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  INTRODUCTION



  Robert Silverberg


  THE MUTANT—thestrangerIN OUR MIDST,, thesecretalien, the hidden Changed One—is one of the great mythic figures of science fiction. If science fiction is, as I believe it to be, a literature of change, a literature of infinite possibilities, then the mutant is a quintessential science-fictional force, bringing the zone of change very close to home indeed, right into the human germ plasm.


  The word itself indicates that.Mutare, in Latin, means “to change.”From that Latin verb the Dutch botanist-geneticist Hugo de Vries coined the terms “mutation”and “mutant”late in the nineteenth century. De Vries, who was experimenting with breeding evening primroses, had observed sudden striking changes in his flowers as he crossed and recrossed different strains. His research led him to the conclusion that all living things are subject to such changes, or mutations, and that mutantforms frequently pass their altered traits on to later generations. Thus the evolutionary process itself can be viewed as a succession of mutations.


  De Vries’s theories have long since been confirmed by modern genetic research. We know now that the physicalappearance of living organisms is determined by bodies known as genes, within the nuclei of cells; the genes themselves are composed of complex molecules arranged in elaborate patterns, and any change in the pattern (or “code”) of the genetic material that substitutes one molecule for another will produce a mutation. Mutations arise spontaneously in nature, induced by chemical processes in the nucleus or by temperature conditions or by cosmic rays striking a gene; they can also be produced artificially bysubjecting the nucleus to X-rays, ultraviolet light, or other hard radiation.


  Mutations are seldom spectacular. Those mutants that are startlingly different from their parents—the ones with three heads, the ones with no digestive tracts—tend not to survivevery long, either because the mutation renders them unable to perform the normal functions of life or because they are rejected by those who sired them. The mutants that do succeed in passing their mutations along to their descendants are generally onlyslightly altered forms: large evolutionary changes result from an accumulation of small mutations rather than from any one startling genetic leap.


  The mutant theme has long been a favorite of science-fiction writers. The pioneering experiments of H. J. Muller, who in 1927 demonstrated that radiation could be used to induce mutations in fruit flies, gave rise to a whole school of speculative mutant stories almost immediately. From one of the great early s-f novelists, John Taine (a pseudonym for the mathematician Eric Temple Bell), cameThe Greatest Adventure, in 1929, in which the strange corpses of giant reptiles begin drifting up from the depths of the ocean, and are eventually linked to ancient experiments in mutation carried out by a civilization that hadlived in Antarctica. A year later, Taine’sThe Iron Startold of the startling mutagenic impact of a meteor on the wildlife of a region in Africa; and in 1931 Taine’sSeeds of Lifeshowed a man gaining superhuman powers after being irradiated, and passingthem on to the next generation. Edmond Hamilton’s “He That Hath Wings”(1938) described the birth of a mutant child to parents who had been exposed to irradiation. And there were many other such stories, most of them taking wild liberties with the scientific knowledge of the day for the sake of dramatic effect.


  The explosion of the first atomic bombs in 1945 brought the concept of mutation-causing radiation vividly to the whole world’s attention, and, unsurprisingly, it became an obsessive theme of postwarscience fiction—so much so that the editor of the leading s-f magazine of the day, who at first had asked his writers to examine the scientific and sociological implications of the atomic era in close detail, finally had to call a moratorium on atomic doom fiction because it was starting to crowd everything else out. It was in that period, though, that some of the finest work on the theme was done—notably Henry Kuttner’s “Baldy”series (1945-53), in which telepathic mutants living among normal humans undergo persecution, and Wilmar Shiras’sChildren of the Atom(1948-50), a poignant story of superintelligent mutant children. And ever since, mutants have played prominent roles in the speculations of science-fiction writers. They turn up in Walter Miller’s classicA Canticle for Liebowitz, in Isaac Asimov’sFoundationseries, in the novels of John Wyndham, in a host of stories by Robert A. Heinlein, and—constantly, always to terrifying effect—in motion pictures. The mutant is science fiction’s metaphor for theoutsider, the loner, the alienated supercreature. The theme of mutation is one of the most valuable tools science fiction has for examining the nature of human society, the relation of one human being to another, and the ultimate destiny of our species.


  Aword about the writing of this book.


  In 1973 I published a very short short story, “The Mutant Season,”in which, in just a few pages, I sketched out the notion that mutants have been living among us for many years as an underground group within our society—a kind of secret Gypsy tribe—and are now finally allowing themselves to attain higher visibility. I was content to suggest, rather than to elaborate in any great detail, what effects this might have, both on our society and on the mutants. And there Ileft it.


  Years later my good friend, the indefatigable and ingenious Byron Preiss, suggested to me that there was a lot more to the idea that I might want to explore at greater length—perhaps as a series of novels, even, to be written in collaboration withmy wife, Karen Haber, who was just beginning her own career as a science-fiction writer. My first reaction was surprise. “The Mutant Season”was such a tiny story—only about two thousand words long—that the notion of mining it for several novels seemed outlandish. But then I reread it, and realized that Byron was right: I had implied a whole society in those few pages, and then had simply let it slip from my mind.


  So here isThe Mutant Seasonat novel length—with more to come, as we dig into the fuller implications of a parallel culture of mutants living secretly, and then not so secretly, within modern American society. It has been an interesting experiment in collaboration for us. Karen and I worked the story and its characters out together, basing them (with some considerable modifications) on my original little piece, which by now has been projected into epic length covering several generations. She then went on to write the first draft of the book, after which I edited it line by line, offering suggestions for revisions, both thematic and stylistic; and back she went to the word processor for another round. And so it went over many months of close and mostly harmonious work. Writing a book with your spouse is a little like trying to teach your spouse todrive a car: it calls for patience, good humor, and quick reflexes. I don’t recommend it to every couple. But we came through umpteen drafts ofThe Mutant Seasonstill sharing bed and board, and most of the time we’re still on speaking terms, too. The otherday she handed me the first fifty pages of Volume Two. I have the feeling that these mutants are going to be around the house for a long time to come.


  —Robert Silverberg


  Oakland, California


  March 1989
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  WINTERis the mutant season,Michael Ryton thought, slamming the door of the beach shack behind him. The coldest time of the year was the time for their annual gathering. That seemed appropriate, somehow. Especially this year.


  The December wind whipped sand against his ruddy cheeks, forcing his fine blondhair back from his forehead to wave like a bright flag in the waning daylight. Behind his filtershades, his eyes watered from the cold.


  “Mike, there you are!”His dark-haired sister, Melanie, wrapped almost to her eyebrows in the purple thermal muffler their mother had knitted at last year’s meeting, stumbled out of the shack. She was always stumbling over something. “It’s four o’clock. You’re late for the meeting. They’re delaying the sharing until you get there.”


  “Damn! Let’s go.”


  Michael swallowed his irritation. It wasn’t Mel’s fault that they had to come to Seaside Heights every winter. Had to stay in these rickety, hard-to-heat bungalows from which generations of paint hung in greenish brown ribbons. Shacks, really. Built sixty and seventy years agofor first- and second-generation Americans escaping the sweltering canyons of New York City streets in August for the relative luxury of gritty, sun-baked beaches along the nearby New Jersey shore. But the crowds were gone, the beaches deserted. This was December now. Their season.


  He stalked toward the meeting house while Mel struggled along the overgrown path, trying to keep up with his long strides. Even without the sand and weeds to hamper her steps, she wasn’t the most graceful girl he knew. Not by half. He thought of Kelly McLeod, the way she moved, the way she threw her head back, black hair a shining mane, when she laughed. Now there was grace. He’d never seen her stumble.


  Poor Mel. If he hadn’t been so pissed off about coming here, maybe he would even feel sorry for her. She was the only null in the clan. That was trouble enough for one lifetime.


  They turned the corner, walking into the wind with eyes squinted to avoid airborne sand, passed another row of shacks, and finally saw the blue shingles of the meeting house, the largest bungalow in the compound. He pulled open the aluminum storm door. Mel nearly knocked him over as she skidded to an off-balance halt behind him. Michael gave her a quick, commiserating look over his shoulder—he knew what was coming—took a deep breath, and went in.


  The light on the desk screen blinked “call waiting”in yellow letters. Andie Greenberg looked up from her screen and ran her hands through her dark red hair. The reception desk was empty. Caryl must be on break. Andiesighed. She’d have to take the call herself, since Jacobsen was expecting Senator Craddick. That Scanners Club speech would have to wait. She saved and cleared the screen, then pushed the button that accessed the call.


  The screen stayed dark, which meant the caller was using a pay phone or had purposely cloaked the call. Andie’s stomach tightened.


  “Is this Jacobsen’s office?”a deep male voice growled.


  “You have reached the office of Senator Jacobsen,”she confirmed in her coolest lawyer voice. “Please state your business.”


  “Are you Jacobsen?”


  “I’m her administrative assistant, Andrea Greenberg.”


  “That damned mutant bitch better watch it. We’re sick of freaks trying to tell us what to do. When we get through with her, she’ll wish she’d never been hatched—”


  Andie cut the connection. She took a couple of deep breaths, telling herself to calm down, she should be accustomed to threats by now.


  The buzzer from Jacobsen’s private line went off. She must have monitored the call, Andie thought. The screen brightened to a view of her inner sanctum, the senator seated behind her rosewood desk. She stared solemnly from the screen, golden-eyed, golden-haired, and mysterious.


  “Was that Craddick?”


  “No.”Andie tried to sound casual.


  “Another threat?”Jacobsen asked, contraltovoice pitched even lower than usual.


  Andie nodded.


  “How many this month?”


  “Fourteen.”


  The senator smiled frostily. “I suppose I should feel neglected. When I first took office, that was the average count for the week. They must be getting bored. Don’t letthem rattle you, Andie.”


  “I know. I won’t.”Andie’s cheeks reddened. Jacobsen nodded and faded from view. This mutant business scared a lot of people, she thought. Which was why she’d chosen to work for Jacobsen. If mutants and nonmutants didn’t learn tocooperate, that fear of the unknown would never go away.


  The mail cart arrived, bell chiming. V.J. hopped off the cart, carrot-colored braids flying, and swung a sack of mail onto Andie’s desk. “Hear about Seth?”she asked.


  “No. What happened?”


  “Letter bomb for the senator went off prematurely. Would have made a real mess up here. Instead, it just made a mess of Seth. The mail room wasn’t damaged much. Those steel walls will stand up to a minor warhead.”


  Andie knew her mouth was hanging open. Sheshut it and swallowed painfully. “My god! I thought they had metal detectors. What about the X-rays?”


  V.J. shrugged. “Somebody got creative.”


  “Where is Seth?”


  “They took him to Sisters of Mercy. Looks like they’ll be able to save his hand.”


  “When did it happen?”


  “This morning.”She squinted. “Careful of those letters, now.”V.J. hustled out the door, jumped back on the cart and was gone.


  Andie stared after her, seeing nothing. Even with regenerative technology, Seth probably would never have full use of hishand again. And he is—was—such a good artist, she thought grimly. Two of his acrylic washes, scarlet and blue, hung in her apartment. Poor Seth. A victim of the mutant haters? Or the mutants and their desire for a seat in the public arena?


  And what was she doing here? Would she be the next to open a letter bomb? Or catch a bullet meant for her boss? Was she crazy? Maybe she should have taken her mother’s advice after law school and become a public defender.


  No. She’d made the right decision. Andie remindedherself that she’d applied eagerly for this job. Working with the first mutant senator in congressional history was an honor. She believed fiercely in the cause of integration. And what better place to be than where she was, right hand to the Honorable Eleanor Jacobsen? The senator fascinated her: half saint, half warrior, and totally enigmatic behind those golden eyes. Andie admired Jacobsen with an intensity that approached adulation. Shaking off her momentary depression, she pushed the intercom button.Jacobsen had to be told about the bomb.


  “That deadline is absolutely unacceptable, Mr. McLeod. You know we can’t build a closed-cycle Brayton generator and have it lift-ready in less than six months. Impossible.”James Ryton’s voice rang across the conference room.


  Despite his irritation, Bill McLeod kept his face impassive. Mustn’t blow the negotiations now, he thought. I’ve spent hours putting this deal together. He reminded himself that his consultancy with NASA was a plum assignment; only a few retiredAir Force pilots enjoyed the kind of connections he had. But, oh, what he’d give to be home with his feet up, or at the airstrip, working on his antique Cessna ultralight. That orange trim needed sanding. He took a sip of cold coffee and wiped his moustache with a napkin to buy thinking time.


  Ryton was a hard bargainer. And that snotty mutant attitude didn’t help either. Made it seem like he was doing him a favor just to show up for the meeting. But Ryton’s group had the top transmitter engineers in this part of the world. There were a few better in Leningrad and Tokyo, but Ryton was closest. McLeod had to have him on the solar collector project, or rather, the government had to have him. And Ryton knew it, too.


  “Well, Mr. Ryton, what do you say to nine months?”He waited. Silence loomed as the two men glared politely at each other.


  “Fifteen.”


  “Twelve?”


  “Done.”


  McLeod did allow himself a sigh of relief. It’s those damned government regulations, he thought. Ever since Greenland got’waved, NASA had been underheavy scrutiny about safety precautions. If not for the French-Russian Moonstation, the entire solar collector project would probably have been scrapped. McLeod knew that, after Greenland, every NASA administrator had offered a silent prayer of thanks forthat Moonbase.


  But despite the increased paperwork and procedures, NASA needed the generator flight-ready in nine months. Thank God, Ryton had a reputation for getting work in well ahead of schedule. What with delays and the controversy over Moonstation, the twelve-month framework was realistic.


  Business concluded, McLeod shook hands with the mutant, who seemed to recoil from the touch. His palm was warm, almost hot, but dry. Strange, McLeod thought, they look so cool with those golden eyes and honey-colored skin, but God knows what their body temperatures are. Hard not to think of them as freaks. He knew it was considered bad taste to call them that now. But are they really human? And did he really want his kid hanging around one of them?


  Kelly McLeod left the skimmer in the driveway and slung her discpack across her shoulders, the straps slithering against the red plastic of her parka. The yard lights looked warm and inviting against the blue dusk, their amber reflections pooling in the snow that capped the hedges.


  She opened the door, dropped her pack in the hall and hung her jacket on a hook. She could see her mother sitting on the couchscrolling through a magazine on the homescreen. Saw the pink wine glass on the table by her side, half empty. The scent of vermouth mingled with warm cooking smells.


  Kelly hoped it was only her first martini. Joanna McLeod usually didn’t start drinking until after the sun had gone down. It was a habit she’d acquired since they’d returned from Berlin last year. From Germany to New Jersey. What a comedown. Kelly didn’t blame her mother for drinking. What else did she have to do, anyway? As far as Kelly was concerned, suburbia was one big green lawn and carwash. Swimming lessons and computer camp. The American dream. Her dreams led her elsewhere, although she didn’t quite know the final destination, yet.


  “Hi,”she called, preparing to escape up the tan-carpeted steps to her room.


  “Oh, Kelly.”Her mother glanced away from the viewer, smiled, then looked down at her watch in dismay. “My God, what time is it?”


  “Relax. Dad is probably over at the airfield in the hangar, playing with his ultralight.”


  “You’re right.He had a meeting at one, but it couldn’t have lasted this long, could it? Since he retired from the Air Force, negotiating these government contracts seems more like a hobby than a job for him.”Her mother smiled again, nose wrinkling. Kelly wished she’dbeen dealt that button nose in the genetic gin game. But it was Cindy who seemed to have inherited all of their mother’s sunny blondness.


  “Dear, Michael Ryton called. He said he’d try again later. I want to talk to you about that.”


  Kelly saw trouble coming. “About what?”


  “Your father is a little worried about your friendship with him.”


  “Figures. And you?”


  “Well, Michael seems nice, but…”


  Kelly sighed and imitated a computer voice drone: “Dean’s list at Cornell, member of the tennis team, Merton Scholarship recipient, graduated with honors, youngest partner in Ryton, Greene and Davis Engineering…”


  “Yes, I know all that.”Her mother’s tone was slightly impatient. “What I don’t know is if it’s such a good idea for you to be so friendly with someone so much older than you are. You haven’t even graduated from high school.”


  “Oh, come on, Mom. You and Dad practically threw me at Don Korbel when he was home from Yale last Easter. Just because he’s the son of Dad’s old army buddy. You don’t care aboutMichael’s age. You’re worried because he’s a mutant.”


  Her mother looked embarrassed. “Well, we’ve seen more of these mutants than you have. They’re very close-knit, clannish. And strange. We’ve seen them floating along the seashore or whatever it is theydo that puts them up in the air. They keep to themselves. I’m just afraid of your being hurt.”


  “Cindy has a mutant friend.”


  “Yes, but Reta is the same age as your sister…and sex.”


  “So that’s it.”Kelly wanted to laugh. “I should have guessed. You didn’t seem all that worried in Germany when I was dating those soldiers. And they were even older than Michael.”She paused, watching her dart hit home. “Don’t start worrying now. I can take care of myself. He’s a very nice guy, and three times more interesting than those jerks at that dumb backwater school you put me in.”


  “I’m sure he is.…”Her mother reached for her glass and took a long sip. “We’re just worried. You don’t seem very happy.”


  Exasperation began to erode Kelly’s self-control. The last thing she wanted was to get started on this subject with her mother, to bring up questions even she couldn’t answer.


  “I’d be a lot happier if you’d stop trying to run my friendships,”she said. “Why aren’t you worried about Cindy, too?”She stared angrily at her mother.“Don’t bother answering. I know why. It’s because Cindy’s always happy. Lucky girl.”


  “Kelly, I—”Her mother cut herself off as the front door slammed. “There’s your father. Why don’t you go upstairs for a while before dinner?”It was not a gentle suggestion.


  James Ryton sat in the chilly conference room, arms folded, impatiently waiting for the meeting to end. He would be late for the annual clan meeting if McLeod didn’t wind things up soon; it was a two-hour drive to the shore. What he was proposing was insane, of course. These normals never thought ahead. No wonder his engineering group was constantly busy with government contracts. The added safety features only made it worse.


  “We’ll transmit the paperwork to your office tomorrow morning,”McLeod said, shutting down the roomscreen.


  “Fine. The sooner we can get started, the better.”He shook hands with McLeod, nodded and walked toward the rose-carpeted reception area. These face-to-face negotiations were a blasted waste of time, he thought, but governmentregulations required them. Infuriating when he had a perfectly good conference screen set up in his office especially for these purposes. Stupid. Wasteful.


  He hated waste and stupidity. Normals seemed to specialize in it.


  He made a mental note to have Michael handle future negotiations. Perhaps he could relinquish this task to his son entirely, since he liked to talk to nonmutants so much.


  Ryton thought of the wall he longed to build around his home, his family, his life. It had all started with the violence in the nineties. The murders. Oh, he’d been an idealistic young fool then, hot-blooded and optimistic. But Sarah took all that with her, and more, when she died. His beautiful sister, raped and bludgeoned.


  Shivering in the December air, Ryton got into his skimmer. Those fools who sought out unnecessary contact with the normals were asking for trouble, he thought. Mutants had never been accepted. Never would be.


  Some interaction with nonmutants was inescapable, of course. They controlled the economy, the government, and the schools. Even worse, their puling, whiny emotions clung to him like cobwebs each time he stepped forth into their world. He cloaked his clairaudience as much as he could, but some leakage always occurred. With a sigh, Ryton turned the skimmer onto the highway access road.


  Little people, these normals. With small concerns, contemptible interests. Fearful of strangeness. Otherness. If he awoke tomorrow to find them vanished and gone, he would never miss them. They’d already taken too much from him. His youth. His trust. Sarah. No, he’d never miss any normal. Never.
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  the muffled pounding of the surfstopped in midbeat as the door closed. Michael shrugged off his jacket, grateful for the new space heaters, and saw fifty too familiar faces, one hundred familiar golden eyes, most of his clan, sitting around the large table in the dining area.


  His mother gave a slight smile and indicated two gray folding chairs near her. With a sigh, Michael gingerly settled his lanky frame onto the cold metal seat. He could feel it right through his pants. Melanie sat down next to him. He scanned the room; his father was nowhere in sight. Must have been delayed.


  “As I was saying,”Uncle Halden intoned. “In this year of our wait 672, standard calendar 2017, we’vehad two births, one death, one disappearance, but that’s Skerry, and he’s done it before. We’ve got the usual people looking for him.


  “Our outreach efforts have located two singletons in rural Tennessee, and they’ve joined us. There’ve been three marriages.”A pause. “Two mixed marriages. But we will monitor the offspring.”Was it Michael’s imagination, or, all around him, had a hundred golden eyes shed tears of woe? Fifty mouths sighed with disappointment?


  “The community maintains.”Halden said staunchly.He was Book Keeper this quarter, and the formal words seemed odd coming out of his mouth. Michael preferred to see him at night, by the fire with his banjo, roaring out the old songs, light dancing on his broad cheeks and bald head. The serious mask he’dassumed for this meeting didn’t suit his expansive nature.


  “And the season was fruitful?”asked Zenora, Halden’s wife, as ritual demanded.


  “Indeed.”


  “May it ever be so,”came the ritual answer from all attending. Michael nudged Melanie, who appeared to bedozing. She chimed in on the last two words.


  “What about the debate on the Fairness Doctrine?”Ren Miller asked. His round face was red with anger, as usual. “When are we going to be allowed to compete in athletic competition?”


  “Ren, you know we’ve approached Senator Jacobsen about it,”Halden said. “She’s reviewing the possibility of a repeal.”


  “It’s about time.”


  “Personally, I think you make too much of this,”Halden retorted. “Our enhanced abilities do give us unfair advantage over normals. You can’t deny it.”


  Miller glared at the Book Keeper but remained silent.


  The clan shifted uneasily.


  Michael knew that the doctrine was a sore point with most mutants and had been ever since it was made law in the 1990s.


  Halden took a deep breath.


  “Let us read from theBook,”he said. “The fifth refrain of The Waiting Time.”His voice was calm.


  He paused to page through the huge old volume. Michael found himself holding his breath in anticipation. The Book Keeper found his place and in a rich voice intoned the familiarpassage.


  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.


  Halden shut the Book.


  “We are still waiting,”the little group intoned around him.


  “Join hands and share withme now,”Halden whispered, lowering his head, closing his eyes. He reached out his hands to either side and grasped others who in turn had reached out, and so it went around the table until every hand held another.


  Reluctantly, Michael closed his eyes andfelt the familiar tickle of the linkage take hold. He both dreaded and enjoyed this moment, as self-awareness faded, to be replaced by the hum of the groupmind, the mental sound not one of distinct words, but, rather, a reassuring tonality, like severalbees buzzing in shifting harmonies. He relaxed, bathing in the warmth of the connection. All was understood, all was accepted and forgiven. Here was love. He floated, suspended in it, stretched in the warmth of the groupmind like a lazy kitten in a golden sunbeam. When, by imperceptible degrees, the subvocal hum shifted, tilting him back toward and into his own lonely head, he swam with that gentle tide as well.


  He opened his eyes. His watch told him it was an hour later. As often as he’d experienced it, Michael was always surprised by so great a passage of time in what seemed like only moments. He resealed his green jacket against the cold.


  Nearby, people were yawning, rubbing their eyes, smiling gently. His aunt Zenora winked across the table and he grinned, thinking of the wonderful brownies that she had probably hidden away for later. Their aroma hung in the air, a tantalizing chocolate perfume.


  The front door opened and Michael’s father walked in, his lips pursed.


  “James, you’ve missed the sharing,”Halden rumbled at him. “Business, as usual?”


  “Afraid so,”Ryton said, his expression softening. “You know how I hate to miss a sharing. Especially now that you’re Book Keeper, Halden.”


  “Well, there’s always tomorrow’s session, Cousin,”Halden said. “Come have adrink.”


  The two men embraced briefly, slapping each other on the back.


  What a strange pair, Michael thought. His father was lean and blond while his uncle was swarthy and bearlike. But then, many of his mutant relatives were odd-looking. There was an explanation for that in the Chronicles, he knew. There was an explanation for everything, if you looked hard enough. But the Chronicles were written in archaic, non-scientific language, which did not dispel his uncertainty.


  The mutants had first appeared oversix hundred years ago. Some kind of meteorological occurrence had apparently preceded them. The Chronicles told of skies raining blood and cows being delivered of two-headed calves. But as far as Michael could tell, that kind of thing was happening all thetime in the fifteenth century.


  He also knew that mutant scientists and normal theorists believed that a natural tendency toward mutantism was enhanced by exposure to certain kinds of radiation. A comet or meteor shower, maybe, which resulted in all sortsof mutations in the generation immediately following exposure. Many were terminal mutations: peculiar, sterile, doomed. But the successfulHomo sapiensstrains flourished. Mental powers were enhanced. Some mutants developed telepathic skills of varying levels. Others gained telekinetic powers, again, of different strengths. Occasionally, a mutant had more than one power. Precogs. Sense clouders. Telepyros. Occasionally, a mutant with impressive strength and skill would emerge. But that was rare. Mutant powers were quirky, often difficult to control.


  The eyes were a weird side effect about which there were many theories. Half the time, Michael thought it all sounded like a fairy tale. Until mutant season came around in the year’s cycle again.


  As a child, he’dlistened, riveted, when the tale of his clan unfolded during the ritual telling each year. Now he could almost repeat it in his sleep. How his forebears had struggled to survive, painfully aware of their strange powers and the potential for violent, panicked reactions to them from the “normal”majority. So they’d created enclaves, hidden away from prying eyes and damning questions. For centuries, mutants had lived on the periphery of society as thieves, alchemists, witches, and medicine men. Some were burned at the stake. Some enjoyed lives of unimaginable wealth. Several joined the circus. Mutants made good carnies. And better cat burglars.


  Odd, reclusive, aloof, they survived and multiplied, but always under many shadows. Aside from the fear of public discovery and persecution in ages past, mutants had to cope with the knowledge that their life spans were shorter than those of regularHomo sapiens. Often, a mutant male lived only into his late fifties. To survive longer was to court madness. Michael had listened with shivers to tales of the storehouses maintained by his clan where their elderly raved, far from normal ears and eyes. The suicide rate among older mutants was twice that of the normal population. In return for their brief lives, they had the useof powers that were, at best, unreliable.


  Communities within communities. The mutant strain had been preserved by careful inbreeding. And the price was dear. No wonder people like his father were touchy when it came to public scrutiny. They were proud oftheir heritage and uncertain of how normals would react, even now. But the thought of spending his life locked in this closet with his family was beginning to feel unendurable. Four years of college had shown Michael a world glittering with possibilitiesoutside the clan.


  Michael looked around the room. He saw a big, loving group that probably would never understand how he felt. His Uncle Halden was large-boned, with a generous belly. Against his bearlike solidity, Michael’s father looked much shorter, slimmer, golden-skinned and blond. Michael knew he resembled his father, although his mother’s Asian ancestry had given his skin a trifle richer hue, his eyes a somewhat more exotic cast. Just another flavor in the mutant pot, he thought. But Michael believedmutants were one hundred percentHomo sapiens. Whatever those rogue mutagens were all about, well, leave that to the geneticists in the clan.


  He’d heard of mutants with one eye, scaled skin, or seven fingers on each hand, but they were rumored to live on the West Coast, in seclusion. He was grateful that the oddest physical feature he had was the epicanthic fold creasing his eyelids, thanks to Sue Li Ryton, his mother. Melanie appeared a bit more Asian with her darker hair, and Jimmy was the most like theirmother of the three. Michael searched around the room for his prankster younger brother but didn’t find him. Probably giving somebody a mental hotfoot someplace. And he’d get away with it, too. Somehow, their father managed to overlook Jimmy’s transgressions.


  The meeting seemed to be over. Michael began to sidle toward the door. These clan meetings were becoming a bore in their predictability, and he wanted some time to himself. There’d be precious little of it once they got home; the trip to Washington loomed, and after that, the NASA contracts.


  “Leaving so soon, Michael?”James Ryton’s voice, pitched high in disapproval, cut knifelike through the room and stopped him in midstep. “Well, I’m glad you could drop by.”


  Michael ignored the sarcasm. “I just wanted to get some fresh air.”


  “In that cold?”His father stared at him. “What’s the matter, your family isn’t good enough company?”


  “I just want to take a walk. To think.”


  His father snorted. “About some girl, probably. Well, you’re wasting your time. You should be thinking about mutant business. Our trip to Washington. It’s time you looked upon yourself as a responsible member of this community. You’re a partner in the firm. You must consider your future. Our future.”


  Michael’s temper flared. “I think plentyabout the business,”he snapped. “What about me? What about what I want?”


  “Well, what do you want?”


  Around the room, conversations stopped as clan members turned toward them. Michael knew what he was about to say would hurt his family and friends, but he couldn’t help it.


  “I’m tired of worrying about tradition,”he said. “This is supposed to be the time in which we come forth, isn’t it? We’ve got Eleanor Jacobsen in Congress now, and—”


  His father cut him off. “Some people are not convinced this is the moment for openness with the nonmutant world. I think it’s best that we observe the old ways and move cautiously. Normals can be dangerous.”


  “Yes, I know,”Michael said impatiently.


  “Then you must understand, I have your best interests at heart,”his father said. “We may occasionally socialize with outsiders but we don’t marry them.”


  Michael stared at him in disbelief.


  “Who said anything about marriage? And what’s wrong with that anyway?”


  His father glared back, eyes harsh behind his bifocals. “You know what I’ve told you about genetic drift. We’ve got to protect the mutant line. It was hard enough to establish it in the first place.”


  “I know, I know. Gods, do I know!”


  “Then you also know that it’s time for you to consider your actions. Your responsibilities. It’s time you started paying attention to Jena. She’s the right age, and there aren’t many others eligible.”


  A blond-haired girl, slim yet sultry-looking, smiled across the room at Michael. A golden unity pin glinted at her throat. He forced himself to look the other way, stomach knotting. Clan life was a vise in which he was caught, and he feared it would twist the life out of him.


  “So that’s it,”he said bitterly. “Fit in, breed true, conform. Just as I thought.”


  “You make it sound like a dreadful fate.”


  “Maybe I think it is.”He saw tears in his mother’s eyes, but it was too late to take anything back, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. “I didn’t spend four years at Cornell just to become part of somebody else’s master plan. To be a stud for the clan.”


  He heard gasps around him. His father’s face was turning red, a sure sign of another explosion.


  “Michael, if you don’t start facing your responsibilities to us, decisions will have to be made for you.”


  “As if they haven’t been already.”Defiant, Michael faced him, hands on his hips. “You tell me to act and think like an adult, but when I do, you treat me like a child.”


  Every golden eye in the room was locked on him. Michael felt as though he was suffocating. If he didn’t get out of that room he was going to burst.To die.


  With a wrench, he turned and, using his telekinetic skill, opened the door from three feet away. Then he was standing outside the shack, his ragged breath making clouds in the cold air. But where to go? The waves’pounding sent an insistent message. Michael ran for the beach, determined to get as far away from his family as possible.


  James Ryton restrained the urge to wince as the door slammed behind his eldest son. Around him, members of the clan muttered disapprovingly, shaking their heads and moving off to talk in small groups.


  “Want some friendly advice?”Halden asked.


  “Not really, Hal, but I know you well enough to know I’m going to get it anyhow.”


  Halden smiled. “You’re just going to chase Michael away if you keep that up.”


  “Maybe you’re right.”Ryton sighed. “He reminds me of myself at that age. So hotheaded. I’m afraid he’ll get hurt.”


  “You made it through,”Halden said. “Intact, so it seems.”


  Ryton gave him a half smile. “More or less. The mental flares are starting, though, Halden. I can feel them, late at night. The clairaudient distortion wakes me up.”


  The Book Keeper grasped Ryton’s shoulder. “Take heart. We’re getting closer and closer to some means of controlling them. Maybe even a cure.”


  His mouth a bitter line, Ryton pulled away. “I don’t want to spend the next twenty years on neural dampers. Rather kill myself.”His tone was so low, he might have been talking to himself.


  “James, don’t talk that way.”


  “Sorry, old friend,”Ryton said. He forced a smile. “Let’s discuss something less depressing.”


  Halden squeezed his arm. “Your son is smart, a credit to the clan. He’ll come around. Just be patient.”


  “Hope you’re right. Have you learned anything else about this so-called supermutant?”


  “The rumors are heating up,”the Book Keeper said. “Reports from Brazil of experiments with radiation. Onhumansubjects.”


  “Brazil this time? Last time, it was Burma. I don’t believe any of it. Is there any documentation? Hard proof?”


  “Not exactly. But there’s been enough noise and thunder to set off discussionin Congress of forming an investigative committee.”


  “To Brazil?”


  “Where else? An informal junket, of course. It won’t do to ruffle their feathers just when they’re finally paying off so much of their debt to us.”


  “Thanks to that triobium lode they found in Bahia. And English laser-mining technology.”Ryton said. “What about Jacobsen? She’ll go, of course.”


  Halden shrugged. “She’ll have to. And we’re taking this a bit more seriously than before. I’ve had reports from the West Coast. Russia, too. Our geneticists think it’s possible that whoever these people are, they’ve isolated and coded the mutant genome.”


  Ryton laughed harshly. “Oh, don’t start that. You know they were talking about genome coding twenty or thirty years ago, in the eighties. It’s never beendone successfully, especially after that Japanese blunder led to the moratorium on it.”


  “Perhaps the moratorium never spread to Brazil.”Halden emptied his mug in a gulp and poured a fresh cup of coffee.


  “So whatdoyou hear out of Russia?”


  “Sketchy reports. They’re not as well organized there as we are, of course, but on her last trip over, Zenora saw Yakovsky. He told her that they were worried about Brazil too.”


  “This should be discussed at the general meeting.”


  “I thought so. Tomorrow?”


  Ryton nodded. “The implications are frightening. After all, the normals don’t really know what to make of us now. What will happen if a true enhanced mutant is revealed?”


  “Oh, you know, the usual. Mass riots. Pogroms. Lynchings.”Halden smiled. “You always look on the dark side, James. An enhanced mutant could be a wonderful thing.”


  Wounded, Ryton drew himself up. “I know you think this is amusing, Halden. But I haven’t forgotten 1992. Or Sarah. This could be very dangerous for us.”


  “Of course you’re worried,”Halden saiddiplomatically. “But that was twenty-five years ago. And after all, aren’t we trying to do the same thing in our own way? Create supermutants through inbreeding?”


  “No,”Ryton snapped. “What we’re interested in is survival. Safety in numbers. Staying out of trouble, not making the rest of the human race obsolete. Which is what we’ll be accused of if this supermutant thing proves even remotely true. You know the normals are afraid of us to begin with. And if there’s any fact behind this rumor of radiation-enhanced mutants, then what happens to us, Halden? What about us?”


  Although there were no sheltering dunes, Michael risked levitating over the waves anyway. It was dusk, and he didn’t think he’d be easily seen. He didn’t like using his mutant abilities in front of strangers, unlike some of his cousins, who enjoyed showing off to shock the normals. But there was no one on the beach.


  A crisp wind carried the hint of snow. A few lonely birds picked at seaweed along the water line. Michael marveled at how they managed to survive, even in the heart of winter. They scattered frantically as his shadow moved over them.


  Floating above the water was a wonderful game, he thought. He’d always loved it. When he was little, his mother had occasionally tied a rope to him tokeep his levitation powers under control. He remembered her patiently tutoring him when he was four years old. “Take a big step and hop! Come on, Michael. Try again.”


  His telekinetic abilities had only surfaced in the past three years. He enjoyed experimenting with them. Mentally, he pushed against the surging waters. They pushed back, of course, but he thought that he saw the water give way some.


  He was a rarity even in their community; a double mutant. His father was always harping on his precious genes.Preserve. Protect. Marry a mutant girl. Have little mutant kids. Become Book Keeper someday. Don’t show your powers to anybody. Fit in. Fade in. It made him angry just to think about it.


  The surf slammed a wave against the shore and the spray came flying toward him. He rose a bit higher to avoid it.


  Good little mutants, he thought. They hid like mice, clinging together, sucking up all the breathable air, every personality quirk grating against him like fingernails on a blackboard each time he attended a clan gathering. At least he’d gotten a break from it during college. Seen how the normals lived. And he liked it.


  People like Kelly McLeod breathed easily. They were responsible only to themselves, perhaps to their families. But there were no hidden secrets to protect. No claustrophobic traditions to observe, no insular habits to maintain. They were free of the cloying familiarity of clan life. They had no sacred mission, save to be themselves and see what life had to offer.


  He admired Kelly’s strong personality, her independence. Most mutant women were restrained, careful, some hidden shadow passing behind their eyes. Even Jena. He felt momentarily ashamed for the way he had ignored her. She was a foxy girl, but she had the wrong color eyes. All mutants had eyes that same strange tawny golden brown, oddly reflective in the dark; an easy way to recognize clan members in unfamiliar places.


  Kelly’s eyes were clear blue. He liked their contrast with her light skin and dark hair, liked her finely modeled, pointed nose, her chiseled cheekbones. The way she’d wear black leather and silver chains one day, the next appear with her hair swept up, tiny earrings, and some old-fashioned blouse with a high neck and lace. When she smiled, she revealed less than perfectly aligned teeth, but that was fine with him. He didn’t want her to be a plastic doll. That was part of her attraction.


  He thought about kissing her in the McLeod backyard. She hadn’t resisted when he’d put his hands under her bra. If there’d been time, he knew she would have encouraged more, but her father had come out. And he wanted her with a hunger he’d never felt for any mutant girl.


  “Call me when you get back from vacation,”she’d said to him, dark hair haloed in the lamplight of her back porch. He couldn’t wait to see her again. But he’d have to be careful that his father didn’t find out.


  “A Eurodollar for your thoughts.”


  Michael jerked around. There was no one there. In the distance, he could hear a shutter slapping in the wind. Had he imagined somebody speaking to him?


  “Aren’t you afraid that one of the normals will see you and faint?”Somebody was speaking to him, all right, but the voice he heard was in his mind, not in his ears. And that mocking, insinuating tenor could only belong to one person. His cousin Skerry. But Halden had said he was gone.…


  “Skerry? Where are you?”Michael asked aloud. He had no ability as a sending telepath, and it was forbidden to reach into another’s mind to read it even if you had the gift. Skerry could ask him questions, but he would not delve for answers.


  “Behind the snack bar.”


  Michael descended quickly and padded over the sand toward the weathered gray building, boarded up against winter winds. He peered around the far corner. Nothing but beach houses and sand.


  “You’re getting warmer.”


  “C’mon, Skerry, stop screwing around!”He knew he could be standing right next to him, but unless Skerry wanted to be seen, Michael could go on searching for him until New Year’s.


  He heard what sounded like a pack of cards being shuffled behindhim. Turning, he saw gray diagonal bars that slowly solidified, like a video image, into his cousin. Same old Skerry. Green U.S. Army parka, jeans and boots, curly brown hair, beard, and those radiant eyes, just like his. But where Michael ran toward wirystrength and speed, Skerry was big, muscular, with large shoulders and legs that looked as though they could kick a football across a field. Or knock down a tree. His teeth showed white in a teasing grin. Michael liked his cousin, although he didn’t exactly trust him. But he didn’t exactly distrust him, either. It was difficult to know how to feel about a telepath who pulled disappearing acts.


  “You and your old man having words again?”


  “Were you at that meeting?”


  “Let’s just say I keep tabs on what’s happening with my nearest and dearest.”


  “Well, then you know how it is. They want me to marry Jena. Fall in line. Wipe my shoes. Be a good little mutant boy.”


  “You sound fed up.”


  “I am.”


  “So leave.”


  Michael shook his head, embarrassed. “I can’t. Maybe you can,but it would kill my parents if I quit the firm and left town.”


  Skerry shrugged, pulled out a toothpick, and inserted it into his mouth at a jaunty angle.


  “Where’ve you been?”Michael asked.


  “Here and there. Big world out there.”He began to saunter down the beach and gestured for Michael to accompany him. They fell into step and walked for several minutes in silence. Skerry paused, looked at him sharply, threw the toothpick into the surf.


  “You can’t live your entire life for’em. You’ll go crazy. And I don’t mean mutant-crazy. You’ve got more choices than you think, but if you don’t take advantage of them now, you never will. Remember that famous mutant life span. Short. Bad ending. Get away and find out who you are.”


  “Like you?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Easier said thandone. Besides, if you’ve escaped, what are you doing here?”


  Skerry shrugged again. “Nostalgia. Besides, what makes you think I’m really here?”He grinned and began to fade around the edges.


  “Skerry, wait. Don’t go.”


  “Sorry kid, time’s up. Think about whatI said. Get away while you still can. I’ll be in touch.”


  It seemed to Michael that the last thing to fade away was Skerry’s smile.


  Melanie took a large bite out of her brownie, savoring the rich, dark taste. This was the part of the meeting everybody looked forward to: catching up on gossip, admiring the newest additions to the clan, and discussing politics. Especially politics. Oh, yes, everyone looked forward to it. Everyone but her.


  She watched the younger children levitating in a circle near the fireplace and, for a moment, wished she were a child again so she could join them. But more than age separated her from that happy group by the fire, and from the clan crowding the room. Melanie was a mutant, of course. All it took was a look into her golden eyesto see that. But she was a null. Dysfunctional.


  Everybody in the clan treated her politely, of course. Too politely. They acted as though she were mentally retarded. Their pity was as difficult to swallow as the contempt of the nonmutants at school.


  Across the room, Marol proudly held on to her infant son, Sefrim, as he levitated peacefully above her lap, asleep.


  I don’t even have as much ability as a mutant infant, Melanie thought.


  She wished she’d stormed out with Michael. Or brought some of her mother’sValedrine with her. She was coming to dread these gatherings as much as her older brother. More. At least he was gifted. She didn’t really know what she was.


  Don’t cry, she told herself fiercely. Don’t let them see you cry.


  Could she help it that she hadthe golden eyes but not a shred of mutant power? Oh, how she’d practiced in her room for hours when she thought nobody knew, praying that her abilities were just late in maturing.


  She was meant to be telekinetic—she felt it in her bones. But strain as shemight, until she’d given herself headaches from concentrating on moving an orange across the room, or even across a table, nothing ever happened. The orange stayed put.


  Once she’d gotten her period, Melanie began to give up hope. Almost every mutant girl had developed her power by then. So Melanie tried to understand, if not accept. But when Michael developed a second ability, she realized that she’d been singled out by some cruel and malicious god for special torment. Her older brother had somehow receivedboth his own and her powers!


  A hand touched her shoulder gently, affectionately. Melanie looked up to see Aunt Zenora smiling down at her. Uncle Halden’s wife was certainly built to suit him, she thought. Big and brassy, just like him. She wore half a dozen golden unity pins along one sleeve: six golden eyes framed by linked arms. Zenora was active in the Mutant Union and was always passing out pins at clan meetings.


  Zenora hugged her. “How’s school?”


  “Okay, I guess.”


  “You must be, let’s see now, a junior?”


  “Senior.”


  “Well, have you been thinking about college?”Zenora asked. “A career?”


  Melanie shrugged. “Dad wants me to work with him.”


  “Sounds like a good idea to me.”


  “I suppose.”The thought of working with her father and brother made Melanie’s stomach turn. What she wanted to do was become a video jock. The first mutant video jock. But that was as unlikely as her suddenly levitating and walking across the ceiling.


  Zenora was drawn away into a political discussion in which every third sentence seemed to include the name of Senator Eleanor Jacobsen. Melanie shook her head. Politics bored her. She saw her mother sitting on the old red sofa and joined her.


  “Zenora’s ever the firebrand,”Sue Li said, smiling.


  “I think she’d rather talk politics than do anything else, even cook,”Melanie said. “I’ll bet she wears a mutant unity pin to bed.”


  Jena walked by, eyes cast downward.


  Sue Li sighed. “Your brother is causing trouble for us. I’m embarrassed for that girl.”


  “I’m not,”Melanie said. “Jena’s got a hundred boyfriends. I’m sorry for Michael.”


  “What do you mean?”Her mother looked at her sharply. She felt her face grow hot.


  “Well, he doesn’t like Jena. I mean, he does, but not the way you want him to,”Melanie squirmed. “I think it’s not fair to try and make himdo what he doesn’t want to do.”


  That’s very loyal,”Sue Li said, her mouth a prim line.


  Privately, Melanie thought that Jena was a smug pain whose only close personal relationship was with her mirror. But she felt perversely pleased to see somebody else subjected to the clan’s scrutiny and sympathy, for once. She reached for another brownie and wondered if Zenora was a good cook because she was a mutant, or despite it.


  Warm yellow light filled the windows of the Ryton bungalow and spilled out into the dark.The sun had been down for nearly an hour. Michael opened the door carefully, ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble. His mother was sitting at the kitchen table, reading, with her back to him. Melanie and his father were nowhere in sight. She lookedup from her notescreen as he entered the room.


  “Have you eaten?”She sounded tired.


  “No.”


  “Take off your coat and I’ll make a sandwich for you.”


  The wooden chair legs scraped as his mother stood up and walked into the kitchen. With the light shining on herdark hair, her face nearly framed by the scarlet cowl-necked sweater she wore, his mother reminded Michael of a print he’d once seen, a Japanese print of a geisha in a berry-colored kimono and scarf. He hung up his coat and sat in the chair she’d vacated.He peered at the text onscreen, a horror story from some old collection.


  “You like reading this stuff?”


  “Yes. It takes me to a totally different world. And then I’m always grateful to come back to my own.”


  “Wish I felt that way,”Michael said. “Where is everybody?”


  “Your father stayed behind to talk with Halden and Zenora. Jimmy and Melanie are next door watching Tela’s big screen.”


  She brought a soya loaf sandwich and a cup of cocoa to the table and sat down opposite him, looking pensive.


  “Michael, I knowyou feel resentful of the demands we place on you,”she said. “But your father doesn’t mean to be harsh with you.”


  “Then why does he act that way?”


  She sighed. “He’s worried. You know how important it is to him to build for the future. And he’s very proudof you.”


  “Sure, of having a double mutant for a son. Well, if he’s so proud, why doesn’t he tell me so himself?”


  “That’s very difficult for him.”


  Michael swallowed a mouthful of sandwich.


  “I wish he wouldn’t make it so difficult for me,”he said. “And Mel.”


  “I know.”


  “Did you ever feel this way?”


  She smiled gently. “Of course. But it was different when I was growing up. There was much more enthusiasm within the clan. We felt like we were on the cusp of a new age. But that was in the seventies, when anythingseemed possible.”


  “What was it like?”


  “Oh, exciting. Confusing. Especially to a child.”She paused, old memories bringing color to her cheeks. “It felt like the world was bright with opportunity and color. That all the old ways were changing. And, in a way, they were. But then came the violence. And, in many ways, things stayed the same for us.”


  Michael leaned back in his chair. “Didn’t anybody think the time of waiting might be over?”


  Sadly, his mother nodded. “I was too young to remember much of what went on in the meetings. But I do remember that one year, a motion was made to come forth, proclaim ourselves in the public arena. Some of the older members resisted, and in the end, the clan split on the issue. So finally, some of us came forth, back in thenineties. Before that, the meetings were twice as big, twice as many people there as attend now. But we had been divided before that. The sixties and seventies split us, and those looking for openness left. They moved away, some to California. Among themwas the boy I thought I would marry.”


  “What happened to them? To him?”


  A shadow passed across her delicate features. “We are starting to come back together again now. Perhaps one day we will all be together, like in the old times. As for that boy, well, hedisappeared.”


  Michael stopped chewing his sandwich and looked at his mother as though he’d never really seen her before. She had an entire private life she’d never shown him. He felt new respect for her.


  “Did he die?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “What was he like?”


  She reached over gently to brush a strand of his hair out of his eyes. “A bit like your cousin Skerry. Wild. That’s what made him so appealing. And would have made him impossible to live with.”


  Michael was tempted to tell her he’d seen Skerry. The words almost bubbled out, but he decided to hold back. If she told anybody, he’d be grilled about it. Right now, he enjoyed having a few secrets of his own.
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  the music from the hardwired’s mechbandbounced off the pink tiles in the bathroom in strange, distortedechoes:waow, waow,like the cry of a distant, electronic cat. Melanie stared in the cracked glass of the mirror. Her face was flushed from the heat. It was a warm night for the middle of February.


  The Valedrine she’d found in her mother’s medicine cabinetwas buzzing along nicely through her brain, leaving her just the slightest bit numb. She pulled a yellow comb through her hair and studied her reflection. A part-Chinese girl with soft brown hair stared back at her. Just a nice, normal girl out for an evening of fun.


  A nice, normal girl with golden eyes.


  She stared at her face as though she’d never seen it before, transfixed by the strangeness of those eyes, a double-edged reminder of who she was. A mutant. A null. Who would want her? Mutant or normal, whowould ever want her?


  Maybe she should wear contact lenses. She closed her eyes with pleasure at the thought; covering that mutant gold with dark brown, or hazel. At least then she’d look like an ordinary Asian girl. Imagine living like a nonmutant, she thought. How strange. To walk down a street and just fade into the crowd…


  The door to the bathroom slammed open and Tiff Seldon walked in, chattering with Cilla Cole. They stopped when they saw Melanie. Tiff shouldered by her toward the stalls. She was a full head taller than Melanie, with a square, athletic figure, her head topped by a bristling yellow crew cut.


  “Excuse me,”she said with exaggerated courtesy, clipping Melanie with her hip.


  Melanie pitched forward, almost cracking her forehead against the mirror glass before she caught herself.


  “Hey!”She glared over her shoulder. That shove had been deliberate. She knew it. Cilla leaned against the wall tiles opposite the sink, skinny arms crossed in front of her, a joystick between her lips, double silver rings in each nostril. Her hair was perhaps an inch longer than Tiff’s, and bright green. She grinned at Melanie with cheerful malice.


  “Hey yourself, mutie. Why don’t you do some tricks for us?”Tiff said, her voice booming out from behind the stall.


  Melanie threw her comb into her purse, and turned to leave. But Cilla blocked her path.


  “Somebody’s talking to you, mutie. Don’t you pay attention?”


  “Get out of my way, Cilla.”Melanie’s voice was cool but her heart pounded. Tiff and Cilla were tough and reckless, part of a crowd that bashed mutants for fun.


  “No manners at all.”Cilla shook her head in mock disapproval and, moving in from the right, shoved Melanie backward against the wall. Melanie dodged to her left, but Tiff was suddenly looming over her, grinning nastily. Reaching a meaty hand under her shirt, Tiff pulled out a knife: it flashed silver in the fluorescent lights. Then she grabbed Melanie by the shoulder, waving the small vibroblade in front of her face. Its surface glistened.


  “Isn’t this nice? My brother doesn’t know I took it from his jacket.”Tiff’s breath smelled of wine or beer, and her eyes gleamed with a peculiar light.”Thought I’d try a little carving. Maybe whittle a mutie.”She snickered.


  Melanie gulped, staring at the knife. Were theyreally going to cut her?


  The blade danced closer, vibrating, as Tiff faked a pass at Melanie’s chin. Melanie shut her eyes. If she screamed, would anybody hear her? Her cousin Germyn was waiting for her at the bar. Wouldn’t she come looking for her? Or maybe if Melanie concentrated hard, very hard, she’d discover that she really did have the mutant gift. Then she could fling Tiff away from her with a breath, float to the ceiling and escape. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying desperately to levitate the twononmutants. But the harder she tried, the weaker she felt. In despair, she gave up. She’d never be able to do anything. And they’d never leave her alone.


  Melanie opened her eyes, wondering when the blade would slice her flesh and how much it would hurt. Maybe she’d die, and then Tiff would go to jail for the rest of her life. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad idea. The sniper who’d shot three mutants at the World Trade Center ten years ago had gone to jail. But Melanie didn’t really want to die.


  “Tiff, don’t doit,”she pleaded. “You’ll be sorry.”


  The bathroom door swung open. Kelly McLeod stood there, mouth open, clutching her purse.


  “McLeod, I suggest you use another bathroom,”Tiff said menacingly. “This one is occupied.”She held the knife steady under Melanie’s chin.


  Kelly walked in, hands on hips.


  “What’s going on?”


  “Just doing a little mutie carving,”Cilla said, giggling. “Want to help?”


  “Are you crazy?”Kelly gave her a disgusted look. “What’s she done to you?”


  Cilla scowled at her. “Why do you care? Areyou some kind of mutie lover? Tiff, maybe you should cut her, too.”


  “Kelly, get out of here before you get hurt,”Melanie gasped.


  But Kelly ignored her. Instead, she stepped forward, grabbed Cilla’s nose rings, and pulled hard. Cilla screeched, flailing ather with both hands.


  “Get off her,”Kelly shouted. “I said, get off her!”


  “Stay out of this, McLeod.”Tiff said, turning from Melanie to point the vibroblade at Kelly.


  “Go’wave yourself.”


  Tiff lunged for her, but Kelly released her hold on the other girland dodged. Instead, Tiff nicked Cilla’s arm with the knife. Cilla clutched the wound and started to wail as blood seeped around her fingers.


  “Shut up, Cilla!”Tiff yelled. “There’s some plaskin in my purse. God, I barely touched you.”


  Cilla closed her mouth in midsob and began rummaging in Tiff’s purse for a bandage.


  Kelly laughed. “Do you always do whatever she tells you to do?”


  “Mutie lover!”Cilla yelled. She spun around and caught Kelly with a back-handed slap that rocked her head to the right, spraying blood on the wall in red streaks. Tiff cursed, shoved Melanie away from her and turned around, knife hand poised to strike Kelly.


  Melanie saw her chance. She leaped at Tiff, grabbed the hand holding the knife and drew it toward her mouth, sinking her teeth into the flesh above the wrist bone.


  Tiff howled with pain. Melanie clamped her jaws and hung on as the larger girl tried to shake her loose. She could taste the salt of Tiff’s blood. The knife clattered to the tiles at their feet. Melanie kicked it into the corner by the door. She saw Kelly struggling with Cilla. The room was crowded now, noisy and suddenly filled with people. Loud voices echoed around her.


  “Ow! Let go of me, you damned mutant!”Tiff yelled.


  Go to hell, Melanie thought.


  “Ladies! Breakit up!”


  Jeff, the Hardwired’s bouncer, waded in among them, dark head bobbing as he ducked punches. He pried Cilla and Kelly apart, getting kicked twice in the scuffle. His bald, burly partner, Ron, grabbed Melanie and Tiff.


  “Let go of her, girlie.”He shook Melanie, not gently.


  Reluctantly, Melanie opened her mouth to release Tiff’s wrist, now bloody.


  With a look of disgust, Jeff shoved them toward the door. “The girls are always the worst,”he said to Ron, who gave a connoisseur’s nod.


  “Yeah, vicious,”hesaid gruffly.


  “Well, I don’t care what this is about or who started it.”Jeff’s voice was harsh. “You know the rules: no fighting in the Hardwired. Your memberships are revoked for two weeks. Out.”


  The club was silent; even the mechband had been turned off. Rows of faces watched as Tiff and Cilla hurried out the door, cursing. At the bar exit, Tiff paused.


  “Mutie, I’ll be looking for you,”she yelled.


  Melanie made an obscene gesture at her. Tiff returned it and walked out, clutching her wounded wrist.


  Jeffheld the door open. “Out, ladies. That means you two, too.”


  Melanie scanned the crowd for Germyn, then gave up the effort. She knew that her cousin had probably gone home at the first sign of trouble, taking her skimmer with her. Just as well, she thought. Germyn was never the greatest company. Grabbing her orange parka from the wall hook, Melanie walked out into the parking lot. Kelly followed, quietly. Melanie watched her out of the corner of her eye. Why had she helped her? Aside from a few classes together, they barely knew each other.


  The silence grew between them. Finally, Melanie couldn’t stand it any longer.


  “Thanks,”she blurted out. “You didn’t have to do that, you know.”


  Kelly shrugged. “I couldn’t just stand there and let them cut you, could I?Besides, I can’t stand either one of those gorks. But you ought to be more careful—they’re easy to antagonize.”


  “Don’t I know it,”Melanie said bitterly. “But they caused the problem. I was just minding my own business.”


  “I guess.”Kelly kicked at a loosepiece of gravel.


  Melanie stopped walking as she made a sudden connection.


  Suddenly she said, “You’re dating my brother, aren’t you?”


  “Yeah.”


  She looked closely at her rescuer. Kelly was pretty in a nonmutant way. All that dark hair and those big, blue eyes. But what did Michael see in her, really, besides that? Jena was much sexier, she thought, and she was terrific at telekinetic sports and gymnastics. But maybe Michael didn’t care.


  Kelly seemed nice, much nicer than Jena. Normal guys at school were alwayssniffing around her; half the football team, at least. Not that she paid any attention to them. Well, she might have a thing for mutants. It happened sometimes. Melanie remembered the freckle-faced boy who had followed her around for half a year when shewas a sophomore. Mutant-groupies, she called them. Well, maybe her brother was a normal-groupie. But he was crazy to risk clan censure just to date a normal, even one as nice as Kelly McLeod. “Need a ride home?”Kelly asked.


  “Yeah. It looks like my cousinforgot about me,”Melanie said. “Hope you don’t mind.”


  “No problem. Come on.”Kelly led her to a silver-gray skimmer.


  “Nice,”Melanie said enviously. “Yours?”


  “My mother’s. Hop in.”Kelly unlocked the door.


  She pressed the starter, but the only response was a dull growl. She tried again. The engine refused to turn over.


  “Damn.”Kelly popped the hood open and got out of the skimmer. A moment later, she was back, clutching a handful of orange wires. Her face was grim.


  “What happened?”Melanie said.


  “The starter’s been cut,”Kelly said. “I’ll bet that bitch Tiff did it. Didn’t think she had the time.”She walked to the back of the skimmer and began rummaging in the trunk.


  Melanie followed her. “Now what?”she asked, feeling helpless. She’d never understood muchabout skimmer mechanics anyway.


  “I think I can jury-rig it with some wire from my dad’s tool kit,”Kelly said, pulling something out of the trunk and striding toward the front of the skimmer. “He always keeps an extra in this skimmer. Here, hold this.”She handed Melanie a flashlight. “Keep the light over here.”


  Leaning over the engine, she began to fiddle with what looked to Melanie like twin rows of metal plugs, looping braided green wire over and under them, occasionally tightening a wire coil with a small screwdriver.


  “Hold that light higher, will ya?”


  Hastily, Melanie complied.


  With a grunt, Kelly stood up, wiping her hands on a rag.


  “There. Let’s hope it works.”


  She leaned over the driver’s seat and pressed the starter button. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, with a grinding complaint, the skimmer came to life. The girls smiled at one another in relief. Kelly threw the tools back into the trunk.


  “Where did you learn to do that?”Melanie asked, amazed.


  “My dad’s a mechanical freak,”Kelly said. “Ithink it comes from being a pilot. I just hung around until he started to teach me how to fix things.”Kelly turned the skimmer out of the parking lot. “Michael thinks it’s funny that I know how to use tools.”


  “How long have you two been going out?”


  “Abouttwo months. Ever since you got back from that meeting-vacation or whatever it was.”


  “You must really like him,”Melanie said carefully.


  “Yeah. I do.”Kelly said. She stopped the skimmer at an intersection, waiting for the light to change, and looked at Melanie. “You sound like you don’t approve.”


  Melanie hesitated. It was no secret that mutants kept to themselves, but she didn’t want to give away information to an outsider. Still, if Kelly wanted to get involved with Michael, she might as well know the truth.


  “It’s okay with me. He seems happy. But my father would have a fit if he found out.”


  “Why?”


  “Mutants aren’t supposed to date outside the clan.”


  Kelly stared at her. “You’re joking.”


  “No. Nonmutant friends are tolerated. Barely. But that’s it. You haveto marry inside the clan. They’re trying to maintain and protect clan numbers in case things get ugly again, the way they were in the nineties.”


  “Circling the wagons?”


  “Sort of.”


  The traffic signal switched from
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