were telekinetic, I could levitate us a foot over the bed,” Julian said.
“But you’re not, are you?” she asked nervously.
“No. Relax, we’ll do it the old-fashioned way.”
***
At nine forty-five that morning, Ethan Hawkins stood outside the Berkeley experimental psychology lab with Farnam and Hugh Dalheim, head of the psychology department at Berkeley.
Dalheim was tall and round-shouldered. He had gray hair, gray eyes, and the skin of his face was heavily lined.
“I’m sorry for the delay, Colonel,” he said. “Dr. Seguy is usually very punctual.”
“I hope so,” Hawkins said. He paced the length of the corridor, Farnam and Dalheim trailing behind him. “I’ll give her another five minutes.”
The lab sat at the south end of campus in what had formerly been an athletic facility. An empty swimming pool, its walls pale blue, awaited obliteration in the courtyard. Hawkins pointed to it. “You said you need more lab space here. Why haven’t you removed the pool?”
“Budget,” Dalheim said. “I’m afraid that the hard-science boys like Farnam here get first dibs on the university’s pie.”
Farnam gave him a sour smile. “Like hell, Hugh. We have to scrabble for money and space, just like you.”
“Not as hard, I’d say.”
The two men glared at each other.
“Good morning, good morning,” said a lilting alto voice. “Sorry I’m late.”
A small, redheaded woman came down the hall. Her green eyes twinkled and she smiled with pixyish charm. Behind her was a tall, blond young man in a lab coat.
“Dr. Seguy, I presume?” Hawkins took her hand. It was tiny in his, yet her handshake was firm. “I’m Ethan Hawkins.”
“Of course.” She beamed. “I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”
Dalheim cleared his throat. “As a matter of fact—”
“Not long at all,” Hawkins said. Bus had said Eva Seguy was attractive. He hadn’t said—probably didn’t realize—that she gave off sparks. A tiny, twinkly woman full of life and lively intelligence. And a nice voice, too.
“This is my assistant, Julian Akimura.” She turned to the blond man. A private look passed between them.
Hawkins saw the man’s eyes glitter with mutant gold. “Akimura,” he said. “Didn’t I meet you before?”
“Yes, at the Mutant Council meeting,” Akimura said. His voice was cool, his expression distant.
Akimura, Hawkins thought. The functional twin.
Eva Seguy pressed her hand against the keypad by the door. There was an audible click. “You’re welcome to look around the lab, Colonel.”
Hawkins saw a large room divided by a glass panel, encircled by an observation platform. On either side of the divider, couches sat, side by side, with headsets dangling from them. He lifted one. “What’s this for?”
“To link the riders with the dreamers.”
“Riders?”
“Telepaths.”
“And the dreamers?”
“They have the flares.”
“But why asleep?”
“We’ve found that a sedated mind is easier for the telepaths to handle.”
“Couldn’t that affect the data?”
Eva Seguy nodded. “Of course. It’s a risk we must take.”
Akimura spoke up. “We tried it with them awake at first, but their conscious minds were too resistant.”
“Interesting.” Hawkins sat down on the nearest couch. “Dr. Seguy, I asked to see your program because Bus here promised me it would be interesting. And who isn’t fascinated by precognition?”
“Colonel, no one ever said—”
“Call me Ethan, please.” He smiled.
“Nobody said anything about precognition. This is merely a trial program to investigate the possibility that there is content in the flares.”
“Precognitive content.”
Her face reddened. “Yes. Possibly.”
“And what results have you seen?”
“Colonel Hawkins—Ethan, I’ll be frank as well.” She met has gaze directly. “We’ve had very little hard evidence that the flares contain distinct information that can be utilized.”
“But the possibility still exists?” Hawkins said eagerly. “Nothing you’ve seen has convinced you otherwise?”
“We’re optimistic.”
“Eva, I’ve done a little research,” Hawkins said. “You’re also running out of money.”
She gave him a shrewd look. Crossed her arms. “We’ve submitted grant proposals. And we’re—”
“Optimistic. I’m sure.” Hawkins grinned. “But could it be that one reason you allowed this visit is, shall we say, my connections?”
She glanced at Dalheim. “Yes.”
Hawkins admired her boldness. “What if I told you I might be able to help, but there’d be a price?”
“I’d say I expected that. What price?”
“I want to be hooked up to a machine. To ride a flare.”
***
Julian had watched their byplay without a word. But now he couldn’t control himself. “That’s impossible,” he said. “Nonmutants don’t have the capacity to do it.”
“That’s true, Colonel,” Dalheim said.
“Hawk,” Farnam said. “What are you talking about?”
Hawkins turned smoothly to face Julian. “What if I hooked in with you, then? You’re a functional telepath, aren’t you? Couldn’t you bring me along for the ride?”
Flabbergasted, Julian looked at Eva. She was smiling an odd smile. As their eyes met, she nodded slightly. Julian stared fixedly, in disbelief, until she nodded again, more pointedly this time.
“I—I don’t know,” Julian said, still staring at Eva.
“You can try, can’t you?”
“I guess so. But it’s tricky. I can’t tell how Colonel Hawkins will react.”
“I’ll take full responsibility,” Hawkins said. “Whatever happens, you will be blameless.”
“Then it’s settled,” Eva said. “Give me a minute to check the dreamer roster,” she said, and turned on her deskscreen. “Good. Schueller’s due any minute. Meanwhile, Julian, you can hook up the Colonel.”
Julian paused. He was unwilling to link with another person so soon after last night: he wanted to preserve the special intimacy of his bond with Eva. Besides, mindlinks didn’t always work between mutant and non-mutant. And he sensed potential danger from Colonel Hawkins: he was like other important, successful men who expected to have their way. Reckless. But Eva was reckless, too. Determined to save the program by whatever means necessary.
Grimly, Julian set the electrodes at Hawkins’s temples.
A short man with curly brown hair and bright golden eyes entered the other side of the lab. Marcus Schueller. The sleeper assigned to this shift. He stopped, startled by the sight of the assembled group.
Eva pressed a speaker panel. “It’s all right, Marcus,” she said. “In a minute, Julian will link with you for the flare ride.”
Schueller bobbed his head uncertainly. Then he settled onto a couch, put on a headset, and pressed a hypo to his arm. His eyes closed as the drug took effect and his face went slack.
“Ready,” Eva said. “Proceed, Julian.”
He sat down on the couch next to Hawkins. Took a deep breath. Touched the side of Hawkins’s head.
“Relax.” He closed his eyes.
And was swept into a dizzying communion. The power of the other man’s mind, of his personality, was potent, consuming. Julian fought to maintain control. He sensed Hawkins’s astonishment at the linkage. Julian kept his own shields in place, avoiding mind-speech or other communication. Carefully, he leaned back on the couch.
The light show began.
Flash!
They were in a green park divided by deep valleys and tall cliffs. A long glass building bridged the gap between two hilltops. Beneath it flowed a stream in which the color of the water changed from red to green to blue.
Inside the building, a corridor led into a hillside and down to a vast meeting hall. The air was thick with excited talk. Every seat was filled. A chime struck. Once. Twice. The room fell silent.
A tall woman in a lavender cloak swept onstage. A shock of white hair at her temple. Light green skin. Narlydda? Yes. Who else had that queenly, imperious demeanor? But she was changed: aged, thicker around the waist and hips, her face lined.
And who was that other tall woman with her? A paler echo: Alanna? It had to be. But much older. Her hair was streaked with gray. And her eyes were sad. So sad.
Fantastic!
Hawkins’s reaction crackled through Julian’s shields. Julian boosted his protection. He kept his thoughts to himself.
A door opened at the back of the stage and a tall man walked out and approached a podium. At first, Julian thought it was his uncle Michael. But no. The man was too young, still blond. It looked like—could it be? Julian. Himself. Older, yes. But unmistakable. Fascinating. He watched himself reach out a hand to Alanna. The scene wavered.
No. No. Get it back.
He fought to grab at the disintegrating image.
“Julian, what are you doing?” Eva’s voice was loud through the headset.
His eyes flew open. Through the window he could see the flare provider, Schueller, convulsing on his couch.
“Stop fighting it,” Eva said. “Stop it. You’ll kill him.”
But it was too late. Beside him, Hawkins thrashed, choking. As Julian reached out toward him, a great slab of metal came loose from the wallscreen to their left and fell to the floor with a resounding crash. And then another. The lab was disintegrating. Dalheim and Farnam ducked the falling debris. Julian heard a loud scream. Eva. Where was she?
He tore off his headset, oblivious to his own safety. A huge panel had fallen onto the observer’s platform at the back of the lab. Was Eva beneath it? He grappled with the buckled metal but couldn’t budge it.
Maddened, he blasted it a mind bolt. The panel flipped backward, flew through the air, and smashed into the far wall.
Eva. No.
She lay on the floor, crumpled like a broken puppet. Blood trickled in a dark trail from the corner of her mouth.
Julian lifted her head. It was a dead weight in his hand.
“Eva?”
No response.
Eva. Beloved. Answer me. Please.
His mindspeech echoed in the silence.
Gently, he set her down.
Reckless, he thought. She was too reckless. And I helped her.
What’s wrong with being reckless? Always
worked for me.
The mindspeech was loud, jarring. Julian looked quickly around the room for its source.
Over here, dummy.
It was coming from Eva’s body.
You always miss what’s just under your nose, don’t you?
And she was sitting up, smiling brightly, wiping the blood from her face.
“I don’t understand,” Julian said. “How can you mindspeak me? How can you have mutant powers?”
But I’ve always had mutant powers. Didn’t you realize that?
Her face was changing now, moving, melting, reforming, until it wasn’t Eva sitting and grinning at him, but his brother, Rick.
“Where’s Eva?” Julian demanded.
Who?
“Dammit, don’t screw around with me! What have you done with her?” Julian reached for his brother’s neck and felt solid flesh for a moment, then it dissolved beneath his hands. The room spun around him, imploded, and he was lying on the couch as a hail of blue and green and yellow and red particles swept up and over him, then faded.
Inky blackness, broken only by the steady glow of cold white lights. Space. Stars. Julian was looking at a cone-shaped orbital station floating above a bright red world. Mars? But no stations had been established there yet. Was he really seeing the future now?
Through the telepathic link, he could sense Hawkins’s enormous excitement. Well, of course he’d be interested. He was a space pioneer, wasn’t he?
The station grew larger, larger, until he was inside it, watching a celebration. A crowd surged over a floating platform, laughing, talking, eating, and drinking as a strange orchestra, half human, half mech, played high, eerie music. In the center of the crowd, Ethan Hawkins danced, his arms around his partner. Eva. They were staring into each other’s eyes and smiling as lovers do when sharing a private moment in public.
Julian recoiled. Hawkins and Eva, lovers? No. No. No. It couldn’t happen. He wouldn’t let it.
The scene faded, the colors returned, and then Julian was blinking at the wall of glass separating him from the still-sleeping Schueller. The lab was intact. Nothing had changed.
Hawkins sat up, a look of amazement on his face. His deep voice was hushed as though in awe. He blinked rapidly. “Extraordinary. Especially the second vision.”
Julian wanted to hit him.
“Second vision?” Eva said. She came forward and pressed the control for the screen recorder.
She was fine. Alive. Nothing had happened here, Julian reminded himself.
“What did you see? Julian, you go first.”
He paused, chagrined. He’d hoped to discuss this. Impossible. He saw that, now. Well, just an outline, then. “Uh, yes, a second vision. The first was of a vast hall in which many people were gathered, mutant and non.”
“Did you recognize anybody?” Eva asked.
“Yes,” Julian said, each word a slow burden. “Onstage. My aunt, Narlydda, and her daughter, Alanna. But older. Much older.”
Hawkins watched him, riveted.
“Anybody else?
“Yes. A man,” Julian said. He stared at Eva. “He looked like me.”
“Did he say anything?”
“No, this was a soundless vision.”
“You mean you’ve been able to hear things?” Hawkins asked excitedly.
“Sometimes.”
Seguy turned to Hawkins. “Do you confirm his report?”
“Absolutely,” he said. “A huge room filled with mutants and nonmutants at which a ceremony was about to take place.”
“And the second vision?” Seguy prompted.
“It was in the lab,” Julian said.
“No it wasn’t,” Hawkins said. “It was in space.”
“How many visions did you see?” Julian demanded.
“Two. I saw two. The mutant meeting, and then the space station,” Hawkins said.
“It was near Mars? An orbital facility, cone-shaped, floated above?”
The colonel nodded. “It was a C-11 orbital multi-use pavilion, the prototype of which is being worked on in my company labs right now.”
“What else did you see?”
“Just the station, spinning in space.”
Julian hesitated. So they hadn’t seen exactly the same thing. Or Hawkins was withholding information. No. Why would he? “That corresponds to my vision,” Julian said.
“What about the lab you mentioned?” Eva asked.
“I was confused.”
Hawkins stood up. “Well, Doctor, you may not be convinced about the precognitive content of these flares. But I certainly am.” He turned to Dalheim. “I’d like to underwrite any costs this program incurs.”
Dalheim’s face went pale. “Really, Colonel, it’s not necessary—”
“Wonderful,” Eva said. “I don’t know how to thank you.”
Hawkins smiled. “Well, let’s start with lunch.”
No one said a word.
Farnam cleared his throat. “Hawk, we’re due in Denver …”
“We’ll be late.”
“Colonel, I have another program I’m sure you’d be interested in seeing,” Dalheim said.
“I’m sorry, Dr. Dalheim.” Hawkins’s gaze never left Eva Seguy. “I’m running late as it is, and two research programs is really my limit for one day. Maybe next time.”
“I know a good place for lunch,” Julian said.
Eva shook her head. “Julian, I’d like to talk to the colonel privately. I’ll see you afterward.”
She and Hawkins turned and left the three men standing in the lab.
.
******************



 
 
7
The house was quiet. Alanna peered into the family room. Empty. Her mother must be upstairs in her studio. Maybe her father was there as well. Impatient with the steps, she floated quickly up the stairs. As she neared her mother’s sculpture room, she heard her parents talking loudly.
“Skerry, you’re completely wrong about that maquette. The arms must appear elongated or the piece won’t have the balance I want.”
“Bullshit. I say you’re getting lazy, Lydda. If this distortion worked, I’d be the first to applaud. But this looks like you just need a lesson in anatomy.”
“How dare you lecture me on perspective!” Narlydda’s voice rose. “Just because you’re foreman for my casting doesn’t make you an authority on my work.”
“Pardon me, O holy receptacle of the muse’s grace.”
Alanna froze in midair. When her father turned sarcastic, it was best to be elsewhere. Fast. She would have to confront them some other time.
She spun around and floated toward the stairs. But she must have made some noise because her father poked his head out of the studio and saw her.
“Narlydda, your daughter’s here,” he said. “Perfect timing. Don’t run away, Alanna.” His tone was sharp. “Or should I say, don’t run away again.”
Alanna made a graceful landing in the center of the room. “I didn’t run away.”
“Call it whatever you want.”
Her mother cut in. “Stop it, both of you.” To Alanna’s surprise, her mother leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re home.”
“For God’s sake, Lydda. Don’t be so reasonable.”
“Why not? If I’m not, who will be?”
“Not me, that’s for damn sure.” He pointed at Alanna. “You’ve gone right over the edge, kiddo. Right over it. What the hell are you trying to prove?”
“I’m not trying to prove anything.” Alanna blinked rapidly, tears stinging her eyes.
“No? What was that stunt with Rick Akimura, then? Did we deserve that?”
“I didn’t do it to you.” She was crying openly now. “I did it for me. I thought you’d understand.”
“We do, honey.” Narlydda’s voice was gentle.
“Speak for yourself, Lydda.”
Alanna sobbed harder.
“That’s enough, Skerry!”
Alanna had never heard her mother use that tone before. Her parents stared at each other silently. Then her father sighed.
“Lydda, get two sherries from the mech and float one over here, will you?”
“A hypo is faster.”
“You know I can’t stand those things.” He settled into an overstuffed purple armchair and nimbly caught the glass of amber liquid as it floated toward him. “Teenie, I’m sorry. I’m mad as hell at you. But that doesn’t mean I want to make you cry.”
“I know.” She wiped her face on the back of her hand.
“You intend to live with him, don’t you? You’re going to give up Radcliffe to live with this guy.”
Alanna gasped. “How did you guess that?”
“It doesn’t take a genius.”
“Alanna,” Narlydda said, “have you really thought this through? I don’t know if they’ll hold a place for you at Whitlock for the following semester …”
“Then I won’t go.”
Her mother gave her a stricken look. “And you know how we feel about Rick.”
“You don’t like him because you think he’s dangerous.”
“We never said that. We just think he’s reckless.”
“Call it whatever you want,” Alanna said. “Sure, he’s impulsive. But he’s also exciting. Tender. He’s much smarter than you think. And he really cares for me.”
“You’re asking for trouble,” Skerry said.
“That’s not fair.”
“Maybe not. But I do understand him, Teenie. Better than you do. Believe me.”
Father and daughter locked eyes. Alanna set her jaw obstinately.
“I’m not asking permission, Dad. I don’t have to. I’m of age.” She tossed her head defiantly. “I’m telling you what I’m planning to do. We’re going to get a place together in the city. Whether you like it or not.”
She paused, waiting for him to erupt.
Skerry stared at her as though thunderstruck. Then he started to laugh.
“If I had any doubts that you’re my daughter—and I don’t—that certainly would have settled them.” He chuckled ruefully. “Well, we raised you to be independent. Maybe we did too good a job.”
“Alanna,” Narlydda said. “We have good reasons for being concerned.”
“Such as?”
Instead of answering her, her mother and father looked at each other. No one spoke.
“There. I knew it,” Alanna said. “You just don’t like him. But give him a chance. If you got to know him, you’d see how kind and gentle he really is. How wounded by being a null. I want to help him, to heal him.” She paused. “You think I don’t see how troubled he is. I do. But I don’t want to run from him. I want to run to him.”
Her mother smiled. “That’s love, as I remember it.”
Skerry said nothing. He reached for his drink.
The phone chimed.
“I’ll get it.” Alanna sped into her old room and activated the screen.
Rick’s image filled the screen.
“Hi,” he said.
“Oh, Rick. You won’t believe …”
“I recorded this for you because I’ve got to catch the shuttle. I’m going out of town for a couple of days. Probably be back next week. So I can’t make it Friday. Sorry. Call you when I get back.” The image faded.
Where was he going? To see whom? Why hadn’t he told her before?
Narlydda appeared in the doorway. “Who was it?”
“Rick. A recorded message. He’s going out of town. He can’t see me this weekend.”
“Did he say where he was going?”
“No.”
“I see.” Narlydda paused as though searching for words. “Look,” she said finally. “Why don’t you come out to the foundry with me this afternoon?”
“The foundry?” Alanna turned away before her mother could see her tears. “Yeah, okay.” Her control held, held, then failed. “Oh, Mom. What if he doesn’t call me when he gets back?”
“Don’t worry, he will.”
“But what if he doesn’t?” Alanna sobbed. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
Narlydda’s tone was surprisingly gentle. “I can’t deny that I’d prefer it if you were with somebody else. But if Rick is what makes you happy, well, I want you to be happy. More than anything.” She gave Alanna a quick hug. “He’ll call. And if he doesn’t, I’ll hunt him down and skin him with my palette knife. Now hurry up and get ready.”
***
The silver skimmer moved smoothly along the highway. Rick watched the snow-covered landscape whoosh past the window and shivered. He had forgotten about early spring in Colorado. Cold.
“It’s good to see you,” Kelly said. Her dark hair was glossy, her skin smooth aside from the telltale crow’s-feet at the corners of her eyes. “I admit, I’m surprised.”
“Yeah, well, I needed to get away.” Rick looked out at the snowy mountains and wondered if Denver had been the right place to run to. Although he liked Kelly and Michael, he hadn’t seen them in years. Sitting in their skimmer, he felt a bit awkward now.
“Are you in trouble?”
“No.” He sighed. “It’s a long story.”
“Can you give me the abridged version? I pick Mari up at hockey practice in ten minutes.”
“Might take longer than that.”
“Let me have a hint, at least?”
“It’s mutant business.”
Kelly frowned. “I remember the trouble your mother had being a null. I’d hoped it would be easier for you.”
“Being a null was easy in my family.” Or so I thought. He paused. “How did Mari learn to control her pyrokinesis?”
“Well, she’s only a demitalent,” Kelly said. “For which we’re all grateful. But we’ve got a state of the art fire-extinguishing system in the house with sprinklers and special ports in every room. I didn’t think we—or the house—would make it through her first two years. I can only imagine what would have happened if she’d been a full mutant.” Kelly shook her head. “As it was, we had to call in the healers when she was an infant, just to keep her from setting her crib on fire.”
“Does she ever lose control?”
Kelly shot a quick, questioning look at him. “No, of course not.”
“But she’s so young.”
“The healers taught her well,” Kelly said. “And talk about irony! I picked up a recessive mutant gene from some ancestor—nobody knows who—and Mari is the lucky recipient of three-fourths mutant power. Otherwise, I imagine she’d have been a null, like you.”
“Maybe not like me.” Rick gazed gloomily at the snow.
“Rick, you sound cryptic as hell.” Kelly frowned. She turned the skimmer onto an exit ramp marked Cherryhurst. “Here’s the gym. We’re early. I don’t think they’re finished with practice yet.”
The arena was large, with five levels of seats encircling the central playing field. On the ice, girls sped back and forth, clutching clear acrylic sticks that looked like elongated boomerangs. Each stick glowed faintly with its own repulsor field.
“There’s Mari.”
A small, dark-haired girl in a red stretch jumpsuit worried a low-g puck down the ice, away from the main pack.
“As usual, she’s not watching where she’s going,” Kelly said. Then she leaned forward. “She’s heading right for that zamboni.”
Rick watched as the large mech bore down on the girl.
“Mari! Mari, watch out!” Kelly called. But her voice was drowned out in the noisy echoes of the other players.
Rick tensed. Should he try a telekinetic blast to push the mech away? Try to levitate Mari? Leap to the ice and grab her?
A shrill whistle split the air and a woman in a green coaching jersey raced toward Mari. The girl looked up, saw the mech, and her eyes grew huge in terror. But the woman seized her by the arm and dragged her out of the machine’s path.
“Whew.” Kelly closed her eyes. “Close.”
“Too close,” Rick said. “Couldn’t she have melted the mech?”
“I don’t think she’s strong enough. Let’s go get her before she has another chance to get hurt.”
***
The Ryton homestead was in the foothills of the mountains ringing Denver. It was far more elaborate than Rick had remembered—four buildings including a guest house and gym. Rick stared at his temporary quarters with envy. Smooth blond wood and plump yellow wallcushions. The wallscreen was new. Michael and Kelly were doing well.
He dropped his satchel on the shelf at the foot of his bed and sat down on the red woven bedcover.
I should have tried to save Mari, he thought. I could have pushed that mech out of the way with telekinesis. But I don’t know if my power is reliable, or even how to aim it, really. So instead, I just sat there, watching. I could have sat there and watched Mari be crushed to death.
He gazed up through the skylight. Heavy gray clouds were massing and the room was growing dark.
Light, he thought.
The room stayed dark.
Hmm. Not as easy as he had thought.
He squinted through the gloom until he located the wall switch. He frowned, imagined pressing it, and the bed lamp came on.
Good. What next? Unpack.
He looked at his satchel. The seals opened with a hiss. Shirts and jeans floated up, arms and legs billowing in midair. Next, Rick looked at the closet. His clothing fell to the floor in a heap.
Shit. Concentrate on putting the clothing in the closet, he thought.
He stared at the closet. The closet doors swung wide and began to pull away out of their hinges.
No. No. Stop. Put it back the way it was before.
The doors shut with a slam. Rick sighed, bent down, and picked up his jeans. He opened the closet door by hand and placed his clothing on the hooks jutting from the center rod. Telekinesis was harder to handle than he had thought.
He sent his shower bag sailing across the room. It crashed into the wall just to the right of the bathroom door.
Better work on aim, too.
I wonder why he came.
The mindspeech was as clear as though it came from the same room. It was Kelly’s voice. But she was a normal. So he was reading her thoughts. Rick shuddered.
Something’s wrong. I can sense it. Why won’t he talk about it?
Does Melanie know? Maybe I’d better call her.
Stop, Rick thought. Please stop it.
He’s always been such a troubled kid …
Rick grabbed his Jacket. Maybe the cold air would cut off this unwanted clairaudient link. A hard walk in the cold.
The cold air stung his skin. He resealed his blue coat. A path led back and down, around the gym and away from the compound toward a grove of pines.
Rick came around the building to see Mari balanced on a low-g skiboard in the yard behind the gym. He watched her moving gracefully as the board bobbed and skidded over the uneven track. But he ducked out of sight around the building before she could see him.
The trees grew denser and denser, and the path began to slant uphill. He climbed until his lungs hurt, until the path gave out. He was alone in the silence, in the pine-scented air.
He walked on, until the quiet began to make him nervous. All he heard was the sound of the snow crunching underfoot. How far back was the path? He couldn’t see it. He was lost in the woods somewhere outside Denver.
Panicky now, he gave himself a telekinetic boost and leaped into the air. He saw the Ryton compound, downslope and far away, to his left. But his telekinetic power wavered, and he came crashing down before he had seen a clear path. Taking a deep breath, he summoned his newfound mutant skill again and sped upward. But he miscalculated and sent himself rocketing up, up, and over the treetops. He came down near the gymnasium, landing hard.
“Rick!” Mari looked up in astonishment. “What happened?” She dropped her ski poles and hurried to his side. “Were you levitating? I thought you were a null.”
Icy chill crept through Rick’s jacket as he gasped for breath. He lay there, squinting up at the cold white sky, feeling foolish.
“Take it slow,” Mari said. “Breathe slowly.”
Rick pulled himself up to a kneeling position and looked up sheepishly at his cousin. He saw that her blue eyes were overlaid with a pure golden sheen. Not like his. Not like a true mutant. “I’m not a null,” he said slowly. “Not anymore.”
***
“I wish you’d let me buy you a proper lunch,” Ethan Hawkins said. He sat on a bench near the campus bell tower and watched Eva Seguy finish her felafel roll.
“Mmm. Good.” She licked her fingers. “I thought it would be more interesting to munch al fresco. Get some fresh air. Besides, you haven’t told me why you suddenly decided to rescue my research program.”
“Is that why you agreed to have lunch with me?”
“Partially.”
Hawkins gave her his standard answer. “Universities have to keep moving and growing.” He smiled suavely: Don Giovanni talking to Zerlina. “And growth calls for investment. As far as I’m concerned, investment is good business.”
“Bullshit.” Eva Seguy gave him a shrewd look. “You could find a dozen better investments in a minute. Supporting academic programs gives you very little return on your dollar. Oh, I suppose it’s tax deductible. But I don’t think that’s what you’re after.”
Hawkins stared at her, nonplussed.
“And don’t think me ungrateful, Colonel. I’ll be honest. I was desperate for your support. But I’m not clear about why you’re giving it. What is it you want, Colonel?”
“I don’t think I’ve met a woman like you since I was in the Shuttle Corps,” Hawkins said. “You just say what you think.”
“Whenever I can. But if this means you’ll cancel your patronage, I take it all back.”
Hawkins began laughing. “No, don’t take anything back, Eva. It’s my turn to be blunt. I need mutants to help me build my pavilions in space. And I saw this program as one way to reach them.”
“A long shot.”
“Yes. But I have to work around unions, you see.”
“You don’t give a damn about the research, then.”
“I didn’t. Until I took that flare ride. But that changed everything.” Hawkins paused. He could still see the splendor of that pavilion whirling in space. And he could feel the pleasure of holding Eva Seguy in his arms at that gaudy celebration. It would come to pass. He knew it would. “You have a true believer before you. A convert. Those flares can foretell the future. I’d be a fool not to be interested in that.”
“Hold on, Colonel.”
“Ethan.”
“Don’t expect this to provide some crystal ball through which you can read tomorrow’s stock market report.”
Hawkins smiled. The music of that celestial orchestra still sounded in his memory. And he could see Eva smiling up at him as they danced, oblivious to everyone else. “I had more than business considerations in mind,” he said. He reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out a holocard. “This is my private line. Call me anytime. I mean it.” His hand rested upon hers for a moment as she took the card.
Eva Seguy’s eyes widened. “That sounds like a personal invitation.”
“It is.”
She gazed at him for a moment, solemn, almost severe. Then her expression softened. “Perhaps we’ll see each other again then, Colonel.” She stood up. “I’m so grateful for your support. I don’t know how to thank you.”
“That’s easy. I hope you’ll let me buy you a better lunch next time I’m Earthside.”
“Done.”
“And please. Call me Ethan.”
Her handshake was firm. “All right, Ethan.” She waved once and was swallowed by the crowd. Gone.
Hawkins strolled toward the rental skimmer port where he knew Farnam would be waiting. As he walked, he whistled the champagne aria from Don Giovanni. The campus was alive with students lolling on the lawns, dogs barking, athletes limbering up. He felt connected to the world, suddenly. To the future. And to Eva Seguy.
***
Alanna walked along the water’s edge at Pocket Beach, musing over a half-formed stanza.
***
What burns as brightly in the mind
As in the heart, the unsaid word,
Ignites …
***
She shook her head.
“Damn.”
It was no good, she thought. She should be concentrating on her poetry. Rethinking the Whitlock offer. Instead, she was wondering for the tenth time in an hour what she should do. Rick hadn’t called. She had left so many messages that his screen memory was filled. She felt foolish and humiliated.
“Forget him,” her father had said.
“Come meet my new assistant foreman,” her mother had said.
Time to face facts, Alanna thought. Rick was just a fling. Bury him in some remote segment of your memory. Prepare to go to Cambridge in the fall.
The surf boomed and crashed, and Alanna shivered in the cold wind. She’d come out here every day for a week, hoping to find an answer. But all she found was sand.
She thumbed a ride to the depot: it was a fifteen-minute trip to the skimmer lot closest to her house. The next train left in twenty minutes. Time to pace up and down the platform a hundred times, memorize the vid kiosk displays, go see the Five-Minute Shrink … hmmm, a quick therapy session might not be such a bad idea. She counted her credits—just enough. She slid the money into the mech, the door opened, and she stepped into the shining silver cubicle.
One entire wall was taken up by a screen. Large blue-green letters offered her a selection of topics and urged her to choose. She perched on the white wall-cushions across from the screen and pondered the menu.
Let’s see. Communication? No. Family? Well, not exactly. Relationships? Perfect. Alanna pressed the third button on the side of the screen and waited.
A blond, pink-faced woman wearing a white jumpsuit appeared onscreen.
“Hello,” she said. Her voice was warm, vibrant, with a slight tinny electronic modulation. “I’m Sigma. I’ll be your Shrink Simulacrum for this session. You’ve selected the relationships category. Please describe your concern as concisely as possible.”
Alanna sighed. “Well, I’ve been living with this guy … I mean, I will be living with him. I’ve been seeing him …”
“Yes?” Sigma said. Alanna wondered if she was programmed to prompt the speaker at any pause in the conversation.
“Well, he hasn’t called me in over a week.”
“I see,” Sigma said gently. “How do you feel about that?”
“That’s the point. I’m furious. How could he treat me like this?”
“I can see you feel anger,” Sigma said. “What’s that all about?”
“I guess I feel betrayed. By Rick. I trusted him.”
“Let’s look at that a little more closely,” Sigma said.
Alanna twirled a strand of hair between thumb and forefinger. “I thought he wanted to settle down. Get serious. Maybe I pushed too hard. Maybe he wasn’t ready.”
“Tell me more.”
“He must have been scared.” Alanna stopped fidgeting. “He loves me so much he didn’t know how to tell me he was nervous.”
Sigma smiled approvingly. “And now?”
“I miss Rick. I thought I’d never want to see him again, but I keep wondering what he’s doing, if he’s seeing anybody else, if he misses me.”
“What do you want to do?”
“I—I want to see him. To talk to him. Despite everything, I still love him.”
“Then perhaps you should follow through on that,” Sigma said. A clock chimed softly. “Your five minutes are up. Do you have anything else you’d like to discuss? If so, you can be billed later.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Very well.” Sigma beamed. “I’m glad we had the chance to talk. A printout of our conversation is available below the screen. Thank you for choosing Five-Minute Shrink.” Sigma’s smiling image dimmed, the screen went opaque, and the door to the cubicle slid open.
The transcript of the session extruded from the wall like a pale tongue. Alanna tore it off, pocketed it, and left the Shrink cubicle.
With a whoosh of forced air, the central Marin train pulled into the station. Alanna ran for the nearest open compartment.
When she got home, the house was empty. There was a message on her roomscreen.
Rick called. Will try again 4:30.
The screen clock said 4:15
Alanna watched it click to 4:29. 4:30. 4:35.
At ten minutes to six, she was in a fury. With a yank on the cord, she disabled the message circuit on her line. When, an hour later, the phone chimed, she ignored it. It rang and rang. Then it stopped.
.
******************



 
 
8
The soft pink crylights along the ceiling cast a flattering glow onto the faces of the guests assembled in the Ryton living room. The whisper of jazz came from wall speakers: a muted percussion and mellowed strings. “Moron music,” Rick’s father called it, but it was pleasant background noise for a party. Rick listened to its lulling rhythms and tried to relax.
The room was filled with aging space jockeys: a quieter crowd than he had expected. Most of the people here were gray-haired and dignified, their hell-raising long past. What would they think of a newly emerged mutant in their midst? What would Kelly and Michael think?
He looked at the table laden with tidbits. A plate piled high with choba rolls caught his attention and his stomach growled with sudden hunger. To his horror, the entire platter began to lift upward.
No. No. No.
The plate settled with an audible clink. Across the room, Kelly looked up suddenly, her hostess’s instincts aroused. For a moment her eyes met his. Then she shrugged and turned back to her guests.
Close. Too close. Got to watch it. Rick grabbed a beer and took a healthy swallow.
Kelly looks wonderful. What’s her secret? Marriage to a mutant?
The voice was loud in his ear.
Rick spun around. He was alone in the corner—a gray-haired man with long sideburns and a nose reddened by liquor was the only person nearby.
Wonder if Michael
can float me a loan?
This time the voice was a rough baritone. Rick took a hurried gulp of beer.
I’m losing my mind, he thought. Hearing things.
Maybe he should tell his aunt and uncle what was happening. But what would they say when he told them he was hearing things? Maybe what he needed was a nice long rest in a padded room under a healer’s care.
“Lovely party,” a woman said. She was fortyish, with straight white hair and a strong, well-defined body partially covered by a short gold wrap. She eyed Rick with unmistakable interest. “Do you work with Mike?”
“Uh, no. I mean yes, I mean, do you?” Rick told himself to smile. Try to look normal. Whatever that was.
“No. My husband did, before Mike became Senator Greenberg’s best friend in Washington.” She gave him a knowing look.
Rick wondered briefly what she was talking about. “Oh. Yeah.”
“I wonder how Kelly stands him jetting off to Washington for all those tête-à-têtes,” the woman said.
As she talked, Rick could see an image forming of his uncle Michael and an ample-figured, red-haired woman kissing. It floated in front of him, as real as the wall-screen to his left. Rick gaped. But there was something wrong with the vision. Something malicious and false. He could sense it. And he was about to tell the woman that when his hand slipped on his beer. The image vanished. Rick tried to catch the glass but succeeded only in splashing the woman’s golden wrap. The fabric hissed briefly, faded, and became transparent. The rest of her was even more muscular than he’d imagined.
“God, I’m sorry,” Rick said. He grabbed a soak-up from the pile on the table and handed it to her, hoping she’d hurry to repair the damage.
Instead, she smiled, showing strong white teeth. “Your aim is stupendous.”
For a moment, neither of them spoke. Then Rick found his voice.
“Excuse me. I’m looking for the bathroom.” He strode away from that carnivorous smile and ducked into the front hallway.
Nice crowd, a familiar bass voice boomed in Rick’s head. Lovely home. Kelly seems to have done well for herself.
That’s not somebody speaking, Rick thought. I’m hearing someone think. Someone I know. He scanned the room. A tall, handsome black man was standing with Kelly. Of course. Ethan Hawkins. The man who’d addressed the Mutant Council. Hawkins and his aunt had been in the Shuttle Corps together. Hawkins looked up, met his eye, and smiled in recognition.
Akimura. Rick. The other brother. The null. Ought to go over and say hello.
Yes, Rick thought. Come on over and say hello to the null. Maybe you’ll get a surprise.
Wonder if he knows anything about the lab work. No, he’s not capable of riding the flares. A pity. Getting both brothers involved might speed up the program.
Program? Rick wondered if Hawkins was thinking about the same program that Julian was working with in Berkeley. Was this telepathy? Clairaudience? It was getting interesting. Hawkins seemed to be broadcasting on a narrow band right to him.
And here he comes, Rick thought.
“Rick Akimura, isn’t it?” Hawkins shook his hand. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”
“Michael is my mother’s brother.”
“I see.” Hmmm. Should I tell him about the lab program? “Speaking of brothers. I saw yours. Yesterday. Took a tour of the lab facilities at Berkeley—quite impressive.” Hawkins grinned. “I’m convinced they’re going to have remarkable results from that program. Perhaps unlock the keys to the future.”
“I just thought it was some kind of scientific mumbo jumbo.”
“Not at all.”
In Hawkins’s mind, Rick could see the image of a space station glowing, floating above a reddish planet. And a woman with green eyes and red hair, dressed in a diaphanous gown. What was that all about?
“I understand your skepticism, Rick, but you really should ask your brother about the program. I believe that through it, he’s going to be quite famous one day.”
Rick smiled at the words, but felt an uneasiness settling in—Julian famous. Yes, Julian would be famous. Suddenly he was convinced. A vision sprang up in which his brother was standing before a crowd, making a speech. What was it? A Nobel Prize acceptance? Pulitzer? Hawkins was right. Rick didn’t know how, but he was convinced of it.
Hawkins was staring at him. “Do you feel all right?”
Rick could feel the sweat gathering on his brow. “Uh, just a little hot, I think. Maybe I’ll step outside to cool down.” With a quick, apologetic smile, he cut through the crowd and out into the crystalline night.
The air was cool on his fevered skin. These new skills were unnerving.
He strode down the street, breathing the crisp air in huge gulps, enjoying the shock of the cold to his system. He was pleasantly chilled but not uncomfortable. It had to be below freezing outside, yet all he felt was a pleasant coolness through his shirt. It was invigorating. A rush of energy filled him. The stars twinkled above. Why not?
Up, he thought. Up. Up. Up.
Muscles coiled. He was feverish, glowing with exertion. A running start and yes, he was aloft, nerves screaming. Whoa, watch that lamppost. He veered to avoid a collision and soared higher, high above the pavement, floating over the rooftops, over the trees, up into the frosty air until the houses below were dwarfed and toylike. Steady. Steady now.
The tiny matchbox houses below. How puny. He felt as if he could scatter the buildings with one kick. One kick. High above him he saw the blink of airline lights. Should he float up there and give the pilot a scare? Fear gave way to intoxication as Rick soared through the nighttime sky. He came to rest atop a three-story condominium. Then he pushed off, up and out, into the dark air again. Laughing, he leaned back and somersaulted in midair.
It was fun! Being a mutant was fun. That was the secret they’d all tried to keep from him. But now he knew it.
The moon was a cold white marble above. The yellow lights of the houses glowed below. He swooped down until he was eye level with the street lamps, then dashed away up and out until he could see the distant glow of downtown Denver with its winter domes and forced-air walkways: a city defending itself against a climate that Rick didn’t even feel.
It was more than fun to be a mutant. It was better: better than being normal. He knew that, now, too.
Eventually he grew tired of the cold and dark. The party beckoned below: warm lights, good food. He was ready to make chitchat now, eager, even, to be sociable. He landed easily, gracefully, on the walk leading up to the main house. Right in front of Ethan Hawkins.
“I came out for a little fresh air myself,” Hawkins said. He regarded Rick thoughtfully. “That was quite a display of telekinesis. Especially for a dysfunctional mutant. I thought nulls couldn’t fly.”
Rick’s cheeks grew hot. Hawkins had literally caught him in midair. “I guess there’ve been a few changes made since I saw you.” He started to walk past Hawkins into the house.
“Wait …”
Rick spun on his heel. “Why, Colonel? Am I suddenly more interesting? As long as I have a few powers, you’d like to talk to me? Would you care to see a few levitation tricks? Perhaps you’d like me to fly you to the Moon?” His smile sharpened into a near grimace. He hadn’t realized until now just how angered he’d been by Hawkins’s snub at the Mutant Council meeting.
Hawkins held up his hands. “I never meant to offend, Rick. If I did, I’m truly sorry. And I remind you that I invited you to visit me. I meant it. And I’ll go a step further. How’d you like a job?”
“I’ve got a job.”
“I’ll pay you triple your salary.”
“You don’t know what I make. What I do.”
“I don’t care.” Hawkins’s eyes gleamed. “I need powerful telekinetics to build my new pavilion. Right away. If you’re game, I promise you an adventure you won’t forget.”
Rick hesitated. Hawkins thought he was some kind of magical mutant. But what if these powers were temporary? What if he woke up tomorrow, a regular null again?
Hawkins grasped his shoulder. “Space, Rick. The future of humankind. You were interested before. Say you’re interested now.”
Rick could read the ferocious ambition in the man’s mind. And he could see the image of that space station, spinning in the great vacuum. But he had hardly had a chance to get acquainted with his new skills, much less commit them to someone else’s use. And he was too proud, too confused, to jump at Hawkins’s offer. “I don’t think so, Colonel.”
Hawkins’s grip tightened. “This is the opportunity of a lifetime.”
“Perhaps.” Rick brushed Hawkins’s hand away. “But I’ve got business to attend to here.” He wanted to see Alanna, suddenly. Had to see her, as soon as possible.
“Don’t play games, Rick. Say the word. I’ll get you clearance on any Moon shuttle.”
Rick wavered. He could make enough money on this job to buy a place for him and Alanna. Without any help from her parents. But no, he couldn’t just cave in this way. Wouldn’t. “I’ll think about it.”
“Don’t think too long,” Hawkins said. He glanced toward the open door. “Well, I’d better get back to your aunt’s party. Join me?”
“In a little while. You go ahead.” Rick watched Hawkins move confidently into the crowd. He wanted to like him, to trust him, but Hawkins’s arrogance got in the way. To him mutants were just a freakish labor pool.
Rick took a step toward the door but he was driven back by the party noise: chatter and music swirled around him, echoing oddly. The room was too brightly lit and full of strangers. He wanted to be alone, away from here. Coming to Denver was a mistake.
He turned his back on the warmth and noise, hurried to his room, and turned on the messagescreen.
“Kelly,” he said. “Michael. Look, I’m sorry to leave so soon. Your party was infinite. Unsurpassed, really. Thanks for inviting me.” He paused, wanting to say more, to explain, somehow. “I needed the break. Guess you’ll think I’m nuts leaving so soon. Maybe I am. But I’ve got to get back. So thanks again. Bye, Mari.”
Rick shut the screen down. Grabbed his gear. Outside, he hesitated for a moment. No cycle. He couldn’t borrow a skimmer. It was too late for a taxi. What the hell. Denver was south. He’d find it, somehow. He shouldered his bag and stepped up into the cool air.
***
The morning sky was gray and overcast, dense with fog. The sun cast murky, diffused light through the lab windows. Inside, Julian gazed blearily at the figures marching across his screen, trying to comprehend them.
Ten flare rides. Eight sightings of his brother.
What did it mean?
Julian had checked the reports of the other flare riders but found nothing unusual, nothing to support his data, no sign of Rick.
His screen clock chimed softly. Ten-thirty. He was due to go on-shift. Time to saddle up.
When he got to the lab, Julian found Tom Cole hurrying down the hall. Cole usually took the first shift in the morning.
“Tom,” Julian said. “How’d the ride go?”
Cole’s golden eyes looked bleary. “Not bad. A quick image here, a quick image there.”
“Anything memorable?”
“A woman walking across a hallway. And then, a spaceplane crashing. But nothing to peg it to.” Cole shook his head. “I’m beat. See you around.”
Julian put on his lab coat and peered into the test area. Karla Rogers was already asleep on her couch, snoring gently. Rogers was a tall, spare, gray-haired mutant in her fifties. He had only been paired with her once before.
Julian hooked himself up, placing the microphone at a comfortable angle.
Relax, he thought. Your hands are trembling. You’re a scientist. He took a deep breath and plunged directly into the heart of a nightmare.
A hot wind howled through the ragged canyons of an anonymous city. Ragged figures shambled across the dark landscape, lit only by flickering yellow flames. In and out of the dancing shadows moved gray, desperate faces. Eyes glazed with misery and pain, the people staggered and fell, crouched whimpering in skeletal doorways, ran screaming in wordless hysteria. A row of buildings burned out of control. Perhaps the entire city was aflame. Here, a child cried uncontrollably, and in the distance, a woman was shrieking. But overriding all sounds was a high, fierce, maniacal laughter. It came from a man perched like some oversized gnome upon a purple-black mushroom cloud. Skerry? No. The face shifted. It was Narlydda. Alanna. Rick.
Rick, yes.
He was walking. His arms were manacled behind his back and he was being forced to march toward a building with barred windows. Surrounded by men in military uniforms. Kicking and punching, they shoved him into a cell and bolted the door. He sank to his knees, howling like a wild beast. His voice was hoarse, ragged, and still he screamed. Then he began to slam his head against the hard boards of the door. Julian flinched each time he did it.
“Alanna,” Rick cried. Blood masked his face in jagged patterns. A gory jack-o’-lantern. “Alanna.”
Julian tore the headset and mike away. His back was drenched with sweat.
“Julian?” Eva’s voice was a faint whisper from the earphones. “What’s wrong?”
A moment later she was kneeling beside him, holding his hand, listening as he told her, voice choked, what he had seen.
“This recurrence of your brother’s image,” Eva said. “I don’t know what to make of it.”
“What you mean is you don’t think I’m being objective enough,” Julian said. “You think I’m skewing the results. Being too emotional.”
“Calm down.” Her voice was gentle. “I just think you may be more impressionable than other riders. Maybe it’s time for you to sit behind the desk awhile and let somebody else do the riding.”
“Dammit, Eva. Why can’t you see that there’s something strange going on surrounding my brother? I’ve had horrendous visions of him: scenes of war and madness.”
“Even if any of these are right, we’re not here to prophesy your brother’s future,” Eva said. “We’re here to document the content of each flare. Regardless of what it means.”
“And if I can’t do it without getting concerned, I’m invited to get off the couch?”
“I wish you wouldn’t put it that way.”
Julian stared at her in fury. Nothing came before the program with Eva. Not her private life. Certainly not their love affair.
“Perhaps you should take a break,” she said. Her tone was soft, persuasive. “We have other riders. Ever since Ethan Hawkins came to visit you’ve been, well, grim.”
“Coincidence. You know I couldn’t stay away. From the lab. From you.”
“Who said anything about staying away from me? I thought maybe just some time off to rest your mind …”
“No!” He couldn’t stop now.
“Then go for a walk. Get a little exercise.” She took him by the shoulder, shook him gently. “I think you need a vacation. But I won’t order you off the program. Not yet.” She glanced down at her watch. “Look, I’m due at a department meeting. See you tonight?”
“Sure.”
She was already out the door.
Julian leaned over Eva’s deskscreen and pressed Rick’s phone code.
A flat, metallic voice announced: “Circuit is busy, repeat, circuit is busy. Try call later.”
Shit. That was no help. Where was Rick? Julian couldn’t help feeling that his brother was in serious trouble. Twinsense told him so. And there was nothing he could do about it.
He glanced at the clock. There was time for another flare ride. Eva was wrong. Julian didn’t need a vacation. He needed answers.
He fitted himself into the headset and microphone. Sank into the flare connection. And watched his brother, dressed in a blue pressure suit, pace along a corridor toward a transparent wall. On the other side of the glass, Julian could see the enormous blue curve of the Earth against the backdrop of space and stars. The image hung before him for a moment before disintegrating into a hundred buzzing particles. Julian paused a moment. No other image came to him. He removed the headset.
“Record,” he said.
“Recording,” replied the lab screen.
“Eleven-fifteen. Akimura. Flare ride. A mutant male, approximate age late twenties, in pressure suit, apparently in space. Walking toward window through which planet Earth can be seen. Approximate span of vision: twenty seconds.”
“Further recording?”
“No.”
The screen clicked off.
Julian stood up. If he reported seeing Rick again, he’d be off the couch. But he’d told the truth, hadn’t he? Just omitted one detail. This strange coincidence wouldn’t last. He wouldn’t have to do this very often.
***
Rick parked his cycle in front of the house. He had tried calling Alanna from the road. No answer. Well, he would phone her as soon as he was upstairs.
“Aki.”
Henley was sitting inside. He looked paler than usual, and even more anxious.
“Henley, how goes it?”
“Not too well. You see, Akimura, we’ve got a little problem we wanted to talk to you about.”
“We?”
“Everybody in the house.”
“And you’re the designated representative. How democratic.”
“Step goofing around, Ak. We need to talk.”
“So talk.” Rick leaned against the wall, arms crossed.
Henley began to fidget uncomfortably. “Well, we, I mean they … aw, hell, Ak, you’ve got to leave.”
“What? Who says?”
“We all do.”
“Even you, Henley?”
Henley nodded slowly. “Even me. Come on, Ak, this isn’t where you belong. Not anymore.”
“Why?”
“Those mutant stunts you pulled. At the Zeitgeist. And here. I mean, I’m grateful for your saving me from the breen and all, but it’s just started to be too much. Even Shoggie complained to me. It’s—it’s scary, Rick. Weird. You’ve got to go. I’m sorry.”
Henley sounded embarrassed as he said it, but Rick saw there was no chance of appeal. Henley told him that Tuli—his old cycling pal, Tuli—had wanted to throw his stuff out the window and change the locks. As if that would have done any good.
“And if I refuse?”
Henley stared at him, mouth open. There was real terror in his eyes. It hurt Rick to see it.
“Relax,” he said. “Just kidding. I’ll get my stuff together and be out of here by tomorrow.”
“Tonight,” Henley said, his voice almost a whisper. “You’ve got to leave by tonight.”
“Where am I supposed to go?” Rick demanded. “Is that fair? You know what housing’s like. Jesus, Henley, there’s a three-week wait at every housing kiosk in northern California. Be reasonable.”
“Sorry. You’re out. Go stay with your brother in Berkeley. Or some other mutant.” And as Henley said it, Rick felt the pain twist in his stomach, as clearly as if he’d been kicked. Go back where you belong. Suddenly he was furious. Henley was frightened of him, was he? But not frightened enough.
There was a slow, growling mutter that slowly grew to a rumbling roar. The walls of the house shook. Henley, white-faced, cried “Earthquake,” and threw himself under the table. Rick laughed. No, not an earthquake. Not exactly. A cascade of furniture, rugs, pottery, cassettes, screens, and clothing came clattering down the stairs, a flood of possessions, coming to rest by the front leg of Henley’s refuge.
“Hey!” he cried. “That’s my stuff.”
“Sorry,” Rick said. “My aim isn’t perfect yet.”
Another rumble, and Rick’s belongings joined the pile: jellbed, screenbrains, screen cassettes, clothing—a mountain of goods that filled half the stairwell and threatened to swamp the living room.
“Now, what am I supposed to do with all this?” Rick said to his terrified housemate. “Could you hold it for me for a minute?”
“You’re gonzo,” Henley yelped. He was standing on the sofa now, looking as though he intended to dive out the window.
“Not yet,” Rick said. He wanted to break windows. Hurl Henley out the back door. Reduce the house to cinders. No. No. He took a deep breath. “So long.”
The door flew open and Rick strode through it, cursing. Only when he stood on the lawn, breathing heavily, did he become frightened.
I could have killed him, he thought. I nearly did.
The yard swam in his vision as tears filled his eyes. He was finished here. Henley and everybody else had seen that while he’d ignored the changes. But now he knew. There was no room for him in a nonmutant world. None at all. He got on his cycle, looked back once at the house, and set out for Mendocino and the healers.
***
The Retreat was a ten-acre communal estate outside Mendocino: three main buildings hidden behind high walls, strictly patrolled to keep the curious—and the nonmutant—away. The guard took one look at Rick’s eyes and waved him on.
The early morning sun illuminated a curving road leading down past eucalyptus trees to a group of redwood buildings nestled together in a cul-de-sac. Rick stopped his cycle and entered the largest building. He had driven all night, yet he felt alert, rested, strangely energetic.
A heavyset, gray-haired woman in pale blue robes stood in the main hall.
I’m Dr. Rita Saiken.
“I’m Rick Akimura.”
Why have you come, without prior
notice?
“Something strange seems to be happening to me.”
Saiken frowned. You’re a null, aren’t you?
I was.
Will you permit me to make a probe?
“I guess so. Will it hurt?”
No. Come into this room. Take off your jacket and lie on that table. Now close your eyes.
Rick felt the table, cool against his back. And an odd pressure on his forehead that seemed to sink beneath the skin, deeper and deeper. But the healer hadn’t touched him, had she? He opened his eyes. She was sitting on a wallcushion, head lowered in meditation.
Eyes closed please.
“Sorry.” The pressure increased, became a vibration that ran through his cortex, down his spine, along every nerve. Muscles jumped in his arms and legs.
Interesting. Can you visualize the small portascreen in the corner of the room?
“The red one? Yeah.”
Fine. I’d like you to move it to the other corner.
Rick began to sit up.
Stay where you are. Just move the stand.
“Oh.” He took a mental fix on it, remembered its neat, curving shell. Up. He felt something uncoil at the back of his neck and knew the screen was lifting, floating easily across the room.
Fine. Excellent control.
Rick lifted the table he was on as well.
Very impressive.
You want party tricks? he thought. I’ll give you party tricks. He concentrated furiously and the healer began to float into the air.
That’s enough. Stop it. You waste time.
“So what?”
We have much work to do. Breathe slowly. Pace yourself. No. No. No.
Sorry.
And use mindspeech. You have it, you know. The only way to understand how to control your talents is to use them.
What do you think I’m doing here?
Stop fighting us, Rick. We’re on your side.
What side is that?
Open your eyes, please. Come with me.
Where?
For further tests.
She led him down a long corridor and into a multilevel room filled with children’s toys, benches, cushions, and tables.
What is this? Kindergarten?
Yes.
I’m a little old for this.
Chronologically. But in terms of mutant ability, you are little more than an infant. Therefore, we must begin here. You have only the most rudimentary controls in place. It’s a miracle you haven’t injured yourself or somebody else. When did these skills begin manifesting themselves?
I don’t know. Two weeks ago. Maybe three.
Remarkable. We’ve never documented a null developing any skills at all, let alone this late into adulthood. All our studies will be affected. We must examine you thoroughly.
Hold on. All
I care about is getting a handle on my talents.
Of course. But this sort of training takes time.
How long?
Difficult to say. We’ve never had a case like yours. Several months, at least, I should think.
Rick could see a plan forming in the woman’s mind. It showed him parading through room after room, before this panel of experts and that, performing like some lab animal as mutant geneticists conferred, made notes, poked and prodded him.
Deftly, he moved in between her thoughts, inserting his own clauses: He’s an unusual case, yes, but we’re really overcrowded. I’ll give him the basic one-week training and then we’ll see.
Rita Saiken glared at him. “If you wish to influence my thoughts,” she said, “you’ll have to work much harder, Mr. Akimura. I’m a level-one telepath. Excellent shields. You really are wasting your time.”
“Oh.” Rick’s face felt hot. “What level am I?”
“I don’t know. Yet.”
He took another telepathic peek at her. Sure enough, he saw the shields now. Fascinating. He could analyze their structure. Interlocking layers prevented telepathic linkage. How useful. Without much effort, he duplicated them, cutting himself off from Rita Saiken’s probing.
She sat up, mouth open in shock. What have you done? Those shields weren’t there before.
Not bad for an
infant, huh?
Take them down immediately!
Ask nicely.
If you refuse to cooperate, we cannot proceed.
Rick sat up and grabbed Rita Saiken by the arm.
Stop! What you’re doing is strictly prohibited.
I’ve just changed the rules.
He held her in a mindlock and worked on her shields, peeling back each layer and discarding it until he had clear access to her. Saiken convulsed, jerking, but he held her rigidly, quelling the spasms with a telepathic command. He roamed freely, learning the secrets of control, the narrowing and broadening of vision, techniques of farspeech, clairaudient boosters, telepathic commands. He probed deeply, absorbing her knowledge at a blinding pace. In the process, he strayed across deep memories: images flared of an old man, nonmutant, with a cruel face, of a dark room, and a locked door. Saiken whimpered. Rick paused, took in the sad vision of harsh blows and monstrous abuse.
Rita, this memory isn’t doing you any good. And with that same thought, Rick obliterated the antique malignancy.
Saiken sighed.
Heal a healer, win a prize, she thought. Rick saw she had no more to offer him. Sleep. He restored her shields and withdrew.
Saiken was curled on her side, resting upon thick red cushions. Rick patted her gently.
I can’t stay here, he thought. They’ll try to cage me. And sooner or later, they might succeed.
He hurried out into the chill air. Early morning. How long had Saiken worked on him?
Behind him he could hear faint mind cries, growing louder.
Stop. Come back.
You’re not ready.
Dangerous. He mindraped Rita. Catch him!
Rick kicked in the jets on his cycle in a desperate plunge toward the gate. The guard, alerted by the healers, had sealed the doors and stood, facing him, arms crossed.
“You must go back,” he said.
Make me.
A telekinetic bolt, screaming blue and red, tore at him, forcing the cycle into a turn. Rick wrestled with the controls. Useless. He was going to hit the wall. No. He tried to levitate the bike away. No good. At the last moment, he floated free from the seat. The jet bike crashed into the brick, compacting into a sputtering, tangled wreck.
Rick floated, staring down at the wreckage. Then he drifted to earth and touched a crumpled fender.
You’re tired, the voices whispered to him. So tired.
His legs felt as though they would buckle beneath him.
Rest. Come back to the Retreat.
His head sagged onto his chest for a moment. Tired. Yes, he was so tired. He would go back and they would welcome him and—
The image of Alanna bloomed in his mind, fierce, sudden, enticing. He wanted to see her. Had to. Power surged through him. He turned and faced the gatekeeper.
“Let me out.”
For answer, the guard unleashed another telekinetic bolt. But Rick was ready. He bent under the blast, turning the energy and directing it at the gate. Bars bent, groaning, and buckled under the force of his will until they were flat as railroad tracks. Rick sped up and over them, levitating away, until all telepathic noise had faded, and the only sound he heard was the pounding of his heart.
He couldn’t maintain this effort for hours. But he had to get to Marin. To Alanna. The bike was gone. He’d have to find transportation somewhere. In town.
He made his way into Mendocino and paused at a parking lot near the bullet train station.
He had no credit chips. Steal some? Hell, why not steal a skimmer? He eyed the snub-nosed vehicles in the lot until he found a dark blue streamlined number that looked appealing. Easy to pick the lock telekinetically and start the engine. Even without telekinesis, he could have done it. All these Korean skimmers had the same lock configuration. He pulled the car out of the lot.
Marin was three hours away. With luck, he would be there before midnight.
***
The ceiling was a shifting pattern of color washes, soothing to the eye. Alanna watched the wave pattern, willing herself to grow sleepy. Her mother had designed the wash screen for her years ago. The room audio was set to wave pattern. Slowly, she invoked the chant for sleep. Her toes grew numb, her arms heavy.
She was just slipping off into a strange, starlit landscape when she heard the call.
Alanna.
Faint, but audible.
Alanna.
Stronger now. Whose mindvoice was that?
Can you hear me?
She sat up in bed.
Think something. Don’t worry. I’ll hear you.
Rick? When did you
develop mindspeech? She began to sweat. What had happened to him? Where are you?
In Mendocino.
I didn’t know where you went. Why didn’t you call me?
It’s a long story. Anyway, I should be there in a few hours. Can you get packed and ready?
Yes, but wait.
Where are we going?
I don’t know yet.
Are you crazy?
Don’t you want to be with me?
Rick, you haven’t called me in ages, been totally incommunicado, then you mindspeak me to tell me, get ready, we’re going someplace but you’re not sure where. Mindspeech, no
less? I don’t even think I’m talking to you!
Come on, don’t nag me. Things have been stranger than strange. I’ll explain it all when I see you.
You’re coming here?
Sure. Why not?
Rick, I don’t think you want to see my father. And I know he doesn’t want to
see you.
Don’t worry about it. Just sneak outside. I’ll meet you down the street.
Rick, I—
Oh, one more thing. We’ll need wheels.
What happened to your jet cycle?
Tell you later. See you outside about eleven.
The linkage faded.
“Damn.” Alanna was wide awake. Rick was coming for her. She trembled, fear and excitement colliding. All these changes: would he look different? Was she foolish for hurrying to respond to his summons? Perhaps. But how could she ignore him? No, she couldn’t. That was impossible. She would go with him, wherever he took her. With a deep breath she willed herself to stop shaking, turned on the light, and began to stuff clothing into a backsac.
* * *
Dr. Rita Saiken sat in her darkened office and watched the stars twinkling above the trees like distant lanterns in the early morning sky. She was not a woman given to hysteria. But her encounter with Rick Akimura had shaken her to the core. She turned her attention to the other healers seated around the room. “A null doesn’t just change overnight,” she said. “Unless the null state is merely a latency period.”
“For what?” First Healer Hesta Doherty said. “Rita, forgive us, but we must be skeptical of any theories on mutant development. That intruder worked you over pretty thoroughly. We’ve found indication of memory erasure. Who knows what other damage he did? Are you certain you want to debate this now?”
“Absolutely.”
“You should rest.”
“And you should be willing to face the truth.”
“There’s little evidence that he’s anything more than a rogue multitalent,” said Kristof Jenner, Doherty’s assistant.
“Look at his file,” Saiken replied. “This multitalent you’re talking about was a documented null until age twenty-five. The son of a documented null.”
“That family’s had some unfortunate luck.”
“By the Book! Won’t you see what we’re facing?”
Doherty shook her head. “Calm down, Rita. We understand your agitation. But frankly, we must proceed cautiously. Are you certain you’re maintaining total objectivity?”
“What does that mean?”
“Only that your adherence to the True Host is known to us. Perhaps you are eager to have the old prophecies proved true.”
Saiken glared at her. “How dare you? My beliefs are not your concern. I’ve been a resident healer for fifteen years. You’ve seen my record.”
“Of course. No offense intended.”
“Then what do you propose to do about Rick Akimura?”
“Do? There’s nothing to do.”
“The Mutant Councils should be notified. We must bring him back here.”
“And cage him like an animal? That’s not our way. Besides, he’s already proven too strong for us.”
“We were unready. With enough practiced telepaths, with neural dampers …” She saw in their eyes that she was failing. “I ask you. Have we ever seen powers bloom this late? Documented a null changing into a multitalent?”
“No.”
“Can we requisition his genetic chart?”
“You know we lack information on the father,” Jenner said. “That fire in the Metro Los Angeles base net destroyed years of records and backups.”
“Rita, get some sleep,” Doherty said. “We’ll discuss this tomorrow.”
She waited patiently while they filed out of the room, then sat alone in the darkened chamber. What if the right genetic factors came together to work their peculiar magic? An evolutionary leap is made. Null turns multi.
What if Rick Akimura is
the next-step mutant?
Her heart pounded at the thought. Almost automatically, she began the chant for composure:
***
“Night is long,
Night is dark,
Deep.
Each night enfolds us
In the safety of its embrace
The stars a pillow for weary head
The ocean a blanket for willing body
Through endless dark
to the promise of light
We endure. And endure.
Together.”
***
Her breathing slowed, but to ensure composure she pressed a half-dose hypo of Valedrine against her arm.
Only the True Host of the Book practiced the old chants. She’d begun attending Host meetings three years ago, when the general Mutant Council gathering had begun to depress her; too many nonmutants admitted to the inner circle. Too little respect for tradition.
Saiken smiled as the Valedrine comforted her, buoyed her upward through the darkness. It strengthened her resolve as she reached for the keypad and tapped out the code of the Book Keeper of the True Host.
Paula Byrne answered her screen quickly. Her white hair made a soft halo around her thin face. She smiled as she recognized the caller. “Rita, it’s a rare pleasure. How may I serve?”
“Sister, I bring wonderful news,” Saiken said. “Our long wait is ended.”
.
******************



 
 
9
Julian bent over his deskpad, one eye on the screen, the other on his calculator. When the phone chimed, he looked up from his notes with relief and exasperation. He split the screen, saving the statistics on the left. His mother’s face appeared on the right beside rows of glowing orange digits.
“Julian, have you seen Rick?”
“Mom, I’m right in the middle of some heavy number crunching.”
“This is important.”
“So is my dissertation. Which I’ll never get done if I have to check up on my brother every five minutes.”
“I’m not talking about every five minutes. I’m talking about now.” Her voice rose slightly on the last word.
“Sorry. No, I haven’t heard from Rick.”
“Your aunt Kelly saw him a couple of days ago.”
“In Denver?”
“Yes. Remember her Shuttle Corps reunion?”
“Rick went?” Julian stared at her in surprise. “But he hates parties like that.”
His mother nodded. “I know. Even more peculiar, he asked if he could come early. Kelly said he seemed nervous, almost as though he were trying to get away from something.”
“I’ll bet. Probably the Yakuza.” His eyes drifted to the left toward the rows of orange numbers.
“Pay attention, Julian! This is as important as your studies. Rick vanished in the middle of the party. Kelly saw him talking to Ethan Hawkins. Then he was gone.”
“Hmm. Any note?”
“Just a farewell and apology.”
“Strange.”
“It gets stranger. Kelly told me her daughter, Mari, saw Rick levitating in their backyard.”
“What? She must have been joking.”
“I don’t think so.”
Julian shook his head. “How could Rick levitate? He’s a null. Everybody knows that. Did Kelly actually see him do anything unusual?”
“No,” his mother said. “And I’ve tried to call Rick, even just to leave a message, but the circuit is always busy. Those people he lives with must never get off the phone.”
“I had the same problem when I tried to call him,” Julian said. “Did you try Alanna?”
“Yes. Narlydda was frantic. She said Alanna had bolted in the middle of the night. Left a vague note for them. They found it this morning. Narlydda’s certain that Alanna went away with Rick. But where?”
“Sounds likely. And they’ll turn up sooner or later.”
“Julian, I’m terribly worried.”
“Mom, you’re always worried about Rick.”
She said nothing but her eyes glittered with anger.
“Sorry.” He regretted his words. But whenever he talked to his mother, sooner or later she told him how worried she was about Rick. He had interrupted the family ritual. An act of appeasement was called for. “Mom, tell you what. I’ll take a trip down to Santa Cruz this afternoon. I’m not due in the lab before three. I’ll try to find Rick’s housemates and see if they know where he is.”
“If they don’t, I’m calling the police,” Melanie said. “I never worry about you, Julian. I know you’ve got good sense. And mutant powers on top of it. But that brother of yours …”
“He’s probably just on a party trip, Mom. Most likely, he got a bunch of his friends together and they’re riding around having a big time while we sit here worrying. I’ll find him.”
“When you do, remind him that he has a mother.” Her image faded.
Julian rubbed his head. A trip to Santa Cruz was the last thing he had time for. The orange figures onscreen demanded his attention. But he had promised, hadn’t he? He stared at the screen for a minute. Then he shut it off.
Rick. He was worried about him, too. But it wasn’t something he could discuss with his mother. Or anyone else.
Almost every other flare ride he’d taken had shown him some new, strange, and disturbing vision of his brother: raving in some healers’ retreat, smuggling weapons into Algeria, sitting at the right hand of the President of the United States, lying dead on a barroom floor.
The visions had become so crazy that he’d started to conceal them, editing his reports for the program. If Eva found out, she would never forgive him. And with their growing intimacy, the risk was great that something would slip through, some night, along their telepathic linkage. But if he told her what he had really seen, she would kick him off the couch. And Julian was convinced that only through the flare rides would he learn the significance of these peculiar visions. So he had neglected to mention that the mutant male he saw on every other ride was Rick Akimura, age twenty-five. And he hoped that he’d figure out the key to this riddle soon. Before Eva learned what he’d done.
***
Ethan Hawkins got an early start on the day. At breakfast, as he mixed his usual bowl of hydroponically produced grain and fruit, he scanned the newsscreen first, then turned to his messages.
Lee Oniburi: concerning their joint venture on manufacturing prosthetics for general sale.
Jasper Saladin: falling behind on Pavilion construction.
Progress reports from mining operations on the Moon’s dark side.
Melanie Akimura: please call. Urgent.
“Leporello, get me Melanie Akimura at Cable News.”
“Ringing.”
A moment later a 3-D image of the woman materialized opposite Hawkins. She was wearing a yellow tunic that shimmered in the holo effect.
“Colonel, thank you for calling.”
“You said it was urgent. But I’d hardly call an interview urgent, Melanie.”
She looked flustered. “The interview? Oh, yes, of course. Well, I’d like to discuss that. But what I want to know is if you’ve seen my son Rick.”
“The dark-haired twin? Not since last week, in Denver. Why? Is there some problem?”
“I hope not. I’m trying to locate him.”
“If there’s anything I can do …”
“Oh, no. I’d just heard you’d encountered him at Kelly Ryton’s party.”
“Yes, indeed. I imagine you’re quite proud of his new talents?”
“New talents? What new talents?”
“He put on a very impressive display of telekinetic ability.” Hawkins paused. The woman appeared stunned. “You mean, you didn’t know?”
“Oh, yes, of course I did,” she said too hastily.
“Is this usual for a null to develop mutant skills?”
“I don’t know. It’s theoretically possible.” She gazed at him, unseeing. “New talents—” He watched her struggling with the idea. Then she said abruptly, “Thank you, Colonel. I won’t take up your time any further.”
Before he could say another word, the screen went dark.
Strange. Well, Akimura family problems were none of his concern. But that reminded him of the other twin, Julian. And Eva Seguy’s research.
“Leporello, any reports from Berkeley?”
“The cold fusion lab …”
“No. The other program.”
“Nothing from Eva Seguy.”
“Send her a faxmail note: ‘Thinking of you and hoping the future looks bright.’ And a dozen roses. No, wait. Orchids.”
“Cymbidiums?”
“Too masculine. Send the ones that look like butterflies on a branch—”
“Paphiopedilum.”
“Right. The white and pink ones. With an autofeed and preserve container. Gold reedglass or celadon. Something round.”
“Done.”
The phone chimed.
“Colonel, it’s Rick Akimura. Calling collect.”
How odd, Hawkins thought. First the mother, then the son. “Put him through.”
The screen lit to show the young Akimura, dark hair windblown, a small golden hoop sparkling in his left earlobe. His expression was wary.
“Rick, I just had a call from your mother. She was asking for you. Wants you to call her.”
Akimura gave a strange laugh. “I’ll have to call her one of these days. But right now I want to talk to you, Colonel.”
“What can I do for you?”
“You said to call if I wanted a job. Is the offer still good?”
“Of course. When can I expect you?”
“On the next shuttle out of SFO.”
“Fine. There’ll be a pass waiting for you at the gate.”
“Better make it two passes, Colonel.”
Hawkins frowned. “I’m not in the business of providing free rides for your friends, Rick.”
“This is more than a friend, Colonel. And if she doesn’t come, I don’t, either.”
“I see. Well, bring her along then. But tell me, is she telekinetic?”
Rick smirked. “Is she ever. Colonel, you’re getting two little mutants to help build your castles in space. Congratulations.” The screen went dark.
Hawkins hummed part of the Triumphal March from Aida and watched the golden-white curve of the Moon slip past his window. Then he turned back to his screen.
“Leporello, get me Jasper Saladin.”
“He’s in a meeting.”
“Then leave him this message: ‘Answered prayers on the way.’”
***
The old Victorian house looked run-down and shabby. Three bikes were parked outside, none of them Rick’s. Julian parked his skimmer, walked up the porch stairs, and pressed the doorpad twice. He could hear music playing and the sound of heavy footsteps, getting louder.
“Yeah?” The doorscreen was blank. Only the audio appeared to be working.
“I’m Julian Akimura. Rick’s brother.”
“Rick’s gone. Moved out.”
“When?”
“Last week. Hey, Henley, when’d you tell Akimura to get out?”
A faint voice replied. “Years ago.”
“His brother’s here.”
“He is?”
Julian heard a second set of footsteps approach and then the door creaked open. A man with pale white hair, pale skin, and pale blue eyes peered out, blinking like an owl at the midday sun. His pupils were enormous. He wore a ruffled white shirt similar to the kind Julian had seen on Rick. “Listen,” he said. “If you see your brother, you tell him he owes Henley for damage on my sound system.”
“I don’t know where he is. I’d hoped you did.”
“Huh. That’s funny. I don’t know. Or care.”
The door started to close.
“Wait,” Julian said. “You told him to leave?”
“Yeah.” The biker’s tone was defensive.
“May I ask why?”
“May you ask why?” he mimicked. “Certainly, sir. We requested the absence of his presence because he decided to turn mutant on us.”
“Turn mutant?”
“Yeah.” Henley gave him a scornful look. “You should know. Floating things through the air. Reading minds. The usual creepy stuff.”
“But he’s a null.”
“Go tell him that.” Henley started to turn away, then paused. “Look, your brother was all right. He even saved my life once. But he doesn’t belong here. And don’t come looking for him again.”
The door closed.
“Thanks,” Julian said to nobody.
So they had gotten frightened and thrown Rick out. Julian shook his head. For a moment he was tempted to force his way into the house and give them all a really good scare with a few telepathic tricks. Dripping ceilings. Melting walls. Rick would have enjoyed that. But Rick wasn’t here.
His temper cooled. Julian couldn’t shake the feeling that Rick was in the middle of some calamity. Throughout their childhood Julian had known the instant his brother had gotten into trouble: twinsense had twanged as though it were a tuning fork held to his ear. It was humming now, prickling the hair on the back of his neck. Had Rick really turned into an operant mutant? Impossible. It had to be impossible. But where was he?
More worried than ever, he drove back to Berkeley for the afternoon shift in the lab.
Marcus Schueller greeted him with a smile. “I always sleep better when you’re riding, Julian.”
“You may sleep well. But I see nightmares.”
Schueller frowned.
Whoops. Not supposed to say anything to influence the sleepers.
Influence the sleepers.
Julian froze as the notion crystallized. If another telepath had been in the vicinity, he would have blushed with guilt and shielded his thoughts. No. No, he couldn’t do it. But yes. Yes, he would.
He waited until Schueller was snoring, then made a tentative telepathic probe. Reached down to the man’s dreaming consciousness and inserted the image of Rick.
Help me find him, Marcus. Show me where he is.
The sleeping man grumbled a bit, shifted his position, started to sit up. Quickly, Julian withdrew the link, afraid that his probe had been too strong, too direct. Would Schueller awaken and remember it?
No. The sleeper rolled onto his back, mumbling. After a moment his vocalizations trailed off into steady snores. Good.
Julian sank down into the flare connection.
He was in space, aboard an orbital station. Julian watched as his brother strode down a hall, into a compartment where he donned a green, double-layered pressure suit. Rick connected the safety cable, opened the airlock, and propelled himself telekinetically into the airless void. The lock closed behind him. Slowly he approached the girdered platform. Welders floated above and below, at impossible angles. All were intent on their tasks, some using vacuum-adapted torches while others relied on the strength of their mutant talent.
The skeleton of a pavilion similar to the one Rick had just exited was taking shape, held in place by the platform. Small flares of energy here and there revealed the constant activity of welders. Rick took his place among them, telekinetically mating ceramic steel to ceramic steel in sandwiched, baffled layers. But there was a flaw. Wait, no. … The skeleton sagged, began to break apart, and the multistory platform holding it ruptured. Men and women screamed behind pressure masks, tried to jet away, out of range, only to be swatted like insects in slow motion by drifting girders, severed from their lifelines, left to drift helplessly, far from the Pavilion.
Rick was one of them. He floated on his back, unconscious or dead. Near him floated another whose face was familiar. Alanna. Both of them motionless. Then an eyelid flickered and Rick’s eyes opened. He came alert, rolled to his left, and reached for Alanna. When she was safely in his grasp, he began to use telekinesis to draw the scattered workers toward the Pavilion’s safety. The few other mutants quickly added their talents to his. All were quickly swept up by rescue teams. But Rick remained outside, shaking off all the eager hands wanting to pull him in.
He jetted back toward the wreckage, and floated next to it, staring intently. Then he closed his eyes.
Folded metal unfolded. Shattered panels reformed as though puzzle pieces were being set in place. As Julian watched, his brother repaired the half-finished Pavilion. He made it halfway back to Hawkins’s Pavilion before his energy failed. He had to be towed in.
The vision faded. Julian sat up.
He knew where his brother was. Or would be.
***
The blue curve of Earth filled two thirds of the window. Rick stared at it in fascination. With satisfaction, Rick took in the dense blackness of space. Alanna stood beside him, speechless.
A thin, olive-skinned man with a long face entered the room.
“I’m Jasper Saladin,” he said. “I’ll be supervising you. Ever done any welding in vacuum?”
“No.”
“How about low-g?”
Rick shook his head.
“Marvelous.” Saladin smiled sourly. “We’re starting from scratch here.”
“Colonel Hawkins said you wanted telekinetics,” Rick said. “If you need trained ones, then train us.”
Saladin regarded him silently. Then his mouth curved upward at one corner in a grudging smile. “All right. Let’s get started, before we waste any more time.”
Rick and Alanna followed him along the corridor and down several levels into a wide bay.
“There are pressure suits on the wall,” Saladin said. “Put them on and let me check the seals and oxygen supply.”
He strapped himself into a red suit and mask and his voice over suit-to-suit intercom was strangely flattened. “Good. I want you to get used to moving in zero-g vacuum in these suits. Make certain your tethers are in place. We’ve got interlocking webbing on the soles of your suits, and matching pathways to keep you in place. If you should start to drift, these lines are the only way we can haul you back.”
“The only way?” Rick said. “Seems dangerous.”
Saladin flashed him an unreadable look. “It is. Now plant yourselves firmly on the path. I’m going to open the space doors and we’ll be in vacuum. Everybody secure?”
He pressed a wall-mounted keypad. Airlock doors slid into place over the entrance to the main Pavilion as a warning klaxon sounded. At the far end of the shuttle bay a wall was sliding back to reveal the dense blackness of space beyond.
Rick felt a thrill of terror course up his spine. Space. Vacuum. He had asked for it, hadn’t he?
“Everybody okay?” Saladin glanced at them quickly. “Now try walking forward.”
Rick pulled one foot free from the clinging path—it seemed to take forever. The step he took was more of a hop. He had to force his leg back down as it wobbled, weightless. Like walking through water, without the stiff resistance.
“Not as easy as you thought?” Saladin said.
“This is really inefficient,” Alanna said. “No wonder you’re behind schedule.”
“Oh, really? What would you suggest?”
“This.” She pulled one foot free, then the other. Floating above the pathway, she curled her legs under her and suddenly shot forward as though propelled. “It’s much easier to do it telekinetically.”
Rick regretted that Saladin’s mask cut off his expression.
“I’m sure it is,” Saladin said after a moment. “I’d suggest you make full use of your talents to assist your work.”
“When do we try welding?”
“I thought we’d wait until tomorrow …”
“Let’s do it now,” Rick said. “You were the one worried about wasting time.”
“All right. Fine. This way.” Saladin moved in graceless hops toward a work area near the far curve of the bay. “These are steel-infused girders that we routinely use in construction of the pavilions.”
“Why don’t they just build these on Earth and ship them up?” Alanna said.
“Too expensive to put them in orbit. And the insurance costs are prohibitive. We can’t guarantee every launch will be perfect when we’re transporting things on this scale.”
Rick glanced at the metal supports. It would be easy to meld them, he saw. Child’s play. He waited through Saladin’s labored explanation, then began mating girders as though he had been doing it all his life. A little pressure here, concentration there. A quick flare of energy and voila.
“Very nice,” Saladin said.
Rick began to twist the girders into abstract patterns.
“You’re wasting valuable material.”
“Come off it, Saladin. This has all got to be waste for practice.” The surface of the girders was smooth and gray, flickering here and there with the glint of light off some mica chips in the ceramic epoxy mix. As Rick watched, the mica chips glittered and grew larger. The surface of the girder became rough, pockmarked, riddled with holes and bubbles. Rick realized that he was looking into the girder, at the structure of the thing. He saw strings of molecules snaking around one another. And he understood that there was something wrong with their spidery patterns, something dangerous and unstable.
“How much of this metal has been used on the new Pavilion?” Rick asked.
“That’s a strange question,” Saladin said. “Why should you …”
“Just answer it!”
“Maybe a ton.”
“It’s all got to be replaced,” Rick said. “And right away.”
“You must be joking.”
“It’s riddled with flaws, Saladin. A microassay should tell you what’s wrong and where.”
“How do you know?”
“I can see them.”
Alanna swung around in slow motion. “See them? Rick, what are you talking about?”
“I don’t know how,” he said. “But I can see into the metal. See where the microbubbles are.”
“Bubbles?” Saladin’s voice was tinged with alarm. “But we checked this equipment thoroughly.”
“Then check it again.”
“But how can you see them?”
“I told you,” Rick said sharply. “I don’t know. But they’re there. And you’d better do something about them or there’ll be a bad accident.”
Alanna leaned toward him. “Can you see that, too?”
Rick closed his eyes. Images of deformed machinery, inert bodies on severed lifelines. Chaos. Silent death in space. “Yes. Yes, I can. Saladin, you’ve got to stop it, do you hear?”
Saladin was already on the intercom. “Stop work. Yes, I know Hawkins won’t like it. Tell him I’ll explain. And get a microassay going on the new steel shipment.” He turned back, closed the space doors. The hiss of returning air filled their ears, and returning gravity gradually reclaimed and weighted their limbs.
Saladin removed his mask. “We’ll have to wait for test results, to be sure. But if you’re right, Akimura, somebody has a lot to answer for.” He paused. “And God help you if you aren’t. I didn’t know mutants could see into things. Or foresee the future.”
Rick smiled grimly and unsealed his suit. “Neither did I.”
Alanna was staring at him, an uneasy expression on her face. When their eyes met, she peered at him intently, as though she could look right into his soul. Her expression was pensive, even worried. Then she glanced away.
***
“What do you mean we have to stop construction!” Hawkins stared at Saladin as though he’d lost his mind. “I bring you two telekinetics and the next thing I hear is you’ve frozen all movement.”
Saladin’s expression was even more sour than usual. “Akimura found flaws in the steel.”
“What? I thought you had it checked.”
“I did. But he was right. I don’t know how he did it. But if we’d continued to build, stress fractures would have occurred. Possibly total structural failure. I don’t even like to think about it.”
“You’ve confirmed this?”
“Yes.”
“How long for repairs?”
“A month.”
Hawkins sighed. “Can you keep it to that?”
“I’ll try.”
Hawkins nodded in dismissal. But Saladin lingered, fidgeting.
“Something else?”
“It’s Akimura.”
“Is he difficult?”
“Not really. But after finding the flaws, he started to tell me about the pattern of stress fractures that would occur. He could see it as clearly as though he were looking into a crystal ball.”
“Speculation.”
“I don’t think so.”
“His girlfriend didn’t start to tell you the future, too, did she?”
Saladin leaned forward. “Alanna just seems to be telekinetic. But this guy is unusual.”
“I’d say so. Especially if he can amaze a cynic like you, Jasper.”
Saladin scowled and walked out.
As though he were looking into a crystal ball …
Was it possible? Hawkins liked to think of himself as a level-headed businessman. But what he had experienced at the Berkeley labs and heard about today shook his faith in the nature of reality. What if Rick Akimura could see into things? And into the future?
He had to find him. Question him.
“Leporello, find Rick Akimura.”
“He’s on the gym level. In the pool.”
“Page him. No, wait. I’ll go talk to him myself.” Hawkins was on his feet. “The only way to get answers is to ask the questions yourself.”
.
******************
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The pool glistened in its g-field like a huge, jellied aquamarine jewel. Rick leaned back and floated upon the warm, wet cushion of the water, savoring the sensation, staring up and out into the galaxy through the windows that ringed the gym.
The pool vanished. The room dropped away. He was not on the Pavilion. He was far from Earth. Strange red sands shifted beneath his feet and figures in bulky pressure suits trudged along paths carved through rocky hills. The sky was dark blue, almost black. White stars twinkled through the thin atmosphere. Mars. It had to be Mars. But when? Five minutes from now? Five years?
“Mind if I join you?”
The red sandscape disappeared. Rick returned to real time with a splash. He opened his eyes. Ethan Hawkins was bobbing next to him in the water.
“It’s a big pool. Plenty of room for two,” Rick said, and wondered how long he had been out, elsewhere or when.
“Sorry to disturb your meditations.” Hawkins didn’t look very sorry.
“Any word on my union application?” Rick said.
“Not yet. These things take time. And they’re unwilling to admit too many telekinetics, Rick. You know they’re afraid of losing their jobs.”
“Yeah. Well, I can see why. But I don’t like working as a scab.”
“You’re not a scab, Rick. You’re not breaking any strike line.”
“Sure feels like it with the cold shoulder the union guys are giving me.”
“That’s to be expected. They know you’re under special contract.”
“Call it what you want,” Rick said. “Those welders don’t like it that I’m nonunion. They want a closed shop. I’m forcing it open.”
“Let me worry about that.” Hawkins stretched slowly in the water. “Thought I’d get a lap or two in. Want to join me?”
“How about a race?” Rick said.
“Fine,” Hawkins said. “But I should warn you that swimming was my sport in college.”
“Extreme. I love a challenge.”
They made their way to the shallow end, waited until the wallmech signaled them, and kicked off the edge of the gravity field.
As Rick had expected, Hawkins was a powerful swimmer, especially with that prosthetic arm. The seal between arm and shoulder was a livid pink scar, but the arm looked nearly normal. Hawkins cut through the water like a shark, determined, remorseless, strong.
Rick couldn’t match Hawkins’s power but he was equally determined, and managed to keep pace. For a moment he was tempted to use telekinesis to gain the lead. No. No. Do it without mutant stunts. He stroked desperately, lungs heaving, legs thrashing, and began to pull ahead.
Should I let the boss win?
As soon as he thought it, Rick put even more distance between himself and Hawkins. Every man and mutant for himself, he thought. His lead increased. Lengthened. By the time Hawkins touched the far edge of the pool, Rick was sitting on the deck with his legs dangling in the water, ready to hand him a towel.
A look of frustration passed over Hawkins’s face. “Nice form,” he said, unsmiling. “I didn’t know you were such a swimmer.”
“I’m full of surprises,” Rick said with a sharp grin.
“No doubt.” Hawkins pulled himself up out of the pool and wrapped the towel around his midsection. “I understand you found some flaws in the metal Jasper Saladin asked you to weld.”
“Yeah,” Rick said. “It was full of holes. You really ought to improve your quality control, Colonel.”
Hawkins gave him a sharp look. “Surely the flaws were on a microscopic level. You’d need more than good eyes to see them.”
Rick shrugged.
“Saladin also said you told him precisely how the flaws would deform the new Pavilion. The pattern of stress fractures.”
“So?”
“I’d call that a gift for prophecy.”
“Would you?”
“And I’d call any man that had a reliable gift for it a wealthy, lucky individual,” Hawkins said. “What do you think, Rick?”
Rick eyed him coolly. “What are you offering?”
“Whatever you want.” The eagerness in the colonel’s voice was unmistakable.
“You’d like me to become house seer for Aria Corp. and tell you where to place your bets.” Rick shook his head. “Even if I could, I wouldn’t do it.”
“But you can see the future.”
“Can I? That’s what you said. I only told Saladin about the potential for destruction.”
“But you saw it.”
“I saw something,” Rick said. “A possibility. There’s no guarantee about it.”
“I’m not asking for guarantees.”
“Aren’t you?”
“Rick, why do you want to float in space welding metal when you could be lying on a beach somewhere …”
“That vision came to me,” Rick said. “I didn’t go looking for it. I can’t just summon the future with a snap of my fingers. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t tell you what you’ll be doing ten minutes from now. Or a year. It doesn’t seem to work that way.”
“A pity.”
“Yeah.”
Hawkins’s wristscreen beeped.
“Excuse me.” He got to his feet and began to walk toward the door.
Rick sniffed at his esper trail and caught traces of schemes, ambition, an odd measure or two from some opera. And two images of himself.
In the first, he was sitting at a table covered by a rich velvet cloth, wearing a strange headdress,, like a turban, and he was peering intently into a crystal ball whose interior revealed the vastness of space.
In the second image, he was dangling on the end of a looping silver cord with the blaze of stars as a backdrop, negotiating desperately. Was that part real, or just projected paranoia? Tricky, these telepathic games. What is real, he wondered uneasily. And what will be?
A wave of longing swept over him for his jet cycle and the simpler life of a null biker. No union worries. No future to foresee. Rick was getting in deeper and deeper here. He told himself that whatever happened, he could handle it. He had to.
***
The room shook and swayed as a thunderous roar filled the air. Slabs of wall panel cracked and fell, shattering on the lab floor. Priceless equipment was smashed between tables. The windows crumpled, spewing shards of glass into the room.
Julian sat up and took off his headset and mike. His heart was pounding a panicked solo, but he made himself get up calmly and walk into Eva’s office.
“We’ve got to get out of the building,” he said.
She looked at him in astonishment. “Julian, what are you doing in here? You’re supposed to be on shift.”
“Listen to me.” He grabbed her arm. “There’s going to be an earthquake. A big one. We could be killed. I just saw it.”
“You saw it through a flare? But that doesn’t mean anything.”
“How can you say that?”
“Julian, you’re losing your perspective just a wee bit, don’t you think?” Eva said. “There’s no guarantee these visions are true, clear predictions. And even if they are, there’s no telling when they’ll occur.”
“I know, Eva. Believe me, I feel it. In my bones.”
“Take a deep breath. Count to ten.”
“You don’t believe it, do you?” Julian glowered at her, tears of frustration and fury blurring his sight. “You’ve never believed it.”
“Now calm down.”
“No,” he said. “No, this is just a cynical exercise for Dr. Eva Seguy so she can obtain tenure. You don’t think these flares contain precognitive information. You never did.”
Eva’s cheeks were bright red. “How dare you talk to me that way!”
“It’s true, isn’t it?”
Eva refused to meet his gaze. He looked away, toward the pink and white flowers in a celadon vase on her desk. The orchids began to nod, bobbing gracefully on long stems. For a moment he was amused. Nodding flowers? Then the seismic alarms went off, sounding a staccato warning, and the lights went out.
The floor made a long, slow roll under their feet. Julian reached through the dim room to grab Eva. Around them, couches jiggled, leaped into the air, slammed down again. The sound of equipment falling to the floor, panels opening, screens breaking, filled the air.
“This is a bad one!” Eva cried. “We’ve got to get out.”
“No time.”
Julian grabbed her and pulled her under the desk. Together they cowered in the dark.
The ground shook and shook again.
Julian waited for the ceiling to come down. Every lab had been retrofitted for earthquakes years ago, but there was no guarantee they would hold for a quake longer than fifteen seconds. And this one had gone on for almost half a minute. He tried to remember if his vision had shown him the extent of the damage. No. He was on his own in real time, facing real death.
The floor shook, jolting them both against the side of the desk. Ceiling panels crashed down and flipped into the wall.
Eva was whispering something that sounded like the Lord’s Prayer. Julian felt weak envy: if he could have prayed, he would have.
The rumbling died away, distant thunder moving on.
Julian lifted his head.
Dust clogged the air. Silence settled with the dust, broken only by the occasional tick of crumbling plaster or shifting debris. Not one piece of furniture remained upright. The couches were scattered like children’s dollhouse furniture. Great, jagged cracks raced up the walls toward the ceiling. Somewhere an electrical line buzzed and sputtered.
“My God, you were right,” Eva said. “You were right. If only I’d listened to you …”
“We made it through, didn’t we? We’re okay.”
“We’re not okay,” Eva said.
The shriek of an ambulance siren cut through the quiet. Another joined it, and another, until a strident chorus of alarm echoed off the hills.
“The lab’s ruined,” she said. “There’s no way we can continue the research. Julian, we’re finished. The program’s dead.”
***
“Alanna,” Jasper Saladin said. “I’ve assigned you to assist in the hydroponics until we get the problem with the steel worked out. Is that acceptable?”
She nodded at Saladin’s holoimage. “Sure, that’s fine.”
“Good. They’re expecting you.” Saladin winked out.
As Alanna hurried to the hydroponics lab she marveled at the view of Earth through the domed windows. It was like a blue and white jewel, she thought. A lapis lazuli globe. If anyone had told her a month ago that she would be living in space, she would have laughed at them. But hadn’t she wanted to taste real life? And here she was on Hawkins’s Pavilion. With Rick.
His changes intrigued and scared her. The null whose rough charm had attracted her at the Mutant Council meeting was now a multitalent more skillful than she was at telekinesis.
It’s too weird, she thought. But metamorphosis was a favorite subject of the great poets, wasn’t it? She should really be taking notes. Had her coming together with Rick triggered this odd change? The thought sent a chill up her spine. Imagine being a catalyst for something this profound. She almost hugged herself. Great art had the ability to change lives. But great love did, too.
She smiled and pressed the doorpad of the hydroponics lab.
The door slid open to reveal a vast green and gray jungle filled with steamy smells and the hiss of humidifiers. Alanna took a deep breath of her brave new life and stepped inside.
***
The workshop hummed with steady activity. Rick leaned against his bench and looked down the line at the other welders: focused, silent, protective masks over their faces. They bent over the tiny gas vials, as intent as surgeons.
Rick was working in the chem lab until the next shipment of steel arrived. The work was less demanding than what he had done for Shoggie, repairing screen-brains, and he didn’t have to work in vacuum. But this wasn’t what he had come to space to do. Sealing gas vials for transport, keeping the wedge separating the chambers and their dangerous mixtures in place. Child’s play.
He went through his quota before lunch and leaned over toward the welder nearest him.
“Want any help?”
“Float off, mutie,” she said. “I don’t need help from some damned fink.”
Rick recoiled. “Sorry.”
She ignored him, as did the other welders. When the lunch bell rang, they rose and left the room without a backward glance.
Some fun, Rick thought. I can’t blame them, either.
The sound of hissing distracted him. It was coming from his bench. No. From the bench nearest the door. He scanned the assorted vials. There. That
one. A leak.
Rick could see the pinhole-sized punctures. Deliberate or an accident? All the ampules contained caustic gas, the kind that could eat through skin. Or walls. Rick slapped a t-field around the vial to contain the leak. Then he heard another hiss. And another. The room was filled with the sound of angry snakes.
Panic made his blood race. He couldn’t control all these leaks. The gas would kill him, maybe even rupture the shell of the Pavilion. He couldn’t do anything. He punched the wallscreen alarm. Nothing happened. Disconnected?
For one crazy minute he almost believed that the union welders had sabotaged the screen and the vials. Instead of going to the lunchroom, maybe they had all hopped on a spaceplane. A little murder before lunch. Then he shook his head. No, no. They wouldn’t jeopardize the entire Pavilion because of one nonunion worker. No, forget the paranoia, he told himself. It’s a design flaw in the vials.
Think. I can’t stop the leak. Can I stop the gas instead? Look, look.
Rick peered at the vial, through it, and into the gas. It was a pale yellow. Deeper. Saw the microscopic structure of it. Chains of molecules shifted like yellow beads. If he shifted this molecule here and that one there, yes, he could restructure the gas, remove its caustic properties. But all of it, at once? No choice. He shut his eyes to see more clearly. Bit by bit, the hissing stopped. He felt his strength flowing out like water. This was too much. He would spend himself, have nothing left. He sank to his knees concentrating, concentrating. Yes. Yes, that should do it. Just one moment more—only a moment. Yes. There was a terrible pounding in his skull. He had done it, but—God, his head! The way it ached. Everything was swirling. Just before he lost consciousness he heard footsteps coming closer, and voices calling his name.
***
The screenphone at the Retreat blinked madly: all fifteen lines were on hold. Rita Saiken watched the younger healers switch smoothly from line to line, funneling requests to appropriate departments, promising responses, noting casualties. Beside her, Hesta Doherty shook her head wearily.
“The earthquake is straining our capacity for response. I’ve got everybody working double shift, triple where necessary.”
Saiken nodded. “We can’t sustain this for more than a few days.”
“I’ve already sent a request to the East Coast Retreat for reinforcements.”
“They’ll go directly to Berkeley?”
“Of course.”
Kristof Jenner looked up from his screen and called to Doherty. “I have a priority call from Colonel Ethan Hawkins on line three.”
“He’ll have to wait.” Doherty was intent on a list of calls another healer had handed her. “It’s about Rick Akimura.”
“I’ll take it,” Saiken said. She moved quickly to a spare screen and pressed the keypad. Ethan Hawkins’s dark face, brow furrowed with worry, appeared. “Colonel,” she said. “What’s happened?”
“Rick Akimura has collapsed. He seems comatose. My doctors can’t awaken him. I thought a mutant healer would do better.”
“He collapsed without warning?”
Hawkins hesitated. “No. No, he was in the process of sealing a room full of leaking gas vials. He saved everybody on this pavilion.” Hawkins’s voice deepened. “I owe him my life.”
“Could be that he overextended his talents,” Saiken said. “Colonel, I’m sure you realize that we are barely coping with all the requests for help arising from the earthquake.”
“Terrible thing. But couldn’t you spare at least one—”
Saiken smiled a cat’s smile. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“I’ll put a shuttle at your disposal.”
“Fine, Colonel. A healer will come.” She blanked the screen and turned to the First Healer. “Hesta, Colonel Hawkins has an emergency on his orbital pavilion. I’ve offered to go and …”
“Impossible,” Doherty sniped. “I can’t spare you, Rita. Have you lost your mind? Whatever Hawkins’s problem is, he’ll have to wait.”
Saiken’s face grew red. “But it’s serious. Rick Akimura is comatose and Hawkins’s doctors can’t rouse him.”
Doherty shook her head. “Nonmutants. What do they know? It’s a shame about Akimura, but we’ve got bigger problems down here.”
Desperately, Saiken grasped at one last straw. “If I can’t go, then at least allow me to arrange for another healer to attend him.”
“Very well. If you can find one. But make certain you don’t cheat cases that are more urgent. And, Rita, I think you’re developing an unhealthy fixation on that null. When this is all over, we’ll talk about it.”
Saiken waited until the chief healer had gone sailing out of the room, lavender robes flapping. Then she hurried away from the din of the phones into her private office. A quick touch of the keypad and she was looking at Paula Byrne, Book Keeper of the True Host.
“Sister,” Saiken said. “Do you still remember your healer training?”
Byrne inclined her head, white hair bouncing round her face. “It was long ago but one never forgets the precepts. How can I be of use? Is it the earthquake?”
“No.” Saiken took a deep breath. Her heart pounded with triumph. “It’s Rick Akimura. You have to go to him. At once.”
***
Paula Byrne turned back to the still body on the bed. Rick Akimura was deep in a healing trance, apparently self-generated.
Byrne tried a gentle telepathic probe.
Rick? Can you hear me?
For answer she received only the echo of her own thoughts.
A deeper probe then.
RICK! WAKE UP.
Byrne winced as the deafening echo rolled back at her. She hadn’t expected him to be this resistant.
Summoning her strength, she threw a mindbolt of considerable ferocity at him. It bounced back so quickly that she was nearly singed by her own probe.
Remarkable, she thought. Rick Akimura’s mind was safely hidden from her behind a thick gray wall: a formidable interlocking shield similar to those used by the Healers Guild. Rita Saiken was right. Akimura was a most unusual multitalent. Ethan Hawkins had told her briefly what Akimura had done: a feat of which few mutants were capable. Very promising.
She turned to the screen and pressed in Saiken’s code.
“I’m with Rick Akimura,” she said.
Saiken’s eyebrows rose. “How is he?”
“As you thought, he went into fugue when overextended. He’s self-healing even now. But I encountered remarkable shields when I probed him.”
“I’m not surprised. He ransacked and copied mine.”
“When he awakens, shall I contact him for you?”
“No,” Saiken said. “Just send me a tissue sample.” Her eyes glittered. “I’d like to run a few tests.”
“I understand.” Byrne smiled. “And I rejoice in the promise of deliverance.”
“Then you think he’s the one?”
“He seems likely.”
“You will stay with him?”
“Of course.”
Saiken nodded. “Yours in the Book.”
“In the Book, Sister.”
***
“I hope she knows what she’s doing,” Ethan Hawkins said. He-watched the white-haired healer onscreen as she bent once more over Rick Akimura. “It all seems like witchcraft to me.”
“And she’s the witch?” Leporello said.
“Looks it, doesn’t she? But thank God she came. I can’t afford to lose Akimura. Not now.”
“Colonel, Eva Seguy is returning your call.”
“Put her through.”
Leporello vanished. In his place, Eva appeared. Her face was pale and her eyes looked dull and glassy.
“Eva, thank God you’re all right!”
“I’m fine.” Her voice was flat. “But the lab’s ruined. The program’s finished.”
“I’m terribly sorry. Was the damage so complete?”
“It was bad enough. And with all the rest of the damage to the campus, we aren’t exactly high on the list of repair priorities.”
“I don’t suppose I could put in a word …”
She shook her head. “Not a good idea right now. There’s still the memorial service for the students to get through. Private agendas have to take a back seat. But thanks for offering.”
“It must have been terrible for you.”
“I’m grateful to have survived. The worst part is, Julian warned me. He saw the quake through a flare. But I didn’t believe him. Didn’t believe that my own research program could actually forecast danger.” She managed a smile. “I guess I’m pretty shaken up.”
“What will you do next?”
“I’m not sure.”
“You’ve got to come here right away.”
“I don’t think—”
“I do. There’s nothing for you in Berkeley, now. You can’t help reconstruct the lab. I can use your talent. And it’ll do you good to get away from that mess down there.”
“You’re very kind.”
“I’m not kind at all, Eva. But I intend to do what’s best for you even if you can’t see it just now.”
She looked flustered. “I really should stay here.”
“Nonsense. I’ll send my private shuttle for you. You’ll be my guest, for as long as you like.”
“Ethan, I don’t know what to say.”
“Don’t say anything. Just come.”
* * *
Rick drifted through the void, oblivious to chill, to pain, to need. Occasionally a dim voice intruded as someone attempted to make contact. But he ignored it and soon the voice went away.
Within the shelter of his body, his heart beat out a ferocious tom-tom, a message of life. Of power. Such power. Rick contemplated himself in wonder.
The big-bellied Earth, cloud swirls obscuring the blue of its oceans, hove into view. Rick stared, fascinated.
A bolt of energy came whistling toward him and cleaved the void beneath his feet. Rick plunged through a vast space from darkness to light. He passed over strange, sand-swept lands, moving slowly toward a green belt of trees and mountains. A clearing, roughly circular, revealed the peaked roofs of small huts. And Rick was on the ground now, at midnight, the stars winking above. A great golden orb burned in the sky as it passed overhead. The wind screamed in the hills and startled birds fell out of the trees to alight, fluttering, in darkness.
Flash!
He was standing outside the birthing hut when the midwife, white-faced with horror, presented his newborn, firstborn son. The infant sleeping in her arms looked ruddy-cheeked and healthy. The child awoke and looked up at his father with bright golden eyes.
Flash!
He was watching as two of his boyhood friends crept up upon the mayor’s calèche. In the shadows of dusk they floated easily behind the carriage, removing the brass fittings and ornaments. Later, these boyish pranks gave way to serious theft, and more than one of his friends was killed in attempts to steal from the grand houses of the town.
Flash!
He was sitting at a table with ten others while an eleventh kept watch by the door of the cabin. In whispers, they conducted a ceremony in which hands were grasped, minds were linked, and a Book Keeper was elected to keep the history of their people.
Flash!
He was walking into a voting booth and pressing the lever beside the name of Eleanor Jacobsen. He saw her that evening acknowledging her election as the first mutant senator in the history of the United States of America. And then he watched, with horror, as a man shot her down and a crowd of people screamed. But another took her place. And another.
Flash!
Rick was sitting at the side of a trail in a redwood forest, alone, and yet not alone. His mind reached out to touch the thoughts and emotions of nearby hikers, and while still connected to them he ranged wider into the closest city, where he linked with the inhabitants there, and beyond that, throughout the state, across the country, around the world, building webs of contact in ever widening circles. Gathering all, male and female, mutant and non, in tender mental embrace. He reached out, and up, into space, to the fairy-tale platforms and spinning man-made satellites, to the cold and cratered surface of the Moon, into Moonstation and beyond, onward to red Mars and the lonely inhabitants of Marsbase.
You are not alone, he thought. Never again.
Rick stretched further, flowing, completing the enormous circuit inside and outside himself, returning continuously to the source and then spinning outward once again.
He felt vibrant and strong, elated and unafraid.
Flash!
He sank deeper into the radiant void. Colors flashed and popped, almost sizzling with life. Silver, blue, green, gold, orange, yellow, then gold and silver, gold and black, golden eyes staring, staring at him, at them, hundreds, thousands, glinting like jewels, relentless, demanding, unblinking mutant eyes.
A crowd of mutants, somber, dressed in dark colors, were staring at him. Each wore a sparkling pendant—a golden circle in which a smaller circlet had been set. Within that smaller circle was the old-fashioned mutant unity symbol—the eye surrounded by hands grasped in fellowship. Rick remembered seeing old Charmat wearing one at a Council meeting, years ago. But these were different.
The crowd shifted, arms raising to point accusingly at him.
We have been waiting.
The voice was deep and resonant, spanning octaves, the combination of a hundred, a thousand voices. It stretched along the centuries, echoing, demanding. Rick wanted to cover his ears, his eyes. But he felt compelled to keep watching.
All waiting ends.
And the crowd smiled in unison. A sea of mouths, of sharp, white teeth. Rick felt himself pitching forward into those grasping hands, those dangerous teeth. He would be torn apart, consumed. No, no, no.
He felt a hand on his shoulder.
Julian.
His brother, yes. But oddly transformed, larger, eyes glowing with weird light. Smiling the way that crowd of strange fanatics was, all lips and teeth. Julian mind-spoke him again.
Don’t be afraid. Nothing will harm you.
“Julian, what are you talking about? Where’d you get that robe?”
Julian’s answer was lost as the crowd began a rhythmic chant: “We will summon the joy of the circle. We will summon the joy of the circle.”
Their golden circlets gleamed. Hands formed arches.
“The circle,” they cried. “The circle.”
They pursued him down the cold stone streets, voices ringing, faces blank and terrible.
And at the head of the crowd was Alanna. She had the same intent, abstracted expression on her face as the others. The same horrid smile.
Rick tried to stay ahead of them, moving faster, faster, until he was running, pounding down the pavement, gasping for air, the mob right behind him. Just when he thought they’d catch him, he turned a corner, darted into a doorway, down a long alley, and out onto the street. The mob had vanished.
He had left the strange city behind. Here were familiar blond hills topped by green oaks, neat houses, and well-manicured yards. In the distance he saw the gentle curve of blue water, the spires of bright buildings glittering whenever sunlight broke through the fog. He knew this place. Berkeley. The campus was serene, untouched by earthquake. The town was in its perpetual half spring, the morning fog draining color from the foliage and houses, muffling sounds, leaving condensation beading the long, gray-green leaves of eucalyptus trees. The cool air felt good. Rick walked down Hearst Street until he reached Oxford and turned right, away from campus. The houses were smaller here, dating back a hundred years or more. The yards were filled with pink-flowered fruit trees and early wisteria sending up white and purple blooms.
He turned and walked toward University Avenue. At the corner of University and Shattuck, he paused. Around him, all around him, were people hurrying by, caught up in their own concerns, heads down, eyes averted. Busy. Giggling students, grim-faced professors in blue university-issue stretch suits, hustlers and beggars, lawyers on their lunch hours. One moment, they were anonymous and unknown. Then an opening, the subtle vibration that signaled the parting of veils, of defenses, and they were strangers no more. Every quirk, every human fallacy, every hope and fear, were open to him, as readable as a line on a screen.
That old woman in the green sack suit over there still mourned her son, dead twenty years. This middle-aged, scholarly-looking man worried about attaining tenure, this woman wondered what had become of her childhood sweetheart, this pimply-faced teenager was afraid that he’d never be able to find a place in the world, that he would always be alone.
But their fears were all the same. Rick gasped at the thought. An old woman walking past him drew herself deeper into the safety of her coat and hurried away. He looked around, fascinated. These people, distinct in the privacy of their obsessive fretting, were nevertheless drenched with commonality of concern, of emotion. Their many voices joined in a strange mental harmony that he could hear: dissonant, so many varying keys, but harmonic just the same—the thousand upon thousand nuances of personal tone moving up the scale and down, the notes blurring here and there in a rousing chorus, a symphony of humanity. All were alone, and none were alone. He could see this where they could not. He could move between and among them. Witness their triumphs, their pains, their fears. Their unique and unifying humanity. He could love them, yes. He could love them, for a moment.
He wanted to grab the guy eating a choba roll on the corner and hug him. And the small blond woman over there with her two-year-old daughter standing in the doorway of the university day-care center. And the thin man in the low-g wheelchair. To grab hands and blurt out what he knew—what they all could know. To ease their pain. Yes. Do it. Do it.
He was shaking with exultation and fear. He reached out eager arms to the nearest stranger. But his hands weren’t steady. His entire body was vibrating. The scene disintegrated. He was lying on his back looking up at the ceiling. Ethan Hawkins was holding his shoulder, shaking him. Alanna stood behind him, pale-faced. And in the corner of the room, a strange woman with golden eyes and a cloud of white hair smiled at him strangely.
“Rick, can you hear me?” Hawkins said. “Are you all right?”
“Fine.” He sat up slowly. “Fine, Colonel. In fact, I feel better than that. I feel bloody damn wonderful.”
.
******************
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“Mrs. Akimura? My name is Rita Saiken.”
A tall woman in blue healer’s garb stood in the doorway of Melanie’s office. Melanie hit the pause button on her editing screen. The image froze: a thin, black-haired woman in purple body paint, suspended midair, midleap.
“I wasn’t expecting you,” she said. “I’m right in the middle of cutting a tape.”
“This concerns your son.”
“Julian? I just spoke to him. He’s fine.”
“The other.”
“You know where Rick is?” Melanie’s eyebrows shot upward. “Julian thought he might have signed on with the merchant shuttle corps.”
“He is in space. On Ethan Hawkins’s Pavilion.”
“But when I called, Hawkins said he hadn’t seen him.” Melanie gave her a suspicious look. “How do you know this?”
“One of my sisters tended him there.”
“Rick was hurt?”
“He’s fine now,” the healer said. “Apparently he overextended his new talents.”
Melanie leaned toward her. “It’s true then? He’s become a functional mutant?”
“Yes. Your son is quite an unusual multitalent.”
“That isn’t exactly easy for me to believe.”
Saiken’s expression was faintly condescending. “We’ve done a full tissue analysis and partial mental probe. As far as we can tell, he is unique. You, of course, are a full null.” The healer’s voice was flat, dismissive. “On the other hand, his father is fully operant. You understand that we’re anxious to study this thoroughly. I hope both biological parents will cooperate. The father’s genes must have specific qualities that when coupled with yours created this delayed operancy in your son. Possibly the null state is merely a latency period that when combined with certain aspects …”
“His father?” Melanie’s heart pounded. “You mean you know who the biological father is? I thought those records were lost years ago.”
Saiken’s smile grew deeper. “Yes, of course they were. But now we’ve run enough tests and blood analyses to be fairly certain of the match.”
“My God. I never thought I’d have to face this.” Melanie leaned back in her chair and turned away from the healer.
“May I?” Saiken brandished a memory cube.
Numbly, Melanie took it and inserted it into her deskscreen.
“See? Here and here, the genetic maps are almost identical.”
An orange file marked Rick Akimura took up the left side of the screen. In the middle was a sandwich of genetic charts, nearly twinned. And on the right was a green chart. The name atop it was one she knew all too well.
Melanie stared in disbelief. No. It couldn’t be.
“Skerry?”
No, no. Impossible.
Strange, volatile Skerry the father of Rick and Julian? The walls seemed to dance in and out around Melanie. She felt strange, giddy, even dizzy. Rick was Skerry’s son. And he was in love with Alanna. His sister.
“There must be some mistake,” Melanie said. Her voice sounded faint and unfamiliar, as though someone else had spoken.
“No mistake,” Saiken said. “We’ll notify the father next.”
“Wait,” Melanie said. “You can’t do that!”
“He has a right to know. And we’d like a fresh tissue sample from him as well.”
“Please. Let me do it. I’ll tell him.”
“But the tissue sample. It’s crucial for complete identification purposes. We can’t begin to understand a genetic phenomenon of this magnitude unless we’re absolutely certain who the parents are. And of course we’ll need to test Rick, too. At our facilities, preferably.” Saiken smiled at her oddly.
“I’ll talk to him. Ask him to see you. He’ll listen to me.
“That would be best.” The healer rose. “Well, then, I leave it to you.”
Melanie heard the door close. She was alone in her office. Slowly, with shaking hands, she reached for her intercom.
“No calls, Jeannine. No calls. For the rest of the day.”
***
Yosh looked across the table at his wife, shock numbing him.
“I know this is hard,” Melanie said. Her eyes were glassy. “I’m sorry. I hate telling you.”
Yosh tried to pretend that nothing had changed. There she sat in the warm crylight of their kitchen, chic in her red silk, his wife of almost thirty years. Her words chilled him to his soul.
His sons were Skerry’s children.
It couldn’t be, could it?
To his surprise and dismay he felt anger, jealousy, every atavistic emotion he could name. If Yosh had been asked to translate these feelings into music, he would have created a score filled with crashing chords and high, atonal screeches: Schoenberg meets Wagner. Akimura’s Folly, the new symphony.
“Are you sure?”
“You’ve asked me that three times,” Melanie said. Her face was pale but composed. She sipped meditatively from a self-heating flask of sake. From time to time she pressed two fingers against the opalescent biofeedback pendant pulsing at her throat. Composure maintenance—Mel was so good at that. Yosh had teased her in the past about her “talismans against anxiety.” Now he envied them.
“Is Skerry going to be told about this?”
“Yes. They said it’s necessary. I asked to be the one to tell him myself.”
“But you haven’t told him yet, have you?”
Melanie pressed against the pendant again and closed her eyes. “Not yet. I haven’t even told Julian.”
“What are you waiting for?”
She opened her eyes, met his gaze. “I wanted you to know about it first.”
Yosh had grown accustomed to her eyes, to the mutant sheen of gold, so different from the blue contact lenses she had worn when first they’d met. Back then, she had been eager to hide her mutancy. There had been no thought of children, of artificial insemination. The world had been smaller, somehow, and brighter. He was so tired now. Had he ever been tired then?
“I’m glad you waited,” he said, and reached across the table to squeeze her hand.
“But you’re upset.”
“Of course I am,” Yosh said. “It’s much easier to have the sperm donor be some abstract, anonymous figure. This complicates so many things, so many lives. Must we tell Narlydda and Skerry?”
“I’m afraid so. Skerry has to be tested to make sure there’s not an error in the records. After all, they have to know if he really is the father. They’ve never seen anything like Rick before. Skerry’s genes are crucial to their investigations. And if I don’t tell him, Rita Saiken will. Besides, there’s another angle involved in this.” She paused, and her eyes glistened with tears. “Rick and Alanna. They’re living together on Hawkins’s Pavilion. Yosh, they’re brother and sister. What choice do we have? Skerry has to be told. And the kids.” She shook her head. “Poor Rick.”
“How do you think he’ll take it?”
“I don’t know; I don’t want to know.” Her voice broke, and she rested her head in her hands. So much for talismans.
Yosh moved around the ring seat until he was next to her. Gently he took her into his arms and cradled her against his shoulder as she sobbed. “Shhh,” he said, half humming to himself. “It’ll be all right.”
“How can we tell them?”
“We’ll find a way,” Josh said, putting confidence into his voice that he didn’t feel. “We’ll find a way. But let’s call Julian first.”
***
Julian was tired of dust. Tired of sifting through earthquake debris for any sign of survivors. His parents had begged him to come home but he had shrugged off their pleas and signed on with the Berkeley rescue squads, thinking that his telepathic powers would be useful in locating trapped survivors. Now, a week later, he was tired, demoralized, and lonely. He had helped carry too many lifeless bodies. Seen too many lives and homes destroyed. Although strong, the quake had “bounced,” sparing much of the surrounding communities while shock waves dissipated into the sea. San Francisco had suffered a few broken windows and water mains. Minor damage. But Berkeley and Oakland had not been as lucky. Slowly the cities were regrouping. Work crews were already rewiring, replastering, planning to rebuild. But it would all take time.
The message light on Julian’s homescreen blinked weakly: its auxiliary power source was almost depleted. Julian flicked on the screen, boosting the volume. There was no picture, but he heard Eva’s voice faintly. “Julian, I’ve gone out of town. I don’t know when I’ll be back. Look, I’m sorry to do this. But I’ve just got to get away. I’ll talk to you when I get back.”
Eva had abandoned the lab? Abandoned him? How could she do that? Where had she gone? And when she got back, what would become of them? Anger and dismay welled up inside him until he wanted to put his fist through the screen.
Get out of here, he thought. Go to the lab. Clean up. Do something.
In fifteen minutes he was standing in the doorway of what had been the Flare Project lab. Inside, Hugh Dalheim, the psychology department head, was talking to a workman as a crew of mechs repaired the electrical system. Overhead lamps flared on and off like old-fashioned theatrical lightning.
Dalheim bustled over. He wore a University Quake Squad armband and headgear. “Julian. Eva here?”
“No.”
“When will she return?”
“I don’t know.”
Dalheim squinted at him, fishlike, through the domes of his safety goggles. “You mean she left you here to pick up the pieces?”
“No, not really. She’ll be back soon.”
“Good. Tell her I’m reassigning this space to Henderson’s chimps. Once it’s repaired, of course.”
“But that will destroy the Flare Project. And my dissertation—”
Dalheim’s expression was pitying. “Son, I’m sorry. But you can see that the lab’s no use to Eva as is. We can’t afford to replace her equipment. Henderson is much more cost-efficient.” He paused. “Look, I’ll tell you what. Come see me in a month or so and I’ll put in a good word for you with Ron Henderson. I know he’ll be looking for bright grad students.” A shower of dust and plaster particles rained down, accumulating on Julian’s head and shoulders. “And get some safety gear if you intend to hang around here.” Dalheim moved on out the door.
“Thanks.” Julian brushed the dust from his shirt. Dully, he watched the mechs at work in the lab—Henderson’s lab. There was nothing left for him to do here.
He walked slowly back to his apartment, head down. The electricity had been restored. Maybe he had overlooked something to eat in the pantry.
A message blinked, red against yellow, on his screen.
Come home. URGENT.
No arguing with that. And Julian didn’t want to argue. He felt as though he had stayed in Berkeley too long already.
He packed quickly and hurried down to the bullet train station. Three hours later he walked into his parents’ house in Westwood.
His mother was sitting by the atrium window in the kitchen, staring out blindly at the pink and yellow hibiscus blossoms. Her eyes were red, puffy. She gave him a watery smile.
“Sit down, Julian.” His father leaned against the counter, arms folded.”
“What’s wrong?”
An impenetrable look passed between his parents.
“It’s Rick, isn’t it?” Julian said.
“No,” Yosh said. “As far as we know, your brother is fine.”
“Then what?”
“It’s your father …” Yosh said.
Julian gazed at him, baffled. “You’re my father.”
“Not really. You know that.”
“You mean—”
Melanie sat up, jaw set. “Quite unexpectedly we’ve learned who your biological father is. Do you want to know?”
“My biological father?” Curiosity surged through him. “Yes, of course. Tell me!”
His mother hesitated.
“What are you waiting for?” Julian said. “Is he Jack the Ripper?”
Yosh nearly smiled. “Not quite.”
“It’s Skerry,” Melanie said. “Skerry is your father.”
Julian chuckled. “Very funny. Now who is it, really?” Then he stopped chuckling. Yosh was pacing the length of the kitchen, head down. Melanie was staring at Julian, her lips were trembling.
“It can’t be Skerry,” he said.
“We have proof.”
“Proof? What proof?” He leaped to his feet. “What are you talking about?”
“Blood analyses. Genetic markers.”
“I thought those records were all destroyed in a fire, years ago.”
“They were. But a healer took a tissue sample from your brother on Hawkins’s Pavilion and ran a full battery of tests, then used the Mutant Council Genetic Net to come up with the match.”
“A healer took a sample from Rick? Why?”
“He was overextending his talents and collapsed.”
“Now I’m really confused.” Julian felt suddenly lightheaded. He sat down next to his mother.
“You’re not alone,” Melanie said. “And it seems that your brother really has become operant. He’s a multitalent.”
“My God.” Everything was happening too fast. Rick a multi? Was that what all those strange flare visions were about, Rick’s change from null to multi? It made sense, in a way. But how could Skerry be his and Rick’s father? Julian gazed around the familiar room as though he’d never seen it before. Yosh was his father. Yosh had taught him how to skip and play notes on the claviflute. He’d taken him to school, to the doctor. Had provided comfort and discipline. Humor. Love. That was more important than any blood analysis, wasn’t it? Julian drew a deep breath.
Then he thought of Alanna.
“Have you told Skerry or Narlydda?” he asked.
“We thought you should know first,” Melanie said. “How do you feel?”
“Weird. I never had much to do with Skerry. He always seemed kind of crazy to me. Still does.” Julian shook his head. “I guess it’ll take a while to sink in.”
Melanie smiled weakly. “Maybe later you’ll want to get to know him.”
“Maybe.”
“Mel, you’ve got to try to call Rick again,” Yosh said. “I think he’ll have more trouble with this than Julian.”
“I know,” Melanie said. “I’ve sent a message. No response, so far.”
“I’ll go.”
“No, Julian. It’s not your place …”
“Why not?”
“There’s your doctorate.”
“My doctorate’s on hold.” And so is the rest of my life. “Maybe Ethan Hawkins has a use for me, too.”
“Don’t make a joke out of this.”
He took his mother’s hand. “Mom, I know you want to crucify yourself, but I’m not going to let you do it. I think I should tell Rick. At least let me try.”
Yosh started to slip out of the room.
“Dad, where are you going?”
“I thought maybe you and your mother should discuss this …”
“This concerns the entire family. And we are family. You are my father. I don’t give a damn what genetic contribution somebody else made twenty-five years ago. I love you.”
Yosh’s face softened into a smile.
“Okay. I’ll stay.”
“And it’s settled. I’ll get a flight up to Hawkins’s Pavilion and break the news to Rick.”
“What about Alanna?” Melanie said.
“What about her?”
“We think Alanna is with Rick. And she’ll have to be told as well.”
“Oh. Of course.” Julian began to regret his hasty offer. But there was no going back now. “Okay. Two birds with one rock.”
Yosh nodded. “Yes. So be very careful how you throw it.”
“And wish us luck,” Melanie said.
“Sure, Mom. Why?”
“We’re the ones who have to tell Narlydda and Skerry.”
***
Alanna fluttered around Rick, fluffing his pillow. “Want a glass of juice? How do you feel? Can I get you anything?” It was her fifth offer in fifteen minutes.
“Will you knock it off!” he said. “Stop treating me like I’m some invalid.”
Her glance was reproachful. “Colonel Hawkins asked me to take care of you. You were really sick. I thought you’d die. Oh, Rick, it was so frightening.”
“Come here.” He patted the bed beside him. “Come on.”
After a moment’s hesitation, she slid into his arms and rested her head on his shoulder.
“I’m fine,” he said. “Really.” He kissed her. “See?”
“But you were unconscious for so long.”
“Well, I’m conscious now. And since I am …” He unsealed her red tunic and began to kiss her gently. Then less gently.
She sighed happily beneath him. And vanished. The rest of the room went with her.
Rick was staring into the black depths of space again. But I have no pressure suit on, he thought. I’ll suffocate. Freeze.
“Why are you breathing like that?”
Alanna sat up in bed and stared at him suspiciously.
“It’s nothing.” He nearly gasped with relief. But it wouldn’t do to tell Alanna that he’d just popped away for a quick vision. Not yet. She might be frightened.
“I don’t believe you,” she said. “I knew you didn’t feel well.”
“Then make me feel better.”
He drew her back down beside him and concentrated on pure physical pleasure, fighting off marauding visions. Eventually Alanna fell into an exhausted sleep.
He stroked her dark hair and watched her for a moment.
I love you, he thought. I want to give you everything you desire. And more.
And as he lay there with her in his arms, Rick understood what the visions meant. He knew, suddenly, that he could make the future happen just as he wanted. In fact, he would be foolish not to use his new talents to benefit himself. And her.
“I’ll take good care of you,” he whispered. “I’ll take good care of all of us.”
He crawled out of bed, pulled on gray leggings and an electric green shirt, and took the tube down to the observation deck. The Earth was visible through the window wall. It looked like a blue and white cell under a giant microscope. And upon the surface of that cell moved people walking in sunlight or night’s shadow. He began to long for a blue sky above and terra firma below.
The more Rick thought of Earth, the more nostalgic he became. To be walking along the shore near Santa Cruz on a warm day when the wind was soft, scattering sand in random patterns before him, would be delightful.
A dark cloud moved between him and the sun. He felt suddenly as though his insides were being torn apart, as though his skin were being flayed from his body, as though he were being drawn very thin, very fine, a long, attenuated rope of neurons, dendrites, bone, nerve, blood, and muscle stretching far, far, from space all the way down toward Earthfall and back again in a closed loop of life. The circuit that was Rick stretched, stretched. Then it snapped. He hurtled through blazing light, through heat, through pain. Blackness came. When he could see again, he was breathing, standing on warm sand beneath a blue sky dappled by fleecy white clouds.
Green waves rolled in, lapping up toward his feet. Dizzy, Rick sat down hard in the sand and felt its heat radiate through his clothing. His heart was pounding as though he’d run a mile. His head throbbed in pain.
It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be.
He lay back in the warm sand and closed his eyes, letting the ache in his head be leached away.
This is a delusion, he told himself. Just another strange vision. And when I open my eyes, I’ll be in space, on Hawkins’s Pavilion. Okay, I’m going to open my eyes now. One, two …
Three. He peered out cautiously. The glare of the sun overhead made him blink rapidly. The beach was still beneath him. The waves still came crashing in. He was back on Earth. Or crazy.
Rick began to laugh. He laughed until tears ran down his cheeks and a nude sunbather nearby lifted his head to stare. Rick kept laughing. And then he winked out, vanished, leaving nothing behind but an indentation in the sand in the shape of a man’s body.
He reappeared in the corridor just outside Hawkins’s office. Out of breath, knees buckling, he grabbed at the hall railing for support and just barely managed to seat himself on a blue floatcushion. His head pounded with pain and his lungs felt as though they were going to explode. But gradually the pain ebbed. His breathing slowed.
The hallway was deserted. Rick peered into Hawkins’s outer office. Empty save for a wallscreen.
The screen lit and a ruddy-faced man wearing a red cap smiled roguishly at him. “Can I help you?”
“I’m here to see the colonel.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No. I’m Rick Akimura.” And I don’t really need an appointment, he thought. Nor do I particularly like talking to virtual secretaries. Although I have to admit this one is state of the art.
“I’m terribly sorry …”
“Please tell the colonel I’m here and I’d like to see him.”
“But—”
“Won’t you at least try?”
“Very well.” The sim’s face took on an abstracted look. Then his dark eyes refocused on Rick. “Go right in.”
A door in the far wall slid open. Through it, Rick could see a wall of glass, and the cold face of the Moon beyond. He strode in.
Hawkins was sitting by the window, a bemused expression on his face.
“I assume you have a good reason for barging in here like this.”
“Colonel, I’ve decided to accept your proposal.”
“Are you certain? I seem to recall your telling me you wouldn’t do it even if you could.”
“That was before.”
A copper bowl filled with fruit sat on Hawkins’s desk. Rick levitated a plump yellow pear and began eating it. “I can’t tell you how much better I feel,” he said. “My appetite is stronger than ever.”
“I’m delighted to hear that. But you still haven’t answered my question.”
Rick gazed at the pear core in his hand. “What I realized is that I’d rather have a nice comfortable job inside than float around outside.” Rick tossed the pear core into the air. It vanished. “No thanks.”
Hawkins gave him a steely look. “Then you’re willing to work with me?”
“As house seer? Sure. As long as I receive salary plus participation.”
The colonel’s eyebrows curved into twin arcs. “Participation?”
“Yeah. For example, environmental disasters. Stock market plunges. Political assassination. All these things affect business.”
“But I thought it was impossible to change the future—”
“Who said anything about changing the future? I’m talking about profiting from it,” Rick said. “I want a piece of the pie, Colonel. Take it or leave it.”
“You don’t give me much room in which to maneuver.”
“That’s the idea.”
“Then I’ll take it.”
Rick smiled. “I thought you might.” He vanished, rematerializing near the gymnasium. He was barely winded.
Someone mindspoke to him. It was a high, thin female voice that echoed unpleasantly in his mind.
Rick. Rick Akimura.
The mindvoice had the effect of fingernails drawn along a slate board.
Who calls?
I am Paula Byrne, Book Keeper for the True Host.
He turned and saw a thin old woman with a cloud of white hair and bright golden eyes approaching him. She was dressed in the formal dark robes of the Book Keeper and looked vaguely familiar. Rick rummaged through his memory. Yes, Paula Byrne, who presided over that strange fundamentalist mutant cult in San Diego. What was she doing here? And hadn’t she been in his room when he awakened from the fugue?
You don’t remember me. I tended you during your healing sleep. I have come because you have been revealed to us. I come to ask you to do your duty. To share your gifts with us as you were meant to do. To partake of the Great Sharing.
I don’t understand. What are you talking about?
Your education in the Book has been lacking. No more than I expected. Touch my hand and I will show you.
The old woman approached him, eyes glowing with eagerness. She looked more than slightly crazy.
I’m not interested in whatever it is you want to show me.
Nevertheless, you must see it. She grabbed his shoulder with thin, clawlike fingers and he felt a strange surge of energy dance down his spine. Images swirled through his mind: pages of the Book, the venerable mutant chronicle, foretelling the coming of a mutant who would provide the Great Sharing: a permanent connection between all mutants resulting in the All Mind.
Do you see? Do you see?
Rick wanted to pull away, but he was transfixed by the vision, and as it wavered and changed he stared, amazed. He was seated at the head of a huge table, presiding over an enormous sharing—he couldn’t even see the far end of the table. Thousands of mutants held hands, connected to him. They were riding on his mind, his energy. Vampires. They would suck him dry, if he let them. All the mutant mind parasites, the vampires.
“No!”
As Paula Byrne clawed desperately at him, Rick gave her a hard telekinetic push. With a shrill mindcry, she went sailing through the air, over the paddleball court to land with a splash in the quivering pool. For a moment she went under, then her head broke the surface of the water. She looked at him in astonishment and fear.
Stay away from me, old woman. I don’t want any part of your weird cult. I just want to be free to live my life
as I choose. I don’t owe anything to anybody, do you hear me? Nobody gave a damn about me before, when I was a null. So stay clear. If you come near me again, you’ll get hurt. That’s a promise.
He made the words echo in her mind a moment longer. Then he cut the link, and t-jumped back to his room.
.
******************
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Skerry met Yosh and Melanie at the door. “You two sounded bad on the screen,” he said. “But you look worse. Like you’ve seen two ghosts. Come in and have something to drink. Lydda’s on the porch.”
Narlydda was slouched into a wicker and woven steel rocking chair. “Hi, both. What’s up?”
Melanie and Yosh sat down stiffly on the purple floor cushions. Their faces were very pale, even Yosh’s.
“We’ve had some strange news,” Melanie said.
“Strange? That’s my favorite kind,” Skerry said.
“It’s about Rick.”
“No surprises there.”
Melanie glared at him. “Actually, there’s every surprise. Rick has gone operant.”
“He’s developed a mutant skill?” Narlydda sat up. “How is that possible?”
“Skills. He’s a multitalent.”
“I’ll be damned,” Skerry said. “From null to multi. Neat trick.”
“But this is wonderful,” Narlydda said. She paused. “You don’t seem very pleased. Where is Rick?”
“He’s working for Ethan Hawkins on his orbital pavilion,” Yosh said.
Skerry frowned. “And I’ll bet Alanna is working right alongside him.”
“That’s why we came,” Melanie said. “Rick went into a fugue and they called a healer. Took a tissue sample.” Her voice grew hoarse. “We’ve discovered who the biological father of the twins is.”
“You have?” Skerry said, without much show of interest.
“Yes. We have.”
“Well, all right. So who is it?” Narlydda asked. “Don’t keep us in suspense.”
Melanie opened her mouth to speak but her voice seemed to fail.
“It’s Skerry,” Yosh said. “Beyond any doubt.”
“What?” Narlydda stared at her guests in anger and disbelief. “How can they know that?”
“They matched genetic footprints,” said Melanie.
“But I thought those records were lost.”
“So did we.”
“I can’t believe it,” Narlydda said. “I refuse to believe it. You’re going through change of life, Mel, and it’s unhinged you.” She looked toward Skerry, sitting quietly beside her, waiting for him to express his own outrage.
Instead, he shook his head, stood up, and walked to the bar. Slamming the red-enameled door open, he shoved the mech unit aside, grabbed a pale blue hypo, and jammed it against his arm. Narlydda watched, astonished. Valedrine? Skerry never touched it. Did this mean he believed Melanie’s wild story?
“You bet I believe her,” Skerry said. “Damn me for a fool. I donated to that sperm bank just for the hell of it, way back when. And I’d forgotten all about it. Figured that if anybody ever used my jism they’d spawn some two-headed monster. Good joke, huh?” He reached into the bar again, grabbed a red jack, and drank it in three gulps. Wiping his mouth on the back of his hand, he swung around to face Narlydda. “Stop fighting it, Lydda. This is for real. As much as I hate to admit it. Rick and Julian are not only Mel and Yosh’s kids, but mine, too.” His eyes trapped hers in a relentless stare. “And that means Alanna is their sister.”
She looked away, out the windows into the darkness. There was no moon, no light anywhere save for the distant glow of the stars. Even they blurred and dimmed as tears began to trickle down her face. “Why?” she sobbed. “Why did you have to look, Mel? After all these years? What good has it done?”
“Do you think I went on a fishing expedition, hoping that I’d pull Skerry up on the end of the hook?” Melanie asked. “Narlydda, I’m sorry. This hurts me, too. I never wanted to know. But the information was forced on me. I almost didn’t tell you.”
Narlydda glared at her through her tears. “I wish you hadn’t! What will we say to Alanna? She’s got to be told right away.”
“Don’t you think we’d better talk to Rick about that?” Yosh said gently.
“She’ll probably join a nunnery,” Narlydda said.
Melanie nodded. “And I may go with her.”
Narlydda tried to smile but felt as though she were grimacing like a monkey. She wished Melanie and Yosh would leave so she could be alone with Skerry to lick her wounds, to slowly accept and encyst this new fact in her memory if she could, blunting its sharp edges with repeated exposure. She wanted to turn to Skerry, to lean into him and be leaned against until they both could stand on their own once more. Instead, she saw with dismay that Skerry was putting on his old leather jacket and heading toward the door.
“Where are you going?” she cried.
“Out. I need to be alone for a while. Mel. Yosh. See you later.” As they watched, Skerry seemed to grow more and more transparent until he had disappeared completely, and the three of them were gazing out the open door into the darkness.
“Narlydda, I’m sorry,” Melanie said. “I wish there had been some other way to do this.” She stood up, walked toward her tentatively, and reached out her hand.
Reluctantly, Narlydda stood and accepted the embrace. She gave Yosh a watery smile. “We’ll talk soon.”
She saw them to the door and wished them a safe trip. And managed to make it halfway up the stairs before she sank down, all alone, to hold herself, arms crossed in front, while she rocked and rocked and rocked, weeping.
***
Eva Seguy stared out the window, transfixed by the sight of the Moon. She wore an ivory satin tunic and leggings. Ethan Hawkins gazed down at the small woman and thought that she looked like a graceful sprite in the Moon’s silvery glow.
“It’s so beautiful,” she said. “I was afraid that up close it wouldn’t be, somehow.”
Hawkins smiled. “Yes, I felt the same thing. But it’s even more splendid. Like a woman after you come to know her intimately.”
“That’s more sentimental than I’d expect from a hardened space pilot.”
“I prefer the term romantic.”
She gave him a kittenish look. “Did you invite me here for romantic reasons?”
“Partially. And practical ones as well,” Hawkins said. “I know that your program at Berkeley is severely compromised—”
“In other words, finished.”
Hawkins nodded. “And I’m sure that you would prefer to get back to work as soon as possible.”
Her green eyes sparkled. “You understand me better than I’d realized.”
“I hope so. Eva, I’m going to make you an offer I rarely make to anyone.” Hawkins’s right hand was trembling a bit, whether from excitement or a strange nervous tension, he couldn’t tell. “I’d like to build a lab for you here. To provide you with facilities to continue your investigation into flare phenomena. Or anything else that interests you.”
She looked at him with surprise. “What? I’m not sure I understand you.”
“You can have your lab back, Eva. Here. Now.”
“And in return?”
“Nothing.”
“Hard to believe.”
“Then perhaps I understand you better than you do me,” he said. “I’m not above demanding business favors in return for my patronage. But they are business favors. Not personal.”
“I see.” Eva’s cheeks reddened. “Sorry.”
“You’d be on Aria Corp.’s payroll. Ostensibly, I’d be your boss.”
“And in reality?”
“You’d be a free agent. I won’t muck around with your research. If you go over budget, we might have to talk. But I assume we’d agree upon baseline funding that would more than provide for what you need.”
She leaned toward him. “And what about what you need, Ethan?”
“Is that a personal or professional query?”
“Both.”
He reached out and traced the line of her jaw with a gentle finger. She shivered but did not pull back.
“I thought you didn’t demand personal favors,” she said. Her voice was almost a whisper.
“I’m hardly demanding. As I said, you’re a free agent, Eva. And the last thing I want from you is a favor.”
The impulse to caress her further was strong. He fought it and pulled his hand away. She moved quickly, suddenly reaching out to place her hand over his. Her look was direct, almost unnerving. “Did I tell you I wanted you to stop?”
“No.”
Her lips curved in a tiny smile. “Then don’t, until I do.”
***
The shuttle docked smoothly at Hawkins’s Pavilion. As Julian came through the orange airlock he saw Rick, wearing a blue Aria Corp. stretch suit, waiting by the door. His brother looked well rested and content. Perhaps his fears for him had been phantoms after all.
They hugged briefly.
“That old twinsense,” Julian said. “I should have known you’d be waiting.”
Rick grinned. “Yeah. The hair on my neck stood up and I just had a feeling that you were on that shuttle. Although I’ve got to admit I’m surprised to see you. What brings you to space?”
“You.”
“Oh. I see.” Rick’s glance turned inward. He nodded shrewdly. “I guess it’s nice to be missed.”
There was a strange remote tone to his voice that rattled Julian. He grabbed Rick’s arm. Look at me, he thought. Don’t go away like that. “Oh, you’re missed all right,” he said, keeping his own voice light. “By Mom. And a few other people I won’t name. But I didn’t come to keep tabs. We’ve got to talk, Rick.”
His brother gestured broadly. “The floor is yours.”
“No. Not here.”
“Ah, you want privacy. Then step into my office.” Smiling oddly, Rick led Julian along the corridor, into the tube and up several levels, out onto another floor, and into a suite of rooms furnished with sturdy green wallcushions, low tables, and a brown jell sofa. They settled onto the sofa.
“Want a drink?” Rick said.
“Sure.”
Rick smiled his strange smile again and looked over at the mech unit by the wall. A door opened and an amber hypo levitated, drifted lazily like a floating jewel through the air, and came to rest nestled in Rick’s outstretched palm.
Julian stared from the hypo to his brother’s face. “So it’s true. You really have turned multi.”
“But it’s still a little surprising to see, isn’t it?” Rick’s expression was amused and sympathetic. “Congratulate me, Julian. I’m a new kind of mutant: Brand X. No powers for the first twenty-five years, but after that, watch out.”
“I don’t believe it.” Julian pressed the hypo against his arm and felt his muscles unkink as the alcohol moved through his bloodstream.
“Oh, believe it,” Rick said cheerfully.
“How do you feel?”
“Great.”
“No problem adjusting?”
Rick shrugged. “Not after the first shock wore off.”
“Everything is so strange,” Julian said. “So changed. Maybe it’s the effect of the earthquake. But even before that. In the lab I’ve been seeing the weirdest images lately while riding the flares. Nightmare scenes filled with people.”
“What’s strange about that? Isn’t that just the kind of thing you’ve been looking for?”
Julian turned to face him. “But I know these people, Rick.”
“Who are they?”
“You. Alanna. Skerry.”
“It’s a coincidence,” Rick said. “Or else your subconscious is playing tricks on you.”
“Rick, I’ve got the feeling something terrible is going to happen.”
“Worse than an earthquake?” His voice had a sharp edge to it. “Like what?”
“I don’t know,” Julian said. “I wish I did. What if these mental flares are the key to prophecy? I don’t know what to think. Why do I see the people I love, over and over again?”
“Good question,” Rick said. “Maybe something is going to happen.”
“Or maybe it already has.”
Rick looked at him in surprise. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I know who our biological father is.”
“You do?”
“Yes. And you’re not going to like it.”
“But the records were lost, I always thought.” Rick frowned. “How did you manage to find anything out?”
“It’s a long story,” Julian said. “Let it pass for now. Does his name interest you or doesn’t it?”
“I guess. Old bio-dad? Better late than never. Who is he?”
“Hold on to yourself, Rick. It’s Skerry.”
“Skerry? He’s our daddy?” Rick gave a rueful chuckle. “I should have known. Really, I should have seen it.” He took a sip of beer and shook his head.
Julian watched, mouth open in shock. “Don’t you care?”
“Not really. Should I?”
“I don’t believe you, Rick.” Julian sat up, cold sober. “Don’t you understand what this means? What are you going to tell Alanna?”
Rick’s glance hardened. “Tell Alanna? Nothing.”
“But she’s your—our—sister.”
“What difference does that make?” Rick’s tone was icy.
Julian squirmed. Why was his brother being so thick about this? “Well, it’s incest, isn’t it?”
“So what? The chief objection to incest is genetic.”
“Well, there’s cause for that. You don’t want to conserve genetic flaws by inbreeding.”
“Yeah, but what about conserving genetic superiority?” Rick said. “I mean, didn’t the pharaohs of Egypt marry their sisters all the time? And Egypt was the strongest power in the world for thousands of years. Besides, who says Alanna and I are going to have kids?”
“But even if you aren’t,” Julian said. “She’s your sister, Rick. There’s a cultural taboo against incest.”
“The hell she’s my sister. Only technically. We didn’t grow up together. I didn’t see her around the house. I don’t think of her as my sister.”
“She is, though. And she’s here with you, isn’t she? It might make a difference to her.”
“Not to me.”
Julian stood up. “If you don’t tell her, I will.”
“Will you?” Rick’s eyes glittered.
Suddenly Julian was lying on the floor and the weight of a world’s gravity was trying to press his ribs against his spine. Rick loomed above him, gigantic, terrifying. His mindspeech sent thunderous echoes rattling through Julian’s skull.
You won’t tell Alanna anything, Brother. She’s mine. No one will take her away from me. No one. So pack up your cultural taboos and genetic merde and vanish! Stay out of my sight and stay healthy. Understand?
Weakly, Julian nodded.
Good. Thanks for the chat. Give my regards to Mom and Dad and Dad.
The room began to dim out around the edges. Then everything was dark and silent.
***
Julian awoke. He was sitting on a wallcushion near the shuttle lock. His brother was nowhere to be seen.
For a moment he wondered if he had dreamed the entire encounter and was about to go tell Rick the bad news. But no. No, it wasn’t a dream. Rick knew the truth. Julian hadn’t been prepared for his reaction, but his twin had thoroughly demonstrated how he felt about the information. Julian leaned back against the cushion feeling suddenly weary and lonely. Rick was a free agent. If he chose not to tell Alanna, that was his business. But sooner or later, she would learn the truth. She had to. And Julian profoundly hoped that he would be on the other side of the Moon when it happened. He had fulfilled his role as a messenger. It was time to go back to Earth and figure out what he wanted to do next.
“Julian!” a warm female voice cried. “Is that you?”
It was Eva Seguy, hurrying down the hall toward him. She was wearing a yellow Aria Corp. stretch suit.
She gave him a ferocious hug. “What are you doing here?”
“Shouldn’t I ask you that question?” Julian stared at her in amazement. “You didn’t tell me you were going away to Hawkins’s Pavilion.”
“I thought you’d try to stop me.”
“Damn straight. Eva, I thought we had an understanding …”
She put her hand over his mouth playfully. “Let’s talk about that later. Right now, I want to show you something.”
She took him by the arm and tugged him down the corridor, into a tube, and down another hall before stopping in a room filled with holoscreens. Eva pressed a keypad and every screen lit with a three-dimensional image of a schematic room design.
“Voilà.”
Julian peered at blueprints. “It looks like our lab.”
“It is. Or, I should say, it can be.”
“But Dalheim’s reassigned that floor space to Henderson’s program.”
“What?”
“He came in after the quake—after you’d gone—and told me.”
“The bastard,” Eva said. “He never did feel comfortable with this program. And I suppose he just thinks it’s the efficient thing to do. We can’t use the space as things are now and I guess Henderson can. But forget about Berkeley, Julian. Ethan—the colonel—he’s going to build the lab up here. Twice as big. Isn’t it wonderful? We can continue the research.”
Julian looked at her, aghast. “As part of Hawkins’s private little industry? No thanks.”
“But, Julian …”
“I thought you were the one so concerned about being co-opted by private investors. Or did I dream that?”
“I’ve got to be practical, Julian.”
He grabbed her hands. “There are other ways to be practical,” he said sharply. “I’m going to get my doctorate at the end of this year, and—”
“Julian, you know how much I believe in this research. If there’s any way to continue this program, then I’ve just got to do it.”
Julian released her. Something had happened up here. Something he didn’t like. “I don’t believe you.”
“Julian, don’t you see, I’m convinced that this research has enormous implications? For mutants and nonmutants alike. I can’t just stand by and watch somebody else complete what I’ve started. That’s what will happen. If I don’t do this, Hawkins will hire somebody else.”
“Has he said that?”
“No. But I can tell.”
“Eva, I can’t believe I’m hearing this.”
“I guess things change.” Her voice was soft. “I’d hoped you’d join me here, Julian.”
He rounded on her. “As what, Eva? Your lap-dog assistant? Somebody you can pick up and then put down as the whim takes you?”
“You’re getting hysterical.”
“What’s wrong with that? Must I remain well behaved and rational even when the woman I love treats me like skrag?”
She closed her eyes. “I told you I had misgivings about our getting involved.”
So that was it. Julian’s stomach turned to lead. “Yes, and now you don’t want any of the blame to get on you, do you?”
“I’m not the saint you think I am!” Her eyes flashed. “Julian, be realistic. I care about you. Both personally and as a colleague.”
“Are you saying we should resume everything up here?”
“I’m telling you that there’s a marvelous opportunity here for you to advance professionally, with state-of-the-art equipment, doing the work you love.”
Julian stared at her. And as he did, the image of her in Hawkins’s arms came to him. But it wasn’t the echo of that old vision he’d seen so long ago in the lab. It was fresh, a recent memory. From Eva.
His mouth tightened. “I see things really have changed. You’re talking about professional concerns but not personal ones. Well, I don’t want to compete with Hawkins for you, Eva.”
“And I thought mutants respected telepathic privacy.”
He gave a sharp, angry laugh. “I didn’t spy on you. You were practically broadcasting. Loud and clear.” His fury left him cold, almost numb.
Eva’s cheeks were bright red. “Let’s try to leave personal considerations out of this for the time being. You’ve got to finish your dissertation. I’m still on faculty at UC. And I need your help.”
Julian could see that she desperately wanted him to say yes. Needed him aboard to keep the program moving. And not all of her motivations were purely professional. He sensed a deep ambivalence in her toward him. It only sharpened his desire to say no, tell her to go to hell. But what about his dissertation? If he quit now a whole year’s work was wasted.
“All right,” he said. “I’ll stay. But only until I finish my doctorate.”
***
The alarm went off sharply, three high beeps, three low.
Rick groaned and opened one eye. Purple twilight of an artificial dawn filled the room. Alanna sat up next to him in bed.
“Time for my shift,” she said, yawning.
He reached for her. “Don’t go. I can get you out of that, you know. I’ve got the pull.”
She gave him a half-disgusted look. “And then what would I do? Sit here and wait for you to come back from some meeting with Hawkins? Or to return from whatever private internal place you’ve been visiting? No thanks. I came up here to do more than sit around waiting for your attention.”
“You think I’m too busy?” He eyed her anxiously. “Am I neglecting you?”
“Maybe.” She eluded his hands, got out of bed, and disappeared into the bathroom.
He raised his voice so she could hear him over the running water—she had asked him not to use mind-speech with her before noon because it gave her a headache. “You know I’m trying to buy time for us, Alanna. To make the money now. Then we can go away.”
She walked out of the bathroom braiding her hair. “And so I should just put up and shut up?”
“No. No, I didn’t mean it that way.” He watched her dress, fighting the urge to draw her back to bed. “I just want you to understand.”
“Do you?” Clad in a black stretch suit, she faced him, hands on hips. “Understand what? Your changes? Forget it, Rick. I’ll never understand what’s happened to you. I don’t even want to try.” She paused by the door. “You scare me sometimes.”
“You’re the last person I want to scare,” he said. “Is it in bed? Am I too—”
“Oh, the sex is fine,” she said. “It’s the way you are out of bed. One minute you’re spaced out. The next, you’re laughing. I never know which Rick I’ll come back to when I get off shift.”
He held up his hands in helpless confusion. “But it’s the same me, Alanna. I really haven’t changed that much. I know I haven’t.”
“Sure,” she said. “Keep telling yourself that.” She shook her head. “Look, don’t worry about it. I’m late. See you this afternoon.”
“Yeah.” Rick watched the door slide closed behind her. She would come to understand. He would make her understand, somehow. He rolled over in bed and sank back down into a light sleep.
There were men in buff-colored uniforms crawling over scrubby ground. They had enormous laser rifles and rows of disruptor grenades strung across their backs. Rick knew suddenly that this was not a dream. He was in Asia, possibly Korea, three years in the future. He tried to get a better focus, but the vision shifted to a massive tanker on its side, leaking fuel off the Gulf of Aqaba. And soon. The vision was sharp and repetitive, almost like a tape loop. Cutting through it like a rainstorm against stone was a loud, subliminal whisper.
you are the promised one. you are the link. you
are our hope. you are the promised one. you will bring us back to the book. you are the link.
The message pounded Rick’s mind. Angrily, he subdued and ejected it. A repeating telepathic probe! Paula Byrne and her mutant witchery. It had to be. Where was she? He sent out a narrow-range scan that quickly located her three levels above him on the observation deck. She had been monitoring him.
Crazy old woman! Get out of my head!
But you must listen to me.
How would you like me to use my own version of subliminal suggestion on you? I could have you get on the next shuttle to the Moon and halfway there tell you to open the airlocks. You’d do it, too.
He amplified the message, showing her a vision of what he could do to her.
No, no. Please.
Her mindspeech was tinged with horror and fear.
Rick paused, taken aback by his own belligerence. He didn’t really mean what he had said just then. But his head hurt. Everybody was after him, wanting a piece of him.
I just want to be left alone, he thought. To figure out what and who I am now.
You are the next step …
Paula, if you don’t stop bugging me, I’ll toss you to Jupiter! Rick swore aloud. He almost meant it. Damnable, intrusive old woman. You’re lucky I’m tired, Paula. Getting you to commit suicide would take too much energy right now. So I suggest you leave under your own power. While you still can. And as a memento of our visit, I’m going to give you a little flare headache. It ought to clear up in an hour or two.
***
Paula Byrne lay back on her bunk, racked by blinding mental pain. She had been foolish, reckless even. In her eagerness and impatience, she’d gone too far. Young Akimura was far more difficult than she’d anticipated. Uncontrollable. Possibly dangerous.
She sat up slowly. Blinding colors danced at the perimeter of her vision, accompanied by jangling pain. The bedcovers bunched beneath her as she recoiled from the cacophony. She sat very still, and the tumult subsided.
Haltingly, she chanted for composure and freedom from pain. The noise faded, then grew, throwing horrid echoes around her head. The chants were useless. She needed neural dampers. But her supplies were in the bathroom. Too far to go. But the pain. Have to do it. Hurry.
Byrne put one foot on the floor, then the other. The room swirled around her as strange voices jabbered and shrieked. She tottered, started to fall, grabbed hold of a wallcushion, and half crawled toward the bathroom. Five more steps. Now two. She clung to the webbed handhold and rummaged through her bag until she found the small pack of hypos. Gasping with pain, she pressed two hypos to her arm. The chittering and shrieking faded, faded, and was gone.
Flee, she thought. You must leave. He’s too much for you. Perhaps he’s too much for anyone.
***
After breakfast, Ethan Hawkins made what he thought of as his daily rounds, from Burma to Tokyo, from New York to Frankfurt, checking in with his factories, his investors and advisers. The diamond market was down, biochemical futures were holding firm, and speculation in lunar real estate was rampant. Just wait until they opened up Mars, he thought. The Mars boom would dominate the beginning of the twenty-second century. With luck—and the help of Rick Akimura—Aria Corp. would be poised to benefit from that land rush. Satisfied, Hawkins nodded, checked his stock quotations one more time, and shut down the screen. All in all, a normal morning’s work.
He stretched, flexing his prosthetic arm, getting the kinks out of his shoulders. A walk was in order.
He took his private lift down to the gymnasium level and made his way out into the atrium, striding over the green carpeting, taking note that the bromeliads in the hall plantings required attention. Their pale green and white leaves were dusty, drab. Details, nobody kept their mind on details.
His wristscreen buzzed.
“Colonel Hawkins?”
“What is it, Leporello?”
“Random scanning of communications yielded some information that I thought might interest you.”
The image of a mutant woman with wild white hair and a pinched, frightened face appeared onscreen. Paula Byrne, the healer who had helped Rick Akimura. She wore what appeared to be an old blue pressure suit.
“Rita,” she said. “I wanted to speak to you before I left Hawkins’s Pavilion. I see now that Rick Akimura is the promised one.”
Hawkins slowed his pace, listening closely.
“Are you certain?” a female voice said.
A look of fear crossed Paula Byrne’s face. “He is the answered prayer, the one who will lead us into the new era. Rick Akimura is a fully enhanced mutant.”
“Leporello,” Hawkins said. “Hold.”
The image froze.
“When did this conversation take place?” Hawkins asked.
“Early this morning.”
“Is Paula Byrne still on the Pavilion?”
“No. She left on the first shuttle.”
“A shame. Proceed.”
Onscreen, Paula Byrne began to speak. “Yes, Sister,” she said. “He has every mutant ability you can imagine, and more. He can see into time, he can move between the ages. He is both telepath and telekinetic, powerful beyond our wildest dreams. He is the next step.”
“What shall we do?”
“I must think on this,” Byrne said. “I will talk with you when I return home.”
“Then I’ll await your call. Yours in the Book, Sister.”
“In the Book.” The screen went dark.
“End of transmission,” Leporello said. “Further instructions?”
“Nothing yet. Stand by,” Hawkins said.
In a jittery mood now, he paced along the upper level of the observation deck, oblivious to the condition of the flora. Enhanced mutants? What was all that about? The woman was crazy, obviously. Rick Akimura, a genetic freak? What had she called him? The promised one? The answered prayer? It was laughable. These pathetic people and their preposterous cults. Hawkins prided himself on his skepticism. He didn’t believe in the bogeyman, he didn’t believe in the Moon monster, and he certainly didn’t believe in the mutant promised one. But what if Rick were a genetic freak? The next step in mutancy, as Byrne claimed. That would be a rare commodity indeed. Worth thinking about that.
Suppose he really is what the woman says he is, Hawkins thought. Just suppose.
Hawkins walked swiftly back to his office.
“Colonel Hawkins,” Leporello said. “I was about to page you. Jasper Saladin is on screen one.”
Saladin’s thin, craggy face appeared above the holoscreen.
“Morning, Ethan,” he said. “I’ve got those figures you requested. Looks like we’re in for another big fad in gene splicing. Designer babies and all that.”
“Again? Well, it’ll be good for business, I suppose,” Hawkins said. Somewhere in the back of his head a bell was ringing. Genetic research. Gene splicing. Of course. Of course. He suddenly saw yet another way in which Rick Akimura could be of use.
“Jasper, what would you say if I told you that there is available a source of potent genetic material that could revolutionize the gene-splicing industry and give new meaning to the term self-improvement?”
Saladin frowned. “I’d say you were crazy. Regulations on this kind of research are stifling, to put it mildly.”
Hawkins smiled slyly. “On-world, in academic environments, yes. But not off-world. Not yet.”
“What are you saying?”
“You know what a boom the genetic self-improvement market has seen: growth regulation, insulin generation in diabetics, interferon generation to nip budding cancers and combat viral illnesses.”
Saladin nodded impatiently. “Of course. But you’re really talking about something outside of my field.”
“Just for the sake of discussion, Jasper, what would your reaction be if you had access to the genetic material of a truly superior individual? A mutant, let’s say, from whom you could gene-splice traits for telepathy, telekinesis, and so on.”
“I thought even mutant geneticists couldn’t splice in specific traits, yet. Besides, they’re not exactly generous with their research results. It’s taken a court order on more than one occasion to pry information out of them that helped save lives.”
“That’s true,” Hawkins said. “But we know enough about gene splicing to agree that a multitalented mutant’s plasm would confer a gift upon the recipient regardless of the mix of the skills. The chance of receiving a direct transfer of talent is good. And many people would pay a great deal for that chance.”
“And others would pay an equal amount to prevent them from doing it. This is dangerous territory, Ethan.”
“I know, I know,” Hawkins said. “I’ve read the accounts of the witch-hunts of the previous century. The public outcry against companies that were thought to be breeding monsters in their labs. We’ve still got to cope with a remnant of that paranoid antitech mentality today.”
“You mean the ‘Blues’ in Mongolia and Tibet?”
“Yes, and a lot of other bizarre back-to-nature factions like them. Oh, they’ve gone back to nature, all right. Until they need media coverage. Then they’re surprisingly sophisticated, amazingly savvy.”
“You don’t need bad publicity, Ethan.”
“Don’t tell me my job, Jasper. I can just imagine Melanie Akimura leading a posse of investigative reporters down my throat if I so much as touch one hair on her precious son’s head. Maybe you’re right, Jasper. Maybe I should leave the genetic engineering to the mutants.”
Saladin smiled sourly. “I know you better than that, Ethan. You don’t give up so easily.” He paused, obviously intrigued. “So Rick Akimura is the potential cell donor?”
“Yes. And don’t we have a geneticist on the payroll?”
“Yeah, but you’d need tissue samples.”
“I can get them.”
“Then do it, Ethan,” Saladin said. “Before somebody else does.”
.
******************
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Eva poked her head into the room, her eyes sparkling. “They’ve started work on the flare lab. Want to watch?”
“I guess,” Julian said.
Reluctantly, he joined her in the hallway. He was amazed by her adaptability. From Earth to orbit, from academic environment to private research program. Eva kept her balance. She stared out the observation port with unrestrained glee.
“Julian, it’s even more beautiful than I’d imagined. Ethan has created his own private paradise up here.”
He glanced at the cloud-covered Earth, willing himself to relax and enjoy the view. “You’re right,” he said. “He’s achieved more than I’d expected.” And indeed the many-layered satellite was filled with wonders. But try as he might, Julian couldn’t shake free of his resentment of Hawkins. The man had cheated him of the woman he loved.
They passed the atrium gardens, the hydroponics, the freestanding pool wavering like a blue gem in its g-field. And finally they came to the flare lab.
Eva uttered a short cry of recognition and caught at Julian’s arm. Julian could see why she was so excited. The lab was taking shape already. And before Hawkins was finished it would be equipped with new and glittering equipment, state of the art.
“That bastard will do a perfect job,” Julian said.
“Be grateful,” Eva said. “He’s giving us another chance. You’ll get your doctorate on time.”
“I suppose he’s even arranged for mutants with the flare disorder to be part of the program?”
“Of course. Marcus Schueller is on his way up here.”
“Hawkins thinks of everything, doesn’t he?”
“I hope so,” Eva said. She pointed at a tangle of wires and electrodes. “Look. I jury-rigged a flare-ride headset. When Marcus gets here, we can continue working.”
“Wouldn’t it be better to wait until the lab’s completed and we can run regular shifts?”
Eva’s gaze was implacable. “I don’t want to wait,” she said. “Not for anything. Marcus is due to arrive this afternoon. We’ll get started then.”
***
Rick sent a probe into Ethan Hawkins’s office. Empty. Good. He t-jumped through three levels and materialized in front of the office holoscreen. After double-checking that he was alone, he set up a shield to prevent anyone from seeing him.
“Leporello,” he said. The voice was deep, powerful, almost a perfect copy of Hawkins’s bass.
The screens remained dark.
Rick added a bit more resonance, a touch of chocolaty baritone. “Leporello, answer me.” The screen flickered and the suave face of Hawkins’s virtual assistant appeared.
“Colonel?” Leporello gazed around the room. “I thought you were just on the observation deck.”
“Well,” Rick said. “I’m back in the office now.”
“Where?”
“Can’t you see me?”
“No.”
“But I’m right here in front of you.”
“Perhaps it’s my visual circuits,” said the simulacrum uncertainly. “I’ll have them checked right away. Meanwhile, how may I serve?”
“I’d like a report on the year-to-date profits for Aria Corp.”
“Now? But we’re not even at the end of the first quarter …”
“Now. Onscreen.”
“Very well.”
Leporello’s image vanished and in its place a waterfall of orange numbers danced through the air above the holoscreen.
Rick watched, amazed. How could Hawkins digest all this stuff?
A fragment of “Die Fledermaus,” hummed by a bass voice, floated into the room. Hawkins was coming.
“Screen off,” Rick said.
The orange waterfall vanished.
Rick sat down quickly on the nearest wallseat.
Hawkins strode in, still humming. He stopped abruptly. “Rick, what are you doing here? I didn’t expect to see you until after lunch.”
Think fast. “Colonel, I want you to redirect any business you have in the Pacific Rim. The revolution in Thailand will disrupt all private industry.”
“That’s a tall order,” Hawkins replied. “Besides, it was just last week that you told me to invest heavily there.”
“I know, I know. I didn’t foresee that the future can change. But enough random factors must conspire at any moment to slant a vision one way or the other.” Rick ran his hands through his hair. “Anyway, you’ve got to redirect your business there. Maybe bring it to Africa.”
Hawkins inclined his head in mock salute. “You’ll forgive me if I take that under advisement?”
The deskscreen buzzed.
“Colonel Hawkins, Jasper Saladin is calling.”
“Excuse me, Rick,” Hawkins said. “Put him through.”
Saladin’s three-dimensional image formed above the holoscreen. “Ethan, we’re in a jam.”
“How so?”
“We’ve got to replace the number five thruster under the Pavilion as soon as possible: the casing is cracked and starting to come loose.”
“Christ,” Hawkins muttered. “Isn’t there any way you can repair it? Fuse the casing?”
“We’ve tried. Even sent out a telekinetic with the mechs. But it’s no good.”
“How soon before we get a replacement?”
“It’s due up in two days.”
Hawkins scowled. “Can’t we get along until then?”
“I hope so. What I’d really like is a techie who has as much strength as you do in your prosthetic arm.”
“Well, why not use me then? I could handle tools, once upon a time.”
“Ethan, it’s a little unorthodox to have the CEO making repairs—”
“Bah. You’ve practically said I’m the man for the job. Besides, it’ll be a kick to take a spacewalk again. I’ll do it, Jasper. Send me the schematics.”
Saladin nodded and his image vanished. Silently, a printout extruded from the screen. Hawkins tore it off and began studying it intently. He seemed to have forgotten all about Rick.
“Colonel?”
Hawkins looked up from the schematics and smiled. “Forgive me, Rick. Is there anything else?”
“No. Not yet.” He turned to go.
But Hawkins was staring at him in a calculating manner.
“Just a moment, Rick. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in accompanying me?”
“On a spacewalk?”
“I might need another pair of hands out there.”
Rick hesitated. He hadn’t expected this. “I don’t know. Sounds risky.”
“You’ll be as safe as you are right this minute,” Hawkins said, grinning.
“If you say so.” Rick told himself there was nothing to fear. He could always t-jump back into the Pavilion. Or to Earth.
“Fine. Meet me at airlock number three in an hour.”
“Okay.” Rick started to walk toward the door. But Hawkins still didn’t seem to be through with him.
In a very careful tone he said, “Rick, I can’t tell you how pleased I am with our business arrangement.”
“Don’t have to. Just keep the paychecks coming.”
“Would you be interested in adding to those payments?”
“How so?”
Hawkins took a deep breath. “How do you feel about gene splicing?”
“Using my genes, do you mean?” Rick regarded Hawkins with amusement.
“Well, yes,” Hawkins said. “You must admit that you do have splendid talents. And if you were to share them …”
Rick leaned against the doorway. “Isn’t this sort of thing just theoretical?”
“Well, to some extent. But they’re making strides in the technology all the time. I’d have to consult researchers, specialists, of course. If they gave me a green light, what would your reaction be?”
“I’d say maybe I’m interested. Maybe.” He turned and met Hawkins’s gaze directly. “And then again, maybe not. You tell me what the specialists say first and then I’ll decide.”
Rick walked out of the office, keeping his pace casual, unhurried. When he knew he was out of sight and earshot, he t-jumped back to his room. That orange waterfall still danced in his memory. And now that Hawkins so obviously wanted to exploit him to the fullest, Rick’s conscience was clear.
He turned his roomscreen on.
“Privacy shield, please.”
The screen responded, glowing bright green. Rick probed it a bit, found the shield adequate. “Get me Moon Bank.”
After a slight pause, a blue-haired woman appeared onscreen. Her features had the extreme symmetry of a simulacrum.
“How may I help you?”
“I’d like to open a private, secured, numbered account,” Rick said.
“Voice-activated?”
“Is that the best security you offer?” The sim smiled. “For extra special accounts we require voice and retinal scan.”
“Okay,” Rick said. “Sign me up for one of those.”
***
Rita Saiken grasped Paula Byrne’s hands gently. “Sister, I came as soon as I got your message.”
The Book Keeper of the True Host leaned back against the pink wallcushions in her bedroom and gave Saiken a glassy look. Her mouth worked hard to form a word. “Monstrous,” she told the healer finally. “He is monstrous.”
“Who?”
“Rick Akimura.”
“What?” Saiken peered at her uncertainly. “What are you saying?”
“Too strong. He is too strong for us, Rita. Much too strong.” Tears ran down Byrne’s face. “He nearly killed me with a mental probe. Didn’t even realize his own strength. I still suffer residual flares from it.”
“By the Book!”
“Only neural dampers mask the pain.” She swallowed hard and went on. “He may be the promised one, Rita. But he will not help us. I feel certain of that. He is a horror. A devil.”
“I can’t believe this,” Saiken said. “Sister, calm yourself. Allow me to link and provide healing—”
“No!” Byrne pushed her away. “Stay out of my head if you value your own sanity.”
“But our studies, Paula. We’ve already contacted the mother. She’s promised full cooperation.”
“And the father?”
“She’s promised his as well.”
“But you haven’t spoken to him yet?”
“No.”
Byrne pursed her lips. “Then you must go. Demand a plenary session of the Western Council.”
“Now? It’s not even midyear.”
“The timing can’t be helped.” Byrne’s gaze was suddenly harsh, unrelenting. “Rita, this is urgent. Urgent! Soon Rick Akimura will seek to test the limits of his talents. All of our people must he warned.”
“And the nonmutants? What about them?”
Byrne sighed. “Yes. Yes, of course. Warn them as well. Warn everyone.”
***
Rick t-jumped into the corridor near airlock three. Too late, he saw Hawkins standing by a large observation window watching the Moon. He barely avoided colliding with him.
“Sorry!”
The colonel whipped around, fists clenched defensively. “Rick, I didn’t see you.” He relaxed and stretched. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that.”
“Yeah.” Good thing Hawkins had been looking out the window instead of down the hall. Have to be more careful.
“The pressure suits are in that room next door, behind the web doors. Let me check your suit seals before we step out into the vasty deep of space.”
“You’re looking forward to this, aren’t you?”
Hawkins’s eyes twinkled. “Why not? A little jaunt into the void. I don’t do it often enough.” He patted Rick on the shoulder. “Don’t forget those seals.”
Rick shrugged into an orange pressure suit, and then put a white space-shielded wrapper over it. A moment later Hawkins joined him, his wrapper already in place.
“Tighten that third seam by your throat,” Hawkins said. “Otherwise you’ll be gulping vacuum.”
“Right.” Rick wondered if he could set a t-field in place strong enough to withstand the rigors of space. Maybe he’d experiment once they were out there.
The suit fit as though it were a second skin—snug, yet with enough give to allow him to turn a somersault if necessary. Rick saw the jetpack leaning against the door, and its twin, to be used in case of a problem.
“Can you pinpoint your telekinesis if I need an assist in fusing the casing?” Hawkins asked.
“No problem. Just holler.”
“Very good. Are you ready?”
Rick looked out the porthole window at the velvety blackness of space, the blue curve of the Earth, and gave Hawkins the thumbs-up sign.
The airlock slid open with a gentle whisper. Rick stepped into the vestibule, where Hawkins hooked him to the tensor steel cord, his umbilicus to the ship. Hawkins then hooked himself up. And with a gentle flex of the leg muscles, they were off, out into the vacuum surrounding the Pavilion, high above Earth and moon.
Earth was a big blue marble at Rick’s feet. Above and around him on every side were stars. He felt gloriously disoriented, almost goofy. He made slow breaststroke motions as he floated in zero-g. The sun was a small glowing white ball that looked as though it would fit neatly in his pocket.
“How does it feel, Rick?” Hawkins’s voice was a deep murmur over the pressure-suit radio.
“Unreal! Better than rad.”
“See that shuttle approaching?” Hawkins said. “It’s one of mine.”
Rick watched a sleek silver bird come around the curve of the Earth. It climbed through the darkness and headed silently and swiftly for the docking platform on the Pavilion.
A movement beside him caught his attention: Hawkins slowly turning to watch the shuttle’s passage. His pressure suit flashed as it reflected the sun’s light directly. Rick sensed Hawkins’s excitement about the shuttle shipment. Why not? Hawkins should be excited about everything he saw here. It was his kingdom.
For the first time, Rick felt the prickling of envy. How had Hawkins achieved this domain? He probed gently. Saw a loving mother who indulged her bright, talented son, and a strict father disappointed that Ethan had not followed him into the family law practice. Later had come the overweening ambition, the military discipline and danger. First, a love of knowledge, of music, had burned as brightly in Hawkins as the need for power did now. When had that changed? Rick probed deeper. Saw it: the accident that had cost Hawkins his arm. Of course. Hawkins had never really stopped mourning the loss, had never truly felt whole again. And so, all else he had done since then was a kind of compensation. A colossal funeral dirge for that lost part of him.
The shuttle approached Hawkins’s Pavilion and for a moment, Rick’s focus shifted to it. Lovely space bird, he thought. Wish you were mine.
The stars seemed to flutter and quake, casting odd shadows. But that wasn’t possible, was it? Rick was suddenly in two places, his perception divided. One tiny portion of him floated, tethered, in space, in real time, responding to Hawkins’s genial comments, observing his efficient repair work. But the greater part of his awareness shifted and escaped, sliding down a shining link toward the strange visions of unexpected futures.
There: he was accepting the mantle of Book Keeper for the Unified Councils. And there was the abolition of the genetics labs. Here, people knelt at the door to the Council room, awaiting him and his blessing. Here he opened all Council meetings to mutant and nonmutant. And there he was with Alanna, making love to her during a warm, dark night while the image of shooting stars played over the walls of their chamber. And he saw her, belly swelling with life, waiting peacefully for her time. Giving birth to his son. It would all be as he saw it. He would unify the Councils, dismiss the crackpots and fundamentalists, make room for any who cared to join. Any who were needy would find comfort. Those who were hungry would be fed.
He was sitting at the head of a huge table, looking out at the sea of expectant faces, and his throat felt dry. What to say? How to say it? What did they want from him?
He knew—oh, he knew too well. He had seen their hunger, their greed, and it frightened him more than anything ever had before in his short life. But he had no choice. He must do what he could to ease their pain.
He wet his lips and spoke. “I know you have heard many things about me. And I know you have many expectations. I can’t answer for them. All I can tell you is that I have been able to reach out and feel your concerns. In that I may be gifted. But in terms of feeling, I am no different from any of you. Any of you. I feel what every other man or woman feels. I have been alone and lonely. Felt myself an outcast in the warmest crowd. I have hungered for love and understanding. And I have been cruel, cold, aloof, uninvolved. Withholding.”
A murmur of disbelief ran through the crowd. Rick held up his hands. “Yes, I have turned away. Because of my own fears. Because I thought I could not help.”
“But you’re the supermutant!” a voice cried from the audience.
“I am a supernothing,” Rick snapped. “That’s a name some reporter hung on me. I am not some strange, superpowered being. I am a man. A human.”
“You’re a mutant,” a woman cried.
“Yes, a mutant,” Rick said. “And until recently, a dysfunctional mutant. These talents have only lately appeared. I am no savior, no ubermensch, no answer to anybody’s prayer! All I am is a man who has felt the things you have all felt. I have known the darkness of depression—we all have spent time there, I think. I have felt the fire of rage. The ice of disdain. The sorrow of loneliness. In that, I am not one bit different from you—I am exactly like you. Your pain is my pain. Your joys are my joys. Your fears are my fears. We share all this by virtue of a common heritage: that of the human race.
“And because of that heritage, that linkage, we have a responsibility. We owe it to ourselves, to one another, to recognize our isolation, our differences, our needs and our fears. And to bridge them. To reach across the chasms of disagreement, aloofness, terror, and provide community. We have been alone for too long. If there is one thing I can do and will do, it will be this: to provide a linkage, a circle, a fellowship. I feel your pain because it is mine. Together, let us summon the joy of the circle.”
And he knew that the symbol of a circle would become the symbol of welcome. His sign. It would be painted on every Council chamber wall and on the doors of those who believed.
Believe in what? a small voice in his head whispered.
Believe in me, he thought. I am the bond, the one who will bring us together.
His mind reached out, toward the Earth, toward the Moon and beyond, to distant Mars. Even here in the cold void of space he could feel the pulse beat of humanity. Could feel the busy, humming synapses of so many different brains working. Sensed the alienation and fears that kept humanity isolated when those very qualities could provide a linkage, a commonality of need that could be met. Would be. Rick caught up humanity in the cradle of his mind’s embrace.
That woman in the four A.M. cold outside a truck stop in Omaha, dizzy with bad wine, banging her head against the hard concrete pavement. He reached in and stopped her. And the man beating his wife in a hotel room near Douala. He stopped him, too. The frightened young mother in Prague rocking her wailing baby was rocked in the warmth of his understanding. And the frail old man sitting up, staring out the window in Edinburgh, was eased into sleep.
You are all mine.
Rick was amazed and humbled by the thought. He had never felt this sense of connection before. Never desired to give in this way. To heal. But now I know, he thought. I know what you all feel, because I feel it. Share. Sharing is the only way to freedom.
He was just about to link, to free them all, when a tug at his waist brought his attention firmly and completely back to the jarring present.
He was floating in the vastness of space, connected only by a slender cord to Hawkins’s Pavilion. Dizziness swept over him. Rick shook his head. What had he been dreaming? Thinking? The stars around him were white pinpricks in the darkness, burning their light into him.
Hawkins beckoned with the slow-motion balletic movements of weightlessness. He had finished his work alone. It was time to return to the Pavilion. How long had they been out here?
Rick hesitated as his vision cleared. He wanted to stay, hanging between the stars, feeling the pulse of mankind in his head. But no. Those were just dreams and visions. Wisps of some improbable future in which everybody wanted a piece of him, wanted to use his powers, from the Mutant Councils to greedy space industrialists like Hawkins. Ridiculous. Pretentious. He was never going to become Chief Book Keeper. Link the clans? Why would he do that? How could he have been thinking such absurd do-good bullshit? Besides, what could he heal? Who could he help? And why should he, even if he could? He was no saint.
He saw clearly the colonel’s plan to sell his cloned genes for splicing. Saw, too, the plan’s ultimate failure. Heard the ricochet of lawsuits and bad press. If Hawkins was determined to have that future, Rick would not stop him. In fact, it might make it easier. There just might be a different future in store for Aria Corp., one that didn’t include Ethan Hawkins.
Rick looked down at the huge blue globe of the Earth, and he could almost see all the ravenous minds, the open mouths—millions of baby birds waiting for him to feed their hungry, primal needs.
Well, he would surprise them all. He didn’t know what he was, but he sure as hell would be owned by no one but himself.
He shouted back at the Earth: Hey! What about me?
What he most wanted was to be with Alanna. The hell with biology, with genealogy, with taboos. He wanted to live with her in a place beyond the reach of badgering mutants, industrialists, disapproving family. What good were his powers if he couldn’t have what he wanted?
He felt the tug again, and saw that he was being reeled in. All right, he thought. I’ll play by your rules. For just a little bit longer. With new determination, he turned his back on the void and returned to the realm of artificial gravity and real time.
***
“I hope you enjoyed it,” Hawkins said. “You were very quiet out there.”
They stood in the changing room just off the lock. Hawkins sealed the tabs of his business-styled stretch suit and placed his pressure suit on a hook.
“Just taking in the view,” Rick said.
“Impressive, isn’t it? Even after all this time, I still marvel at it. Nothing like a spacewalk to show you the wonders of the solar system,” Hawkins said. “Maybe we’ll do it again, sometime. But right now, business calls.”
Rick shook his head mockingly. “All this wealth, and even you aren’t free, Ethan.”
A wolfish smile lit Hawkins’s dark features. “If you’re lucky, Rick, you’ll discover that wealth only creates additional responsibility. If you’re lucky.” And with a nod, he was gone.
***
Vincent Guindelle, the Western Book Keeper, gave Rita Saiken an impatient look that infuriated her. “Dr. Saiken, I understand you wished me to close the meeting to all nonmutants.”
“That’s correct. I assumed you’d done as I asked.”
“It’s impossible. We will not close the meeting to anybody who desires to participate.” He frowned. “Besides, you told me you had news of the gravest urgency. News that would affect humankind. That includes nonmutants, doesn’t it?”
“I thought we would consult the nonmutants later.”
“I’m sorry,” he said. “When word got out that you’d requested this gathering there was quite a demand for participation. You’re a respected authority, Rita. Many people are anxious to hear what you’ve got to say.”
Saiken gripped the antique wooden lectern until her knuckles were white. A sea of faces stared up at her, golden eyes, brown, blue, and green. All must be made aware of the threat that Rick Akimura’s presence presented. They must be warned. She had promised Paula Byrne. She would not shirk her responsibility.
But stage fright gripped her suddenly, unexpectedly. She fought the rising desire to rush from the room, away from the expectant faces. No, she had a duty.
The audience shifted restlessly.
“Dr. Saiken?” Guindelle prompted.
She cleared her throat. Calm, she thought. Be calm. Now begin.
“I have come to tell you that we are all at great risk.”
People murmured quietly to one another and a few faces grew pale.
Saiken’s voice strengthened. “It is a risk none of us anticipated. Some of you may have difficulty accepting it.”
The murmurs grew louder.
“At risk? From whom?”
“Rita, what danger are we facing? Tell us.”
“The enhanced mutant,” she said. “The one who may lead us or destroy us. He has come.”
The hall was silent.
“He is strong,” she said. Her voice echoed in the stillness, and when she nodded a dozen Ritas nodded back from the row of wallscreens lining the rear of the hall. “Very strong. We must work together for our own protection. Plan. Proceed carefully. Perhaps he will listen if we speak with one voice.”
An old man with wisps of white hair and bright golden eyes stood up.
“Who poses this threat?” he asked.
Saiken took a deep breath. Let it out.
“Rick Akimura.”
“Akimura, Akimura, Akimura,” the wallscreens whispered.
“I know the Akimuras,” said the man. “That boy is a null. You say a null is threatening the mutant community? But how is that possible?”
“He’s become a multitalent,” Saiken said. “His skills outstrip those of the strongest among us.”
Around the hall, mutants and nonmutants were looking at one another with perplexity and confusion.
A voice rang out: “A null has become a multitalent? I don’t believe it.”
“But it’s true,” Saiken said. “He is wild, uncontrollable. Just beginning to test his strengths. It is urgent that we prepare ourselves now.”
Again, the room was silent. Then a tall, red-haired man in work clothes stood. His golden eyes gleamed.
“How can we control him?”
“A group of telepaths working in concert with telekinetics,” Saiken said.
“But we would tire eventually. What then?” the redhead asked.
“Neural dampers could be applied,” Saiken said. “We could use a combination of medication and group telepathy.”
“But you’re not certain that will work.”
Saiken hesitated. “No. But we feel reasonably certain—”
“Reasonably certain against some sort of supermutant?”
“There are no guarantees. Even we don’t know the limit of his strength,” Saiken said. “And that is why we must act. Once he is neutralized, he’ll see reason. Work with us. Lead us.”
“And in return we’ll worship him?” a woman cried. “Is that what you’ve brought us? A supermutant to be captured, then worshiped? What do you think we are, some primitive tribe?”
The room filled with laughter. Other voices called out in sudden relieved glee.
“It’s that old supermutant rag. Sing a few more choruses and we might start dancing.”
“A supermutant? Not again. Is that what she called us here for?”
“Help. Somebody save me. It’s the supermutant.”
I thought Melanie Akimura got rid of the last so-called supermutant who showed up around here. Maybe you should talk to her about Rick. Maybe she’ll give him a good spanking.
Rita, have you been using too many joy sticks? I thought
that was strictly against the healers’
regime.
“Please,” Saiken said. “Listen before it’s too late. He is here. Rick Akimura is the true enhanced mutant we’ve been waiting for.”
“Rita, go back to Mendocino. Look for mutant boojums there.”
Save your fairy
tales for children. We stopped believing in Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, and the supermutant long ago.
A supermutant to lead us? Who asked for one? Anybody here send out for a supermutant?
“Listen to me,” Saiken cried. “You must listen to me! There really is danger. He is young, reckless. He must be controlled until he has grown into his talents.” Her voice was lost in the din. Even Vincent Guindelle was laughing and shaking his head. Her image on the wallscreens went unheeded.
“Please!” Saiken tried once again to make herself heard. But her voice was hoarse from shouting, and nobody was listening. It was no use. No one believed her. No one cared. Rick would catch them all unprepared.
“You’ll be sorry,” she said. “I tried.” Shaking her head in anger and sorrow, she left the speaker’s platform and hurried from the room. The echoes of the mutants’ laughter rang in the hallway behind her.
One person, however, was not laughing.
“Hey, Rita. Wait! Wait a minute.”
She turned to see a tall, muscular man with a gray beard and hair caught back in a ponytail hurrying after her.
Skerry.
“You are his father,” she said.
“I know. I know. Listen, are you serious about him being uncontrollable?”
“Yes. Paula Byrne went to see him.”
“That nutty Book Keeper from San Diego?”
Saiken flashed him a look of anger. “Sister Paula has much to share.”
“I’ll bet.” He paused. “Sorry. What the hell was she doing with him?”
“She thought he might be the promised one.”
“The promised one?”
“The True Host of the Book believes that an enhanced mutant will emerge to lead us and—”
“Okay, I get it. Mutant messiah. You think my son’s the mutant messiah.” Skerry started laughing. “How did Paula Byrne decide that?”
“I told her he might be the one. She confirmed it after attempting to examine him.”
“Right. You got a call from Ethan Hawkins and sent Paula Byrne up to tend Rick. So what did he do, give her a mental hotfoot?”
“Well, in a manner of speaking—”
“It’s exactly what I would have done.” Skerry nodded. “Listen, Rita, I think he’s just bluffing you. You fell for his tricks. But I’ll go talk to him.”
“You should not go alone.”
“To see my baby boy?” Skerry’s voice was harsh. “You think I need to bring along a mutant cavalry? Guns? Maybe some horses?”
Saiken shook her head. “Do what you wish. But for your own safety, you should not go alone.”
“I always work alone.” Skerry’s eyes glittered. “But thanks for the tip.” He faded slowly from view until Rita Saiken stood by herself in the empty corridor.
***
Have you taken leave of what’s left of your senses?” Narlydda asked. “Rita Saiken tells us your son is one step away from becoming the Antichrist, and you decide to go visit him? No, absolutely not. I forbid it, Skerry!”
“Back off, Lydda. Nobody forbids me anything. Or have you forgotten?”
“I know you’re upset about Alanna—”
“Damn straight I am. And if she’s up there floating around on Hawkins’s pleasure dome while Rick starts to develop horns and cloven hooves, don’t you think somebody should try to go and fetch her?”
“I thought Julian went to do just that.”
“Yeah,” Skerry said. “But he must have liked the accommodations. He stayed. It’s been two weeks. No sign of Alanna. Meanwhile, Melanie tells me that Julian and Rick had a run-in. I’d say it’s time for me to go up there.”
Narlydda laughed harshly. “Next you’ll be telling me you believe in the supermutant myth.”
His eyes flashed. “I don’t believe in anything, and you know it. But I told you there was something strange about Rick. Strange and powerful. I just thought he was an angry, violent kid. But maybe I was wrong.”
“Oh, come on, Skerry. You sound as crazy as Rita Saiken.”
“Don’t laugh, Lydda. If there’s even a hint of truth to Saiken’s story, we’ve got to consider it. Our daughter is up there. And my—son.” Skerry paused. “I let Julian go to break the news, hoping Alanna would turn tail and run. Now I see that I may have to make a little visit to Hawkins’s Pavilion and check things out for myself. Besides, Saiken’s little proposal for a telepathic concert gives me the creeps. I don’t think anybody knows what’s really going on with Rick.”
“If he’s dangerous, he must be stopped.”
“Maybe so. But one multitalent against twenty-five telepaths? It’s bad odds.”
“Especially when that one happens to be your son.”
In silence, they walked up the path toward their skimmer.
Narlydda turned, eyes glittering. “Aren’t you getting a little old for this kind of thing?”
Skerry met her gaze firmly. “Spare me the insults, Lydda. What if Rick is some kind of fluky enhanced mutant? An evolved mutant, if you will. I don’t really believe it, but I don’t know what’s going on. A null turning into a multitalent—that’s pretty wild. Yeah, I know he might be dangerous. And I’m partially responsible. Whether I like it or not.”
“That doesn’t mean you have to go racing off into space because of a prank you pulled years ago. Who the hell do you think you are? Sir Galahad?”
“Some prank,” Skerry said. “If what Rita Saiken says is true, I contributed to the creation of an enhanced mutant. Which puts the entire mutant community at risk. Maybe more. Ha-ha. Tell me something else that’s funny.”
“So you really do believe it.”
“I’m beginning to, yeah. I have to find out what he is. And I’m going to try and save those kids from themselves before it’s too late.”
Narlydda sighed. “You’ve got some kind of hero complex, Skerry. Are you sure this isn’t just an excuse to get up out of your floatchair?”
He opened the skimmer door and got in. “I wouldn’t exactly call it a hero complex, Lydda. I’d call it a bad ease of fatherhood. A real bad case.”
.
******************
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Julian ate well on Hawkins’s pavilion, and he slept as well as he could without the comfort of Eva beside him. But he was slowly growing accustomed to their new status as ex-lovers and colleagues. There was plenty of distraction to help. Work absorbed him. And each time he looked out the window there was a star show, the cold white face of the Moon peering back at him, or the lovely blue curve of Earth.
The Flare Program was shuffling along, thanks to the crude equipment Eva had set up. And the lab was taking shape around them. Another two weeks and they would be ready to run full shifts. Julian was grateful for the demanding pace.
He sat up now, released from the most recent flare ride. He had seen little: a few wheeled vehicles crawling over the surface of a red sand landscape. Mars, most likely. Julian logged his ride and left the lab, intent on lunch.
Only two people stood in the mechteria line. One was a mutant man with gray hair and a mustache. He wore an orange shuttle pressure suit with pilot insignia at the shoulder. Behind him was a woman clad in a blue stretch suit. Julian admired her thin, graceful figure and long, dark hair. She looked familiar. As she turned toward the tables, he got a glimpse of her face. High cheekbones. Celadon skin. Alanna. She looked up and her golden eyes widened with surprise.
“Julian,” she said. “What are you doing on Hawkins’s Pavilion? I thought you were down at Berkeley getting your doctorate.”
“I’m working on it here, on a research project that Colonel Hawkins is sponsoring.”
“Really? I’m working for him, too. Engineering.” She smiled tiredly. There were dark circles under her eyes. “Come keep me company. We can talk while we eat.”
Julian followed her to a table. “Have you heard from your folks?”
“Not lately. I don’t think they’re really thrilled that I’m living with Rick.” She gave Julian a suspicious look. “Does Rick know you’re here?”
“Well, not exactly.” Julian hadn’t seen his brother since the day he arrived. “Don’t tell him you’ve seen me. We had a kind of falling-out.”
Her gaze went right through him. “I’m sorry. He’s been … sort of touchy lately.”
“I know about the changes, Alanna.”
She closed her eyes and slumped in relief. “Oh, good. I wasn’t sure if I should say anything.”
“Has it been rough on you?”
“Not exactly.” She smiled. There was just a touch of sadness in her eyes. “He’s gotten, well, distant. Different. He’s so ambitious now that I hardly recognize him.”
“Ambitious about what?”
“Stuff. He wants to make lots of money and buy a big house. Wants us to get married.”
Married! Julian tried to keep his voice level. “How do you feel about that?”
Alanna shrugged. “I guess I want to. I used to complain that he didn’t have any plan for his life. But I sort of miss the guy he was before he started developing all these fancy mutant skills.”
“Yeah, I know what you mean.” Julian paused. Should he tell her the truth? Rick obviously had not. But how to say it? Casually? Take a sip of coffee and say, by the way, did you know you’re my half sister? So you can’t marry Rick.
Alanna looked up. “Here comes Rick now.”
Julian turned and saw his brother striding toward them. There was a tightness to his features that Julian recognized as fear.
“I thought you were long gone, Julian,” Rick said. “Alanna, what are you doing with him?”
She stared at him in surprise. “Having lunch. Is there a law against it?”
“As of now. A personal Akimura law. I don’t want to see you two together.”
Julian stood up. “Wait a minute, Rick—”
“Alanna, I’ll see you in our room.”
“What?” She pushed back her chair and jumped to her feet.
“Now.”
“Rick, if you think that you can talk to me like—”
Alanna’s voice faded to a whisper, practically inaudible. She wavered as though a stiff breeze were blowing right through her. For a moment, Julian could see the back wall of the mechteria through Alanna’s blue tunic. Then she vanished entirely.
“Rick,” he said. “What have you done to her?”
His brother smiled grimly. “Don’t sweat. She’s all right. I just t-jumped her out of here. Did you tell her anything?”
“No,” Julian said. “And you haven’t, either, have you? For God’s sake, Rick. Be reasonable. She’s got to be told. How long do you think this can go on?”
“As long as I want it to,” Rick said. “Besides, I thought I told you to leave. What are you doing here?”
“Working for Hawkins on the fourth level.”
“No wonder I haven’t seen you before this. But it’s still no good. You’re too much of a threat. Maybe I should t-jump you, too. Down to Berkeley, say. Or up to Venus. I just might do it, too, if you don’t stay away from Alanna.”
“From our sister?” Julian emphasized the word. “Sure, Rick. How long do you intend to keep threatening me?”
“As long as I have to.”
Rick glared at him with such anger that Julian began to feel afraid.
“Julian, who’s your friend?” Eva Seguy set her tray down on the table next to them. Both men ignored her. “I said, who is your friend?”
Julian wrenched around to face her. “Meet my brother, Rick.”
“The other twin? I didn’t know he was here, too.”
Rick looked Eva Seguy over slowly. He smiled, suddenly all charm. “Julian’s the younger, by eight and a half minutes,” he said. “I’m working for Hawkins. House telepath at your service.”
“Telepath? But I thought you were a null—”
“No longer.”
“You’re joking.”
“Not even close.”
“How marvelous! I had no idea this could happen.” Eva turned to Julian. “You must be so happy for him.”
“Overwhelmed,” Julian said.
“Rick, how would you like to work with us in the lab?”
“Taking flare rides into the future?” Rick laughed. “I don’t need a flare to see the future, Doctor.”
Eva’s chin came up defensively. “I wasn’t offering you a joyride. I’m serious. We could use another talented telepath in the program. Speed up results.”
Julian expected Rick to sneer and withdraw. Instead, he sat down, a smile of amusement on his face.
“Okay,” he said after a moment. “Yeah, sure. Anything to help my brother.” His tone was light but his gaze as he regarded Julian was cool.
“Eva, we should talk about this,” Julian said.
“Later, Julian,” Eva said. “Rick, when do you want to start?”
“After lunch.” Rick leaned over and helped himself to a choba roll from her plate. “I hate to visit the future on an empty stomach.”
***
Alanna awoke on the bed, stretched, and yawned. What time was it? She’d be late for her shift in the hydroponics lab. Then she remembered and sat bolt upright.
I was in the mechteria, she thought. Talking to Julian. Then Rick came in. And … how did I get here?
A confused jumble of images made her head ache. Somehow, Rick had brought her back to their room. Had she collapsed? Or had he knocked her out?
What’s happening to him? I don’t understand.
For a brief moment she longed to talk to her father or mother. To somebody who might be able to explain Rick’s strangeness.
She stood up. The only person who could give her any answers was Rick. She would go find him and demand to know what he’d done. What was happening to him. He had no right to keep secrets from her.
The door to the room was locked. She pressed the doorpad. There was a faint buzz but otherwise no response. How odd, Alanna thought. She sent a slender telekinetic pulse into the lock and probed. It was unresponsive. She boosted the probe. Still no response. With an irritated nod she unleashed a t-bolt, shattered the lock into a dozen pieces, and pushed the door open.
Rick’s responsible for that, she thought. He tried to lock me in. Well, he’s got some explaining to do. And he had better do a good job of it or he might find himself sleeping alone. With a toss of her head she set off down the hall in search of answers.
***
Rick gazed uneasily around the half-built laboratory. All these wires and exotic headsets. Eva Seguy was cute, but she got a funny look in her eye when it came to science. Still, this was diverting. And the expression on Julian’s face when he had agreed to Eva’s proposal was worth the indignity of being strapped in like a lab animal.
“Ready, Rick?” Eva’s voice was tinny over the crude headset.
Beside him, the sleeper, Marcus Schueller, lay snoring on a cot. “Uh, yeah,” Rick said. “I think so. You sure he’ll stay asleep? I won’t feel the flares?”
“He’ll be fine. And you won’t feel a thing.”
“Okay, then. Let her rip.”
Rick could see his brother standing behind Eva near the door. I’ll settle with you later, he thought. Got to get you off the Pavilion. Soon.
Rick forged the telepathic link with Schueller and descended into a hail of colored light, the pathway into the flare. Rick wanted to swat at the bursts of color. Annoying. The fireworks faded to white and an image emerged slowly as though it was moving toward him through a blinding snowstorm.
A young woman with dark hair and golden eyes was dancing onstage in some smoke-filled club. Strange. She looked like a younger version of his mother. Yes. She had to be. Rick started to sweat. This was embarrassing. His mother was doing a strip tease. She was practically naked. He felt a strange sensation, halfway between arousal and revulsion. Young Melanie finished her dance, left the stage, put on a wrapper. Rick relaxed. But wait. That crazy guy was sneaking up behind her. Turn around, Mom. The crazy grabbed her and started to strangle her. Helplessly, Rick watched the struggle. Fight, Mom, he thought. Isn’t anybody going to help her? Someone he didn’t recognize, a man with dark hair and an olive complexion, pulled the lunatic away. Good. Melanie went home with her savior. Stayed there. But then she was running, desperate to get away from her deliverer. What had happened? Look at her kick him! Rick knew his mother had always been reticent about her past. Now he could see why. Run, he thought. Get away from that creep. Rick wished he could make a t-jump through time. He would take care of that bastard for her. Maybe he could find him now and …
“Rick, are you all right?” Eva Seguy’s voice jarred him back to the present. The vision faded. “Your autonomic readings were getting pretty wild.”
“Yeah, fine. Just saw a pretty girl in a G-string,” he said. “Does it to me every time.”
“Is that all you saw?”
“Yeah, and wait, here comes another vision.”
Now he was watching his brother, Julian, presiding over some kind of meeting in a huge hall. Had Julian become a Book Keeper? Wouldn’t that be just like him. But the scene was shifting to show someone very familiar. He looked a bit like Skerry. Rick almost sat bolt upright. It wasn’t Skerry. It was him. Rick. Older, broader. He looked robust, successful. He was wearing a black silk stretch suit and sitting at a desk just like the one Ethan Hawkins had in his private office. Through the window, Rick could see the blue and white face of the Earth. Rick, sitting at the helm of Aria Corp. So it would happen just as he planned.
“All right!” Rick sat up and tore the headset off.
“What did you see?” Eva Seguy said.
“The key to my future,” Rick said. “Thanks, Eva.”
“Wait. Where are you going?”
He grinned. “Got to get started. The future won’t wait.” He t-jumped from the lab to Hawkins’s office. Nobody was there and the holoscreens were dark. He used a telekinetic bolt to seal the door and a probe field to warn him of Hawkins’s approach.
Rick shielded himself so he could not be seen. “Leporello,” he said in Hawkins’s bass rumble.
“Yes, Colonel?”
“Show me the ownership documentation on Aria Corp.”
“The entire file?”
“Yes.”
A green, glowing page emerged above the holoscreen. Rick scanned it and turned to the next. It took him fifteen pages before he found the transfer of trusteeship.
He froze the page onscreen and read it with interest. In case of Hawkins’s death, the colonel had split trusteeship of Aria Corp. between his mother and Jasper Saladin. There was even a chunk of the corporation set aside for the benefit of the space program. Well, not much longer.
“Leporello, I’d like to change this page. In case of my death, the head trustee shall be Rick Akimura.”
“Very good, Colonel. Shall I alter the copies in the vaults as well?”
“Please.”
“Will there be anything else?”
“Yes. I’d like you to transfer some funds.”
***
“I told you he was unreliable,” Julian said. Inwardly, he shuddered. Rick really could t-jump. T-jump! No other mutant could do that. The possibility had been debated for years that one day a powerful telekinetic would be able to teleport himself. What else was Rick capable of?
Eva nodded. “I should have listened to you. Your brother is a will-o’-the-wisp, isn’t he? I’ve never seen a mutant do that before.”
“That’s putting it nicely.” Julian gripped the wall railing. He was shaking with exhaustion. As a precaution, he had tapped in telepathically to monitor his brother’s ride. He still couldn’t believe what he’d seen. His mother in that strange episode at the bar. And later, himself as a Book Keeper while Rick presided over Aria Corp.
What did it mean?
How would Rick take over Hawkins’s holdings?
Julian sat down on the edge of the observation platform. Although he doubted the likelihood of much that he had seen in those visions, Julian was convinced that Rick intended to steal everything Hawkins owned. And if the colonel objected, Rick would probably kill him. Cover it up, make it look like an accident. Julian shuddered. Abominable. It was unthinkable. Rick had to be stopped. But how?
Eva touched his arm. “What’s wrong?”
Julian hesitated. If he told Eva and she believed him, she would be in considerable danger. No. Better to protect her. “I feel dizzy. Weird. Maybe I’m getting a touch of flu. That last flare ride must have taken more out of me than I thought.”
“Do you want me to call the infirmary?”
“No. I’ll go lie down for a while.” He forced a smile and hurried out of the room. The trip up to his quarters took fifteen minutes and felt like half a lifetime. The middle of Julian’s back tingled as though a target had been drawn between his shoulder blades.
He locked the door behind him, turned on the screen, rang Hawkins’s private line. No answer.
Damn!
A small voice in his head piped up: Why are you in such a rush to save Hawkins? Isn’t he your rival? Didn’t he win Eva from you? If you just let Rick have his way, Eva will come back to you.
Julian’s hand wavered over the keypad. But if he did nothing, Hawkins would lose his company. His life. No, Julian thought. Not that way. I don’t want to win because Hawkins dies.
How noble.
Rick!
You guessed right, Julian. I can see you’ve figured me out. That old twinsense never fails. So why not relax? Once I own Aria, you can have your own lab, and that lady scientist, to play with.
Get out of my head.
Don’t be rude, little brother.
You’re planning murder, Rick. Doesn’t that trouble you?
Who said anything about murder? Hawkins won’t get hurt unless he makes trouble.
Do you think he’s just going to roll over and say, sure, Rick, here’s the keys to the space station and bank accounts?
Maybe. If it’s presented to him properly. But I guess you have a point there.
Julian’s wallscreen chittered and beeped. Rick’s image emerged onscreen through a hail of green and violet light. He was sitting in Hawkins’s office, in Hawkins’s desk chair.
“What have you done to Hawkins?” Julian said. “To Leporello?”
“Nothing,” Rick said.
“What are you doing in Hawkins’s office? Where is he?”
“I was in the neighborhood, and how should I know? Stop asking so many questions, Julian. You’ll live longer.”
Julian’s pulse jumped. “Are you threatening me?”
Rick laughed once, sharply. “Don’t be so melodramatic, Julian. I don’t want to hurt you, or anybody. “ Even Hawkins. So I’ll give you a choice: either play along with me or leave the Pavilion. That way you’ll stay healthy.”
“I can’t leave,” Julian said. “You know I’ve got to finish my dissertation. And I can’t let you commit a crime like this.”
“What crime?” Rick’s eyes were guileless.
“Stealing Hawkins’s holdings, for one.”
Rick shook his head. “I’m not really stealing. The good colonel would exploit every hair on my head if he could. I’m just making sure I get ample compensation.”
“Call it what you want. I can’t let you do it,” Julian said.
“Let me?” Rick’s smile was condescending. “How are you going to stop me?”
Julian took a deep breath. “I’m going to warn—”
“You’re not going to warn anybody about anything. As of now, you’re quarantined. Eva will hear that you’re down with a bug and unavailable for the time being. And I wouldn’t try using the screen to call out, Julian. It’s temporarily out of order.” The image dissolved into a blinding pattern of gray and red particles. “But don’t worry. Your food mechs have a two-week supply. After that, you might try eating the bedsheet. Or I might decide to let you out. If you’re nice.”
“Rick! Wait, don’t go.”
There was no response.
Julian tried the door to his room. The lock wouldn’t budge. He used a telepathic probe but it bounced back at him. Rick, he thought. You bastard. Julian sank down on the bed. Was his brother really trying to kill him? And if so, was there any way to stop him?
***
Ethan Hawkins began the afternoon with a quick survey of his lunar gem farms’ output. The industrial diamonds were up. He would tell the foreman to switch two fields over from rubies.
“Jasper Saladin calling, Colonel.”
Quickly Hawkins switched screens. “Jasper, what’s up?”
“Interesting news.” The holo effect sent a wash of rainbow color across Saladin’s craggy face. “Yes. Very curious. A friend who does research at Johns Hopkins came across something peculiar in the bio deep freeze. Ova. Human ova. Unlabeled. Nobody has claimed them. Nobody knows how they got there. They’ve been in the fridge for at least a decade. Maybe more. But still viable. And they test positive for mutancy.”
Hawkins felt his heart beating faster. If he could get the genetic material from Rick and insert some of it into a fertilized egg …
“Can you get a sample?”
“I can do better than that. The entire batch is on its way in a special courier pouch. And my friend in Baltimore is about to take a sabbatical.”
“Excellent,” Hawkins said. “Send me the bill.”
“Of course.”
“Colonel Hawkins?” Leporello’s face appeared on the other deskscreen. “Rick Akimura wants to see you.”
“Got to go, Jasper. I’ll let you know when your special delivery arrives.”
Rick strode into Hawkins’s office and sat down in a thickly cushioned webbed sofa. “Ethan.” He gave the glossy bronze leather a proprietary caress.
“What have you got for me, Rick?”
“I think you ought to consider heavier support of biological engineering. Looks like there’ll be a boom in it by the turn of the century.”
“Fine, fine.” Hawkins leaned forward. “Actually, I was thinking of doing something along those very lines, Rick. Remember my proposal?”
“The gene splicing?”
“Yes. My scientists tell me it’s worth trying. Are you game?” He kept his voice casual but watched the young mutant closely.
Rick shrugged. “As long as there’s profit in it.”
“Splendid. Getting a tissue sample won’t take long.” Hawkins turned in his chair. “Leporello, send a mech medic in—”
Jasper Saladin’s face reappeared above the holoscreen. “Ethan? We’ve got trouble.”
“What now?”
“The repair you did ruptured.”
“But I thought you replaced the entire thruster casing.”
Saladin grimaced. “The damned replacement was no good. I can rig a stasis field generator, which should work until the second casing gets here. But I’m afraid I’ll need your strength again to put the generator in place.”
“For God’s sake,” Hawkins muttered. “Can’t you use a couple of telekinetics with a mech? Maybe Alanna …”
“I can’t guarantee their accuracy. Yours, I can.”
Hawkins frowned. “I don’t have time for this, Jasper.”
“Best to make time now,” Saladin said. “Save time later.”
“All right, dammit. Have that generator by airlock three in ten minutes, Jasper. Ten minutes.”
Saladin nodded. His image vanished, and in his place Leporello appeared.
“Colonel, the med mech is here.”
“Cancel it.” Hawkins shut down his screen. “Coming, Rick?”
“Sure.”
“I’ll see you by airlock three in eight minutes.”
***
As Rick put on his pressure suit, he realized that this spacewalk might be the moment to suggest to Hawkins that they become business partners. Yes, once they were out in space, he would do just that.
He probed the structure of Hawkins’s tensor cord looking for potential flaws. Ah, there. Minute, but it could be expanded. A little nick here and here to weaken the molecules. Perfect.
Carefully, he used telekinesis to cut partway through the cord. So much easier for him to snap Hawkins’s leash once they were out the door. It was important, after all, to have the appropriate negotiating tools. And should Hawkins balk at Rick’s proposal, well, the colonel’s jetpack fuel might detonate in a strange and tragic accident.
Of course, in that event, Rick thought, I’ll have to make certain I’m far enough away so that the explosion doesn’t catch me, too. A t-field would be a better shield, but maybe too obvious. Hope I don’t have to use it. I’d really hate to do it. Maybe Hawkins will cooperate.
The colonel strode into the room, pressure suit and wrap in place. He eyed the bulky field generator with displeasure. “That thing is larger than I thought.”
“I can manage it.”
“With telekinesis? Fine. Let’s go.”
With a grand flourish, Rick levitated the generator. “After you, Colonel.”
Hawkins reached for the airlock controls.
The roomscreen beeped and Leporello appeared.
“Colonel?”
“Hold all calls, Leporello.”
“But, Colonel, this isn’t a call.”
Hawkins’s brow furrowed with irritation. “What then?”
“Colonel, it’s for Rick Akimura.”
Rick stepped forward impatiently. “Can’t it wait? What’s so urgent?”
Leporello gave him a suave smile. “Rick, your father is here. He would like to see you. Right away.” The simulacrum paused. “I believe that Alanna is on her way to meet him now, as we speak.”
Skerry here? Was that who the sim meant? Now? Rick dropped the generator with a crash that set the floor vibrating. “Where is he?” he demanded.
“Level five lounge.”
“Rick,” Hawkins said. “Hold on, I’ll—”
Rick t-jumped, materializing in the blue-walled lounge just as Alanna came into the room. She was wearing a padded steel welder’s apron and goggles.
Skerry stood by the window, arms crossed. His eyes glittered with an unreadable emotion as he glanced first at Rick, then at Alanna.
“Dad!” Alanna shoved her safety glasses into the holder around her neck. “What are you doing here? Why didn’t you call me?” Shaking her head, she threw her arms around him.
Skerry held her close for a moment, then gently stepped back. “Honey,” he said. “Pack your bags.”
.
******************
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For a moment no one moved. Rick froze in place, his thoughts in turmoil. How could Skerry have arrived without his knowing it? This was a disaster. He should have foreseen this. Should have known, somehow. And now, what to do? Grab Alanna and t-jump away? Wait and see what Skerry would do? If he did run, how long would it take Skerry to catch them? He couldn’t spend his entire life hiding from his own father.
Alanna was staring at Skerry in confusion. “Pack my things?” she said. “Daddy, what are you talking about? I’m not leaving.”
Skerry nodded. “You might want to after you hear what I’ve got to say.”
Rick made a quick probe and read Skerry’s intention.
He was going to tell Alanna. Take her away.
“No!” Without stopping to think Rick threw a potent mindblock at the older man, one that would have stunned anybody half his age.
Skerry looked up, even smiled slightly, and deflected the attack without a sound. Then he mindspoke to Rick.
Don’t waste your time, Rick. I know I’m an old dog, but I still have a few tricks left. Besides, that block could have killed me. And I don’t think you want to commit patricide. At least, not just yet.
“Stop,” Rick cried. “I won’t let you …”
You don’t have any say here. I understand how you feel—at least I think I do. But you’re not being fair to Alanna. And I can’t have that.
Alanna pulled at Skerry’s arm like a petulant child. “Daddy, don’t play around with Rick. He’s only just developed mutant powers and …”
“I know all about it, Teenie,” Skerry said tenderly. “But Rick won’t hurt me. Unfortunately, it looks like I’m gonna hurt him. And you.” His voice grew sharper. “Alanna, I hope you can handle this. If not, I’m sorry. But you have to know, and I seem to be the only one willing to tell you.” He took a deep breath. “Rick is more than your cousin. He’s your half brother. Along with Julian. They’re both my sons. By artificial insemination.”
Alanna said nothing. When she spoke, her eyes flashed with irritation. “Come on, Dad. You can do better than that.” She shook her head. “I know you don’t want me to live with him, but this is ridiculous. My brother? How can that be?” She turned to Rick to share the joke. Her eyes met his. The laughter died in her voice.
“Rick.” She reached out, almost touched him. “What is this all about? He’s kidding, isn’t he?” Her eyes were huge now. “Rick, tell me he’s joking, please. Please.”
Rick wet his lips, started to speak. “Yeah. He’s crazy. He—”
“Go ahead, Rick. You tell her.” Skerry stared at him.
Rick faltered. That implacable golden gaze contained determination, anger, even outrage. But most of all, Rick saw in it a challenge. His father—his actual father, his biological father—was daring him to lie to Alanna. To betray her. He couldn’t do it. And Skerry knew that. Rick dropped his hands, palms opened toward her. Helpless. “I’m sorry, Alanna.”
She gazed at him and there was desperation, even terror in her eyes.
He turned away. “He’s telling you the truth.”
“Oh, God, I don’t believe it.”
Rick could hear her thoughts as she looked from one man to the other and noticed for the first time the similarity of stance, the broad shoulders, the proud—even arrogant—jut of the jaw. And he heard her think: No. No. No. No.
“Alanna,” he said. His voice cracked over her name. “I love you. No one but you.”
She recoiled with an anguished cry. “You knew it, didn’t you? And Julian knew, too. He wanted to tell me and that’s why you tried to keep him away from me.”
“Alanna, let me explain.”
He reached for her but she scrambled past him, weeping.
Skerry stepped in his path. “Leave her alone, Rick.”
“Get out of my way.”
“No.”
It’s your fault, Rick thought. Your fault for all of this. “Why couldn’t you leave us alone?” he cried. “Why did you have to come here and destroy everything? All I cared about.”
“You’ve got to think about more than just what you want,” Skerry said. “More than just what you care about.” He shook his head. “I feel sorrier for you than I do for her,” he said. “You’ve got a lot to learn.” He turned away toward Alanna.
“So do you,” Rick said. “Father.” The word was acid in his mouth.
He unleashed a bolt of blistering energy and sent it whistling toward Skerry. At the sound, the older man turned. His eyes met Rick’s calmly. A second bolt of blazing force formed over Skerry’s head and met the first, sizzling and hissing like something alive. For a moment the two forces contended. Then the energy dissipated. Faded.
This is kiddie stuff, Rick.
That’s what you think, old man.
Rick reached for the edge of his talents. Summoned all his energy, all his strength. The next bolt shot toward Skerry with a sound like a thunderclap.
Skerry’s shields held. I don’t want to fight you, son.
Rick made no answer. He unleashed another bolt. And another.
Alanna screamed. “Rick, stop!”
The wild electrical storm broke over Skerry. He clenched his fists and leaned forward into it, throwing up every defense he had. But it wasn’t enough. Howling with demonic force, Rick’s onslaught broke through his mental armor, shattered his shields, knocked him across the room and into the wall like a rag doll.
Alanna whispered, “Daddy.”
The storm pulsed briefly, flickered, and vanished.
Alanna rushed to her father and knelt at his side. “Can you hear me? Don’t move. We’ll get a healer.”
Skerry reached up and touched his daughter’s face. “Teenie.” His voice was a husky whisper.
She held his palm against her cheek. “Daddy, I love you. Love you so much.”
His lips curved upward in a brief smile. Skerry opened his mouth to say something else. Shuddered. Closed his eyes. Rick caught his breath. What was happening? His eyes focused on that smile of Skerry’s, and nothing but that smile. And the smile remained even after Skerry had stopped breathing.
“Daddy? Daddy, answer me.” Alanna raised her head. “Rick, what have you done? Save him. Save him!”
Rick sank down next to Skerry. There was no pulse. No vital signs at all. He looked at the dead man in astonishment. “I didn’t mean to kill him—”
Alanna’s face contorted and her eyes filled with rage.
“You did. You murdered him because he told me the truth.”
Ethan Hawkins entered the room at a run. “What the hell?” Stunned, he looked down at Skerry. “But I know this man,” he said. “I saved his life once, surely.” Hawkins turned to Rick. “What’s happened here? Where’s your father?”
Rick tried to talk. His voice was gone.
“This was our father,” Alanna said hoarsely. Tears streamed from her eyes. “Rick killed him.”
“Your father?” Hawkins looked in bewilderment from one to the other. “I don’t understand.” He shook his head and made a gesture with one hand as though brushing away cobwebs. “But never mind that now.” He turned to the wallscreen. “Get a doctor to level five. Emergency.”
“Rick,” Alanna pleaded. “You can do anything.”
He stared at her. “I can’t bring a dead man back to life,” he whispered.
“Murderer! You’re a liar and a murderer! You can t-jump, can’t you? You once told me you could jump through time. Well, go back now and save him!”
Rick’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Alanna, I can’t change the past. Can’t change what has already happened. Don’t you think if I believed I could do it, I would?”
She watched him through slitted eyes. “I hate you. You killed him. And I wish you were dead instead.” She jumped to her feet and ran toward the door, her hair a wild mane streaming out behind her.
“Wait,” Rick said. “Please, Alanna, let me explain.” But she didn’t wait. She was gone.
Rick looked up. Hawkins gazed at him stonily.
“I don’t begin to understand what’s happened here,” the colonel said. “But it’s going to have to be sorted out. And I’ve got to call the authorities on this, Rick.” He paused. “Was he really your father?”
For a moment Rick stared numbly at Hawkins. Then he looked at the corpse. Something like a sob shook him and he t-jumped away from the room, back to his suite.
“Alanna?”
It was empty. Where was she? He had to find her. Had to make her understand. Forgive.
Click!
Rick tried the door. It was locked from the outside. Hawkins’s work? Had to be. The colonel probably figured I’d come back here and decided to try holding me under house arrest until the Orbital Police arrive. Well, he had a surprise coming, did the colonel.
Rick t-jumped to Hawkins’s office and locked the door from the inside. Then he set a shield in place, lining the suite, and settled into Hawkins’s big gray leather desk chair to consider his options.
He could t-jump back to Earth. Or to the Moon. Maybe take Alanna with him.
But he had to find her first.
He forced himself to copy Hawkins’s voice. “Leporello, scan the Pavilion for Alanna. Ignore all other requests.”
“Right away. I think I’ve located her.”
“Where is she?”
“In the fourth sector.”
“Where? Be more specific, Leporello. Don’t play games.” His voice, ragged with emotion, cracked and returned to its higher register.
The sim frowned. “You are not Hawkins. You produced a good voice impersonation. But your real vocal pattern matches that of Rick Akimura. I do not serve you.” The screen went dark.
Shit. Damn simulacrum.
There was a hammering at the door.
A muffled bass voice shouted his name. “Rick! Open up.”
The next sound was the low whine of a laser rifle. The perimeter of the door glowed red, yellow, then white. The scent of hot metal filled the room. With a screech the door leaned inward and fell, scattering metal debris in every direction.
Hawkins stood in the hallway with what looked like a small army of men in green Aria Corp. security uniforms.
I’ll send you all to Mars, Rick thought. Into space. Yeah.
But his excitement turned to horror as he imagined their vacuum-ravaged corpses. Saw Skerry’s face, his dead smile. No, Rick thought. Too many of them. I don’t think I can do it. I don’t want to.
“Rick, the police are on the way,” Hawkins said. “Stop running.”
“Like hell.” He tried to t-jump. Couldn’t. Something was in the way. He scanned the hall. Hawkins had managed to rig some kind of neural-field generator that set up just enough interference to prevent him from jumping. Collapsed his shields. Clever colonel. Almost clever enough.
He stared at the red-paneled wall by the door, It began to vibrate, to jiggle and bulge. In slow motion, the wall buckled and collapsed. Then faster. Huge fragments came down, crushing the neural-field generator, cutting off its power.
Rick nodded in satisfaction. Then the world exploded. It felt as though a girder had smashed the side of his face. His head rocked back until he thought his neck would crack. Had part of the wall gotten him as well? No. Hawkins. He’d punched him with his left hand. The prosthetic arm. Another punch like that and Rick would be unconscious. Head throbbing, he gathered his telekinetic strength. Shoved Hawkins back, away, against the window wall. Tossed a desk at him. Missed. His vision was blurry. Hard to concentrate.
He slumped to his knees.
“Get him,” Hawkins shouted. “Before he wrecks the place.”
The pack of uniformed men surrounded Rick. Behind them, the room was beginning to go dark. No. No. Rick shook back the darkness, took a deep breath, and t-jumped one more time.
***
Julian paced the length of his room, then paced it again. Someone had to miss him eventually. Eva. His parents. Maybe Rick would tire of playing this game and let him out.
He heard the sound of somebody trying the lock. The door rattled. Then there was a muffled explosion. The door flew open and Ethan Hawkins walked in. His green stretch suit was ripped, his face smudged with dirt.
“Colonel?”
“Those damned locks,” Hawkins said. “First I have to break into my own office. Now your room. Why the hell was your door sealed?”
“My brother locked me in.”
Hawkins held up his hand wearily. “I should have known. Say no more. That’s what I’m here about.”
“Rick? What’s he done?”
Hawkins sat down heavily on the wallseat. “I’m not good at giving bad news, Julian. Apparently, he’s killed your father.”
“My father! Skerry, you mean?”
Hawkins nodded grimly. “He’s dead. They had some kind of telepathic duel, I think. Happened a couple of minutes ago. I gather he’d come to visit and Rick didn’t like it.”
“Skerry here? Why? And Rick killed him?” Julian felt the room swirl around him. He sank down on the jellbed.
“Steady,” said Hawkins. “We need clear heads now. Your brother’s run amok. He may destroy the whole Pavilion and kill us all if we’re not careful.”
“The police—”
“Called ’em already. But once they’re here, how do they cope with a supermutant?” Hawkins’s expression was wry. “I doubt they’ll have more luck than I did.”
“He’s gone crazy.”
“I’m afraid so.” Hawkins stared at Julian. “He’s your brother. You’ll have to do something.”
Julian glared at Hawkins. “Like what? He’s had me locked in here for three days. What do you propose, Colonel? That I slap his wrist?”
“Surely you have some mutant techniques to use.”
“Oh, right. Just reach into my mutant grab bag and pull out a cure?” Julian laughed. “Bad news, Colonel. I’m as powerless here as you are. Just a simple telepath. Rick is something completely new. Nobody knows how to deal with him.”
“Then he’ll have to be killed.”
“No!”
Hawkins’s look was almost sympathetic. “I know how you feel.”
“I don’t think so, Colonel.” Julian’s anger came bubbling out. “First you take the woman I love. Now you want to kill my twin brother. No, I doubt very much that you could understand my emotions right now.”
“Took the woman you love?” Hawkins’s eyes were wide. “Eva? But I had no idea. That you and she—”
“Didn’t you? Didn’t you?”
Hawkins shook his head wearily. “I’m sorry, Julian. This is certainly no time to discuss it. But for what it’s worth, I sincerely love her. I want to marry her.”
“That makes me feel much better,” Julian said bitterly.
“Guess I deserve that.”
“Maybe.” Julian wanted to say more. But wasn’t Eva really better off with Hawkins? He had been kidding himself. Their fabulous romance had been nothing more than a diversion for Eva. She needed somebody else. Someone like the colonel. Julian took a deep breath. “Look, let’s drop it.”
Hawkins nodded. “Rick’s the real problem here.”
“I know that what he’s done is horrifying,” Julian said. “I don’t really understand what’s happened to him. And it’s smart to be wary of him.” Grimly, he thought of Rick’s plans for Hawkins. “But regardless of what he’s done, I can’t let you kill my brother.”
“Then go talk to him. Make him turn himself in. Otherwise, if he starts to destroy the Pavilion and threatens our lives, I’ll have to take steps.”
“Where is he?”
Hawkins turned to the wallscreen. “Leporello?”
The screen remained dark.
“Damn. Rick’s gotten to the holocircuits.” Hawkins flicked on his wristscreen. “Leporello?”
“Yes, Colonel?”
“Can you trace Rick Akimura?”
“By airlock five. He’s in the prep room.”
Hawkins’s eyes met Julian’s. His gaze seemed to contain an equal measure of determination and pity. He nodded once. “Good luck.”
***
Deck five was deserted. Julian pushed the keypad of the prep room. The door wouldn’t budge.
“Rick?”
Go away.
“Rick, let me in.”
No.
Give me five minutes. Please. That’s all I ask.
Silence.
It’s about Alanna.
There was a click. With a whispered sigh, the door slid open. The room was dark save for the cool glow of the distant stars. Rick sat against the far wall. There was a large bruise on the side of his face. His eyes glittered in the dim light.
Julian fought the fear clutching at his stomach. He’s your brother, he thought. Don’t be afraid.
What about Alanna?
Rick, did you kill Skerry? Did you really kill our father?
Do you know where Alanna is now?
Answer me, dammit!
Why did you come here?
Because Hawkins told me you’d lost your mind and killed Skerry.
Get out. Get out or I’ll kill you, too.
Then kill me.
Julian waited, heart pounding. Did Rick mean it? Probably he did.
Would he fry him? Shrivel him with a mindblast? Or would Rick be sending him hurtling out into the vacuum to choke and die?
Seconds ticked slowly past.
Julian began to grow impatient.
What’s going on, Rick? Why don’t
you get it over with?
Get out of here, Julian.
I thought you were going to kill me.
I said get out of here.
Make me.
With a furious cry, Rick launched himself at his brother, knocking Julian to the floor. They grappled desperately, wrestling almost in the same way they had as children. Rick had usually won those childhood games, his superior strength a match for Julian’s telepathic hallucinations. Now he came close to pinning Julian to the floor as he reached for his neck. Julian felt steely fingers close around his windpipe. The room began to darken.
He’s going to kill me, Julian thought in amazement. My brother is really going to kill me. No. I’ve got to stop him. Save him.
He gathered his strength and forced words out. His voice was a harsh, laughable croak. “Brother,” he said. “I love you.”
Rick froze. His eyes widened. For a moment, his grip grew tighter. Then the strength seemed to seep out of his hands.
“What did you say?”
“I love you, Rick. I love you.”
“Love me?” he said. Tears snaked down Rick’s cheeks. “What are you saying? I’m trying to kill you. And you tell me you love me. How can you love me? You always were an asshole, Julian.”
Sobbing and laughing all at the same time, Rick released Julian and collapsed on top of him.
The laughter died away and the sobbing grew stronger. Julian cradled his brother awkwardly, patting his shoulder.
After a long moment Rick pulled free and sat up, pale and dejected.
“I didn’t mean to hurt him,” he said. His voice was hollow. “Skerry told Alanna everything. He was going to take her away. I was angry. Didn’t think. But I didn’t want to kill him. Don’t want to kill anybody. Do you believe me?”
“Yes. I guess so.”
“The visions, Julian—they came crowding in on me so fast, all those things I saw. The future—somebody’s future—so exciting. Exhilarating. But I couldn’t understand. I don’t understand all of it. And I didn’t want any of it.” Rick paused. He was trembling. “Kind of drove me out of my mind, I guess. I didn’t know how to handle these new powers. And now. Now it’s too late.” His voice cracked over a sob. Rick was silent again, struggling to master himself. Finally he looked up. “What am I going to do? Tell me, Julian. Tell me.”
Julian met his bleary gaze. “There’s only one thing you can do,” he said. “You’ve got to turn yourself in.” He reached out toward his brother.
Rick shook him off. “Live in some jail filled with neural dampers? Medicated so I’m easier to handle? No. No way. Better to die fighting. Or maybe I should just t-jump out into space and die that way.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Julian said. “Listen to me. You’ve got to turn yourself in.”
“Why? Because of some stupid, tragic mistake? Do you think Mom and Dad want that? Do you think Skerry would?”
“I can’t answer for them,” Julian said, his voice mild. “I know it was a mistake. You didn’t mean it. But you killed a man. Our father.” His voice quavered treacherously. He paused, fighting for control. “Alanna, at least, might want you to pay for that.”
“I’ve lost her,” Rick said. “That’s what hurts the most. I’ve gained all these terrific mutant powers I never wanted. Turned into some thing—I don’t even know what. And lost everybody. My entire family. Even you.”
Julian stared at him. He had no answer for Rick.
Poor superman, he thought. Poor, miserable supermutant.
Rick turned to face his brother. “What can I do? I won’t turn myself in. I won’t live in a cage.”
Beyond the Pavilion, the blue Earth was rising, growing brighter and larger with every passing second. Julian gazed at it. Then looked back at his brother and felt sorrow welling up in him. Sorrow, and deep compassion.
“Your pressure suit,” he said. “Let me help you with it.”
Rick stared at him, uncomprehending.
“You have to go,” Julian said quietly.
“Go?”
“Yes.” Julian sealed the front of Rick’s suit. The neck. Gently, as though dressing an infant. “Go into hiding, Rick. It doesn’t matter where. Go to Mars, the Moon, the desert. Anywhere. Just so no one sees you. And stay there a long, long time. Forever, if necessary. Hide out. Cleanse your soul. Try to atone for what’s happened here.”
Rick hesitated. He looked dazed.
“Go on,” Julian said. “Go. Now. Goodbye, Rick.”
Rick’s eyes met his, gold gleaming with fresh tears. He began to say something, and stopped. Then he nodded. Pressed Julian’s hand.
The room was filled with the sound of rushing atmosphere, the beating of birds’ wings.
And Julian was alone, staring through the window at the world of his birth.
***
He walked out of the room. The Pavilion was silent. He felt more solitary than he had ever felt before in his life. Even that familiar sense of twinship, of having a womb companion, was gone. All he felt now was grief. Dry grief and loneliness.
“Julian?”
A woman’s voice, almost a whisper.
He turned. Alanna stood in the doorway of the airlock. Her eyes were red from crying and her hair was wild.
Wordlessly, they stared at each other. Then Julian held out his hands. Alanna took a step toward him. Stopped. “Where’s Rick?”
“Gone. Gone far away.”
“Oh.” And with a sigh that was also a sob, she was in his arms. “I’ll never see him again, will I?”
“No.”
Her shoulders shook as she wept. “Julian, I’ll never forgive him. But I still love him. Can you understand that?”
“I think so.”
“Won’t the police find him? Take him?”
“Not if he’s careful.” He paused. “I think he’ll be careful.”
“Good. It’s a good thing, isn’t it? Better than his going to jail.”
“Yes.” Slowly, Julian stroked his sister’s dark hair. “Yes. It is.”
“I saw it. I saw him kill Daddy. It was so terrible. Daddy tried to stop him but Rick was too strong. He went crazy.”
“I know,” Julian said. “I’m sorry.”
“How can I tell Mom? I can’t, Julian. I just can’t face her.”
He nodded. “I know it will be hard. For all of our parents. But you won’t be alone.”
She lifted her tear-streaked face and looked at him. “Poor Julian,” she said softly. “You really are on your own now, aren’t you?”
He squeezed her hand. “Not entirely.”
“No. I guess not.” She smiled weakly. “Lose a brother, gain a sister.” Her lips trembled. “What should we do now?”
Julian looked out the window. The Earth was still there, a familiar, constant companion. “I’m tired of space,” he said. “Let’s go home.”
***
The sun met the ocean, tinting the curve of blue water apricot, orange, and then rust before sinking out of sight. Land and sea receded under the sudden onslaught of brilliant stars. In the east, a full moon began its slow ascent.
A lone man stood and watched the day fade into twilight, and twilight into night. He stood awhile, unmoving in the darkness. Then he turned his back on the sea, the city, the lights, and walked toward the vast, dry land beyond the mountains.
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