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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

BOOK 1

 

SUNSPACER

 

 

 


 

1

 

GETTING READY

 

Jupiter ballooned into view on the south wall of the cafeteria. The voyaging eye of the 3-D motion mural sailed by the giant planet, rotated gracefully to peer at a few major moons, then fixed its gaze on the long way to Saturn.

Chico Fernandez’s tour loop of sunspace made the basement level of Bronx Science/De Witt Clinton Commons into something like the brightly lit observation deck of a giant spaceship, but no one paid much attention. After you’ve rushed out from Mercury to Pluto a few times, the endless round trip begins to bore most people, despite the whip turns, long looks, and sudden speedups near the planets.

I looked at my empty bubble of nonfat milk, wondering if I wanted another, maybe with apple pie. There wouldn’t be much time for me to talk to Morey Green-Wolfe before our two o’clock physics class. He was late, as usual, and I felt irritated.

Home screens had been scrambled from May 15 to June 17, so classes would meet in person. High school students were usually brought together in January, May, and June, but graduating seniors could get away with only a month of staying together. Screen attendance made people shy, some educators claimed, but I had my doubts. It was true that there were sponges who liked to stay home and plunder the world’s libraries at their own dizzy pace, but I knew of too many people who had met over the screen hooks to believe that becoming friends in that way was all that hard to do, or very harmful. Some people preferred to start out over the net. They would meet sooner or later, or not at all, but the system made it easier for shy people to get to know each other in the first place, without much chance of things going wrong. It was more like having an old-fashioned pen pal, except that the notes and letters were sent differently and more quickly. Still, I guess some of the hard cases among shy people needed to be thrown together. I knew there were adults who owned 3-D holos and who rarely met in the flesh. But those people were usually up to a century old or more, and wanted to cultivate their privacy. They had lived into our time from the last century, and their bodies had been renewed at least twice through organ clones and cell regeneration, so they were a special case.

I stood up from my seat at the end of the long table and spotted Morey’s broad shoulders near the north exit. He pushed through the outgoing crowd and came across the room, adjusting his collarless tweed jacket and brushing back his dark brown hair.

“Sorry, Joe,” he said loudly as he slipped in across from me and shook his head. “Old Lyons and super gravity. He doesn’t seem to know—” He gave me a blank look as I sat down. “What’s wrong?”

“You’re late and I wanted to talk.”

He glanced at the wall timer. “Sorry. You have your acceptance letter?” He bit his lower lip. “Look, I said I’m going. It’s all set. Your parents still edgy about it? You know they can’t stop you.” He was looking right at me. “What is it—you don’t want me for a roommate?”

“It’s not that. I’ve been wondering.”

He examined me with his steel-blue eyes. I looked down at the table, feeling foolish. “I guess I’m worried about going off-planet to college.”

He sighed. “It’s the best school we could get into, one of the best anywhere.”

“It’s the idea of actually going away from everything, outside the atmosphere . . .”

“Nothing to worry about.” He seemed a bit surprised. “You know what it’s like out there. Space won’t bite you.”

“Knowing is one thing, feeling another.”

He shook his head. “No. You’re spooking yourself. You’re just apprehensive about leaving home.”

“Maybe that’s it.” I felt silly, especially after all the convincing I had gone through with my parents. A part of me was uneasy while the rest of me was looking forward to the change. It was hard to admit that I wanted to get away from my parents. “We’re late,” I said.

“Forget it—we’ve got the grades.” He looked around. “I’ll be glad to leave this place.”

“It’s not so bad,” I said feebly.

A tray crashed to the floor. Morey gave me a bored look as the cheers started. “Screening is better than this.”

“You’ve got to keep up your social development.”

“With this herd? I’d probably go into shock if they didn’t cheer!”

I knew how he felt, but the noise had calmed me down. As I glanced around at the faces, I realized that most of the students didn’t seem to demand much from themselves. They were looking forward to the moment when they could freeze their educations and be ready for job slots with guaranteed vacations. I said I wanted a scientific career, but Morey seemed to want one more than I did. Sure, I liked physics and astronomy, but I could probably live without making some giant discovery. Morey wanted to explain the whole universe.

“What else is there worth trying for?” he liked to ask. “We know a lot, but it’s still a mystery.” I felt like an outcast for not quite being able to see what he meant.

“Feeling better?” he asked.

“Yeah, I guess.”

Morey laughed. “Old Lyons is five years behind in astrophysics, maybe ten.” It might just as well have been a hundred, I thought.

“Might as well check our math presentation,” I said, taking out my flatscreen and thumbing up the problems. The display insisted on presenting a flicker of random numbers, so I wiped it with a pass of my hand and looked up.

Marisa Granville was standing behind Morey with two of her friends. Willow was in my English class; Corazon was a new girl from Jamaica.

“So you’re going,” Marisa said, staring at me with her green eyes.

I nodded.

“Out there.”

“Yeah.”

Morey swung his chair around. “What’s so unusual? People have been leaving the planet for almost a century.”

Marisa took a deep breath. Corazon shrugged; Willow smiled. I squinted at Morey, to warn him off; the conversation was going to be about something else, and I didn’t want him in it.

“You think you’re better than the rest of us,” Marisa said. “Earth isn’t good enough for you.”

Corazon frowned. Marisa had not come to say good-bye, as I had hoped. She was still angry about my leaving.

“You obviously think it’s glamorous,” Morey said. I tensed, wishing that he would shut up.

Marisa was looking at me as if Morey were invisible. “I don’t really care,” she said. Willow smiled nervously, reminding me of the times she’d acted as go-between when Marisa and I’d had fights.

“Don’t you know anything?” Morey asked, and I felt sorry for Marisa. Morey’s critical tone was enough to freeze the oxygen in the air on a summer day. He knew how to ask questions in a way that destroyed the possibility of any answer, much less a reply that would interest him.

“Spacers think they’re special,” Marisa shot back. “Why do you want to go among people who think we’re only bugs crawling around on the outside of a mud ball?”

I knew it was all just talk that she’d picked up, that she was trying to get around to something else, but Morey just wouldn’t let go, so maybe he deserved it.

“The mud’s in your head,” he replied. “Earth can’t do without the power and resources that the Sunspace colonies provide. Maybe you need a dose of memory fix.”

He was right, of course. I thought of the miners on Mercury. They were having a tough time getting what they needed from Earth, even though they gave Earth all the metals it needed. But this was not the time to discuss Earth’s political problems.

“Joe, can I talk to you alone?” Marisa asked. Willow led Corazon away.

Morey finally caught on. “Uh, I’m going to get something to drink.” He got up and left. Marisa slipped into his seat.

“You’re not like him,” she said softly. “So why are you going?”

“I want to be a physicist. It’s the best school for it.”

She didn’t seem to believe me. I had wanted her to tell me that we were still friends, even if we had to go our separate ways. But she seemed to think that I was making a big mistake of some kind. She had never liked anything I was interested in, and she still didn’t like Morey.

“It’s not you,” she said.

“What does that mean?”

“You don’t understand, do you?”

“So tell me. You’re not very clear about it.” All I could see was that she didn’t want me to go.

“You’re too wrapped up in yourself to listen.”

She was making me angry. “Look, I can be what I want.”

She gave me a hopeless look as she stood up. “Well, I hope you’ll both be very happy out there.” She turned and bumped into Morey, then walked away.

Morey sat down. “Thanks,” I said. “You really helped.”

“It’s all in knowing how to read weak minds,” he announced stiffly, as if he were a million years old.

“Marisa’s mind isn’t weak. She just wants different things, that’s all.” I was suddenly impatient to leave. One more week and it would all be over.

“Sorry,” Morey said. “You should have seen the look I got. She still cares about you, I bet.”

It wasn’t fair of Marisa to stir me up again. I hadn’t seen her in three months and thought it was all over, but I could see why she had done it. This had been her last chance to get me to see myself her way. I felt guilty and relieved at the same time. I didn’t care; I couldn’t care—I was leaving.

“She didn’t have to put down Sunspacers,” I said, remembering the recent news stories about how many miners had died over the years in the quakes on Mercury.

“Just a handy needle to stick you with,” Morey said. “I doubt she knows much about the politics. Earth’s dependence on off-planet power and industry is making a lot of politicos hysterical, and they pass the feeling on to the populace. They hate the idea that a new civilization is growing out there and Earth is no longer everything.”

“She was talking about other stuff.”

“I know, that’s what I meant. Where is she going?”

“Hawaii, I think.”

He shrugged. “It’s not known for anything besides some history.”

“I don’t think she got in anywhere else.”

“What’s she going to do?”

“Art, I think. Who cares?”

“She’s not too happy with herself, so she came over to pick on you.”

“Yeah, I know.” She still wanted me to be someone else, and for a moment she had made me feel that I didn’t know myself at all. I didn’t like the feeling.

“How are your parents?”

“They seem to be getting along.” Morey was beginning to irritate me. “Time to go home.” I stood up and clipped my flatscreen to my belt. “See you tomorrow.” There was no way I would be able to concentrate on two o’clock physics.

A plate clattered somewhere as I made for the exit, and the cheering started up again.

As it got closer to graduation, I began to suspect that Mom and Dad would not be back in time. They hadn’t been home during the last week of school. Dad had taken a leave from his job at the Institute and followed Mom to Brasilia after their last fight, on the day their marriage contract had come up for renewal. This bothered me in ways I didn’t want to examine, so I tried to push it away.

I went to the exam terminals for five days of tests and got my A’s, but there was little fun in it, even when I got the scholarship. I would have had to get double A’s, if there were such a thing, to impress my parents or advisers. I knew one thing, though—I had to work much harder than Morey.

On the night before graduation, I was eating dinner alone again. There had been no calls or messages. I didn’t even know if invitations had gone out to relatives. The only good thing about it all was that it kept me from thinking too much about Marisa. Cruel as it may sound, I had wanted her to fade away in my mind, but her talk with me in the cafeteria had made getting over her harder.

I got up and walked over to the window in the living room. The lights of Manhattan were blurry in my eyes. Maybe my parents would be back late tonight, I thought as I began to pace. I stopped after a moment and looked at the empty chairs around the triangular table in the dining area. The old-fashioned three-bulb chandelier seemed to be hanging at an angle. I hadn’t eaten much of the tuna and crisp bread I had prepared. The split of white wine was unopened.

I looked out the picture window again, and saw myself in the dark glass. Suddenly, I was surprised by the fact of being me. Dad had once told me that the sensation would fade as I grew up, but I still didn’t see how that could happen. I was separate from other people, locked up in my own skull, unable to enter their heads any more than they could invade mine. So how could Marisa know me better than I did? But maybe she knew enough; after all, I knew Mom and Dad, and cared about them, even if I didn’t know everything.

The person staring back at me from the night seemed thin for five eight. His muscular arms were pale in the sleeveless blue shirt. He stooped a bit, and some of his light-brown hair fell over his right eye. His lower half faded away into the city lights.

—Why should I bother going to graduation?

—You were looking forward to it.

—No big thing. College is more important.

—Morey will expect you.

—He doesn’t need me to graduate.

—But he’s your best friend.

Maybe that was the only reason I was going off-planet to school. That and to get away from my parents. I was sick of them not getting along. So I would have to work a bit harder than Morey—so what? I would see a new way of life, human beings building new worlds among the stars. If it meant studying physics for a career, then I would do so. I was looking forward to being on my own, to not having to worry about anyone else for a while. I needed a big change, and this was going to be it.

I stepped closer to the window, feeling a bit lost; the floating figure disappeared.

 

 

 


2

 

GRADUATION

 

I got up the next morning, put on the one-piece blue corduroy suit Dad had bought me for the ceremony, and rode the boost tube up to the Educational Center on 210th Street West. It was almost 10:00 A.M. when I arrived on level two above the street and came out into a hot, sunny day.

I felt lost as I looked out over the emptiness of the giant square around the hundred-story pyramid. Its east face caught the sun with a million windows, giving the structure the appearance of a cheerful ornament, but I wasn’t in any mood to appreciate it. Maybe Mom and Dad had shown up at the last minute and were waiting inside. I would have missed them if I hadn’t come, I told myself.

I wandered down the ramp and marched across the deserted square, working up a sweat by the time I reached the main doors. They slid open and I went into the lobby, loosening the stick seal on my collar as I looked around at the crowd.

I turned and saw Morey with his parents.

“Good morning, Joe,” Mrs. Green-Wolfe said. I noticed some familiar faces behind them, but everyone was so dressy I couldn’t be sure.

I nodded absentmindedly to Morey’s mother. She always seemed to be smiling as if she knew some silly secret.

“Where’s your folks?” Mr. Green-Wolfe asked loudly. Nearly everything he said sounded as if he were asking you whether you wanted a dessert. It was obvious where Morey got some of his manner from, except that he was smarter than his father.

I continued scanning the crowd. “Oh . . . they’re here somewhere, with some relatives, I think. They were coming back late from a trip,” I added, preparing the excuse I might need later.

“Your dad’s a sharp econometrist,” Mr. Green-Wolfe said, looking around as if he expected to get some business advice from him. “Your mother is a charming woman,” he added. “I’ll be so glad to see her again.” He put his arm around my shoulder. “Do you think you boys will be able to stand sharing one dorm room together?”

“Sure,” I managed to say, realizing that my parents weren’t here. My face was flushed, and I felt cheated. Suddenly all their excuses from other times added up into one big pain. I took a slow deep breath and tried not to show it, but it hurt just the same.

“Good!” Mr. Green-Wolfe said. “You two are real pals.” The time came to go into the auditorium. Scholarship winners sat together near the front, so I just tagged along automatically after Morey, not paying much attention to anything as we took our seats. Parents sat in the balconies, like elder gods gazing down on their creations. Maybe Mom and Dad were up there, but I was afraid to turn around for even a quick look.

Holo cams cast 3-Ds of speakers and students above the stage during the ceremony. Havelock “Burning Bush” Bearney, our red-bearded principal, delivered a dull talk about brains and courage and leadership, though he seemed to want us to opt for cooperation if we couldn’t be leaders. Toshiro Saada, the class president, whispered a speech about sacrifice that seemed to exalt self-punishment. Elene Chen, valedictorian and math prodigy, gave a vague but well-organized address on setting your mind toward the right individual goals. My mind wandered as our names were read out in reverse alphabetical order.

“Joseph Sorby!”

My name echoed through the auditorium. Morey nudged me when I failed to react.

I went up to get my diploma, sleepwalking all the way. A giant image of me gazed at the blue ceiling as I marched up and took the tube of silvery plastic from “Burning Bush” Bearney. He shook my hand and grinned at me with threatening teeth. Strangers applauded for me as I went down on the other side. I imagined Marisa making fun of me from her seat among my nine hundred classmates. Morey clapped me on the shoulder as I sat down, and that made me feel good, but I was still anxious to get it over with.

We finally marched out into the lobby. The doors slid open as the picture taking and gift giving began, and the whole show pushed out into the glare of the noon sun. No one noticed as I slipped away toward the station.

The tubeway boosted me down to 125th Street in a few minutes. I changed for the local and floated over to West 87th. Anything would have been better than going home just then; I was mad and getting madder by the second.

A cool breeze was blowing through Central Park when I came up to street level and started down the block to our housing complex. I came to our outside elevator doors and pressed my palm on the print lock. The doors slid open, and I stepped inside, feeling apprehensive as the elevator climbed the side of the building. I would be angry if my parents were home, angrier if they weren’t. The breeze rolled the tops of the trees in the park. Afternoon sunlight cast sharp shadows between the tall buildings. The elevator rushed to the ninetieth floor, and the inner doors opened.

I hesitated, staring southward to the blue ocean beyond lower New York. Finally I turned away and went inside, wandering slowly down the brightly lit hallway to our apartment.

Queasiness flooded my stomach as I thumbed the lock plate. I didn’t know what I was going to do or say if they were home.

Mom jumped me as the door slid open. “I’m so sorry, dearest!” I tried to step back, but it was too late. “We just got back.” She hugged me.

“Missed a connection,” Dad said.

“Sure,” I mumbled. My arms hung at my sides.

“Congratulations,” Dad said.

Mom was looking into my eyes. Her black hair was piled on her head in a strange swirl. Her face was pale, sad, without makeup, and her eyes were slightly red.

They had tried to get back, a part of me said, but I wanted to hurt them for making me feel like nothing, even though I could see that they had already been hurting each other.

“There are messages for you,” Dad said as I pulled free of Mom and went past him into the living room.

“Thanks, I said coldly, suddenly grateful for something else to do. I sat down by the phone and pressed in my thumbprint. The wall screen lit up with my first message:

 

MR. JOSEPH SORBY:

PLEASE REPORT JULY 1, 2056,

BERNAL HALL, DORM ROOM 108,

O’NEILL COLLEGE,

DANDRIDGE COLE UNIVERSITY AT L-5.

—OFFICE OF THE DEAN OF STUDENTS

JUNE 21, 2056

 

The second message appeared:

 

DEAREST JOE: [FLASHING LETTERS]

CHEERS FOR OUR FAVORITE

GRANDSON! WE CALLED EARLIER.

HERE’S SOMETHING TO HELP YOU

ON YOUR WAY, RIGHT INTO YOUR

NEW ACCOUNT #000-112-2-34789.

WE’LL CALL YOU WHEN YOU’RE SETTLED

AT SCHOOL. LOVE,

—ANTONIA AND JOHN SORBY

LONDON, JUNE 21, 2056

 

“Can I see?” Dad asked. The message flashed three times and blinked off. “Oh—is there anything from your mother’s parents?”

 

END OF MESSAGES

 

I ignored him. The screen went dark.

“There will be one along,” Mom said, sitting down on the arm of my chair. “I told them.”

“Don’t,” I said as she touched my shoulder.

“We love you very much,” she said with difficulty, leaning back next to me and closing her eyes. I remembered playing with her when I was small, sitting on her belly and shouting for her to surrender. She still seemed as beautiful, but she wasn’t the same person.

There was a long silence. Dad stood nervously in the center of the room, as if waiting for something.

“Your mother and I will be separating,” he said finally. “Sorry to have to tell you now.”

Mom sat up and looked at me. “We waited until you were ready for college.”

“Why?” I demanded, feeling my anger rising again. “So it would be easier on you? Maybe you were planning to leave me a message about it?” It was obvious to me that they were still concerned solely with each other, and I was just another obstacle.

“You’re older now,” Mom said, ignoring what I had said. “You’re ready to be on your own. The marriage contract happened to expire now. You can understand that.”

I looked at Dad. He seemed lost. I wondered again why he had been so opposed to my going off-planet to school. Maybe he had thought that if I had gone to Columbia or NYU, it would have helped keep the marriage together.

“When you come home,” Mom continued, jumping past any consideration of my feelings, “you’ll come here for part of the time, and to your grandparents in Brasilia, until I get a place of my own there. Eurico and Agata were very excited when I told them you would visit them.”

“We’ll always be here for you,” Dad added tiredly.

Mom let out a deep breath, and I could tell that she was relieved. Dad wasn’t about to start arguing again.

“When do you have to leave?” she asked me. Her lid was on tight, and nothing was going to blow it off.

“About ten days,” I said, struggling to control myself.

Dad slumped down in the sofa. “How was the ceremony?” He was emotionally drained and physically exhausted from the trip. There was no fight left in him, and I saw my chance.

“Pretty boring. You didn’t miss much.” I tried to sound as sarcastic as possible by putting myself into Morey’s million-year-old man mood, but it went right past them.

“We should have been there,” Mom said sternly as she stood up. She looked thinner in her slacks. “We know and we’re sorry. You don’t have to excuse us.” She sounded as if she were talking about some other people.

Dad was looking down at his feet. “Nothing can excuse it,” he said as if he were speaking to Mom. I might just as well not have been in the room. “We’ll make it up to you. . . .”

“Sure—how are you going to do that?” I demanded, feeling crushed. “You don’t listen to each other or to me. It was shitty of you not to make sure that you would be back in time. You could have done that! Do you hear me?”

Dad looked at me in surprise. You don’t need us anymore, his eyes seemed to suggest, so it doesn’t matter what you say. Well, maybe he wasn’t thinking exactly that, but I was sure that he had no energy left to worry about me or my feelings. A small, distant part of me wondered if I had ever listened enough to understand their problems; but it was too late for me to care. In ten days I would be free.

“You probably didn’t have any breakfast,” Mom said.

“I’m not hungry.”

“I’ll make lunch,” Dad said as he got to his feet. I sympathized with him for a moment. Why should he bother listening to me, or facing up to anything, when in two weeks we would all be apart?

Clouds covered the sun in the window, and we became shadows in the pale daylight. Mom followed Dad into the kitchenette. I watched them going through old, familiar motions, and remembered those times when I had felt warm and secure, knowing that little would change for a long time to come, and maybe never. Those bright, endless afternoons seemed far away now. An awful fear rushed through me. In a few years Mom and Dad would only be people who had once been parents. Would we like each other as adults? There was no way to know, so I tried hard not to care, and pushed the problem away.

Mom swore as she dropped something. I heard Dad take a deep breath. “Eva . . .” he started to say.

“Don’t begin, John,” she shot back. There was a long silence, as if they were standing perfectly still. “Joe!” Mom called to me. “We’ll have lunch in here on the counter.”

The sun came out and filled the room with light. I got up, realizing that not much would have been different even if they had come to graduation. I would still have wanted to get away. Their problems were not about to disappear overnight, and my being around wouldn’t help much.

“Joe?” Mom called again.

“Coming,” I managed to say. Maybe we all needed to lose each other for a while.

 

 

 


 

3

 

GOING

 

“Are you very sure?” Mom asked me.

“I’m sure,” I answered without looking at her. It was almost time for me to go. I knew that they were relieved about my going, but it made them feel guilty, so they were repeating their old questions to make themselves feel better. I had gotten my way because they were too wrapped up in their problems to worry about me. If they had tried to force me to go to college while I lived at home, I would have complained against them under the Youth Rights Act of 2004.

“It’s what he wants,” Dad said as firmly as he could, more to settle Mom down than to support me. And you’ll be stuck with however it turns out. He didn’t say it out loud, but it was there in the tone of his voice.

We wandered toward the door. Mom held her hands together and tried to smile. “Are you sure the scholarship will cover everything?”

She knew it would, so why was she asking again? I had to admit that it couldn’t just be guilt. She cared about me, as much as she could, I realized. “He’s had expert help in the choice and planning,” Dad said, standing there, hands deep in his loose pants.

Mom looked at him, then at me, unable to speak.

“Just a kid,” Dad muttered. “Sitting on my arm only yesterday.”

The lump in my throat surprised me as I picked up my small bag.

“All set with your trunk?” Dad asked in a quavering voice.

“Three days ago,” I croaked. “You were here when they took it away.”

He gave a strained laugh. “Right.”

Mom sniffled, ready to cry.

“Well, good luck, son,” Dad said loudly and held out his hand. It was no time to think or make judgments. I shook it and tried to smile, then gave Mom a long kiss on her wet cheek. Slowly I turned away.

It took forever for the door to slide open.

I walked down the hall to the open elevator, stepped inside, and turned around to look back. Dad had his arm around Mom, and suddenly I wished very hard that they would solve their problems and stay together.

“Sure you don’t want us to come to the airport with you?” Mom called out.

I shook my head. They waved as the door closed, and I dropped toward the street, feeling lost and alone, disliking myself for being so soft as I held back tears.

Thoughts of Marisa distracted me as the subway shot through the boost tube. I had liked her loops of the old Grant Wood landscapes—the leaves fluttering on the trees, the grasses waving, the sun shining into farmhouse windows, the clouds moving in over the horizon like the black soles of a giant’s shoes, the rain and lightning flashes. She could create her own animations, good enough to display in shows, not just for covering walls and windows in apartments. Maybe there was a good art school in Hawaii.

Local stations flashed by in the darkness. I tried not to think. “You imagine that you’ve swallowed every mind around you,” Dad had once said, “but there’s a lot you don’t know.” I had felt angry that he should be critical of me for wanting to know things.

“Maybe not all,” I had replied, “but much more than you.” He had looked at me with his dark brown eyes, and I couldn’t tell whether he was going to laugh or cry. I felt guilty thinking about it. It seemed now that I had expected him to know everything, and had been disappointed when I found out otherwise. I should have told him how excited I was about the things I was learning; and he should have taken more of an interest in what I was doing, shown more appreciation, something he had never done. I realized now that he felt bad about it, that he knew his chance to have been a better father was gone, but it was too late.

Memory is a bridge to the past, and to the future. Each of my earlier selves had been looking forward to me, pushing me across that bridge as I worked to do what they had only dreamed; but I had to build each section of the bridge as I went, just to have a place to go. What worried me was that I couldn’t see myself on the other side. Maybe no one could do that, because the bridge was everything, and we all betray our past selves.

Who was I looking forward to being? Suddenly I knew what I was afraid of: I would be making my own mistakes now. Mom and Dad had made quite a few. Who was I to think that I would do better? But I had to do better, I told myself. It was a pact I had made with my earlier selves. I would never forget anything, and that would make the difference.

Then it hit me again that I was leaving everything, my parents, New York, Earth. Nothing would be the same again.

The boost train glided into Kennedy-Air and slowed to a stop. I sat there for a minute, getting a grip on my fears and doubts.

Morey boarded the shuttle from New York to Brazil’s Equatorial Spaceport and marched down the aisle to where I sat, about halfway in.

He sat down roughly, nudging me with his elbow, but I was glad to have a friend going with me.

“I’m happy that’s over,” he said. “My parents wanted to come down to the spaceport with me. I had to talk them out of it. They came down here, though. Sorry I’m late.”

“That’s okay, you made it.”

We fastened our seat belts and watched the small screens on the backs of the seats in front of us. The shuttle began to move. Towers, hangars, the hotels and swirling walkways of Kennedy-Air rushed by as endless routine.

We went up, climbing until the sky turned deep blue. A hundred and ten kilometers up, the craft turned off its engines and glided south. I’d been on air shuttles before, but the moment of engine shut-off always took my breath away.

Stars burned in the purple-black over Africa as we whispered toward the equator, and the curving horizon made me feel the smallness of the planet. I was used to thinking of New York State as a suburb of New York City, but at this altitude a shuttle could reach Cairo, or any city on the globe, within an hour; you had to leave the planet to go anywhere far. Soon now, I realized, I would get a taste of real distance for the first time—from here to the Moon’s orbit; and yet that was a local run compared to interplanetary distances—to Mars or Mercury, for example.

I touched a control on my armrest and called up a view of deep space. People lived out in that black sky—on the Moon, Mercury, Mars, in the Asteroid Belt, and on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn; two million in the Bernal Clusters alone, more in the O’Neill Cylinders of Sun Orbit, not to mention the ten thousand dock workers of the asteroid hollow in High Earth Orbit, where the giant artificial caves served as berths for the massive interplanetary ships.

I dreamed of faraway worlds with strange skies. Domed cities on Mars and Venus, underground bases on Titan and Pluto, people looking outward to the nearer stars—to the triple system of Alpha Centauri, only four light years away. I raced across the wispy clouds below, out running the shuttle to Earth’s edge, where I gazed out into the starry blaze of the galaxy and forgot all my doubts.

Deep space. Sunspace was just a backyard compared with what lay out there. Yet I could blot out a million suns with my hand. The thought of going out there, of becoming even a small part of humanity’s Sunspace Settlements, sent a happy chill up my back, and I was no longer afraid.

What appealed to me most was that the rest of the solar system had not been given to humankind; people like me had gone out there to build and transform worlds for themselves. It seemed right to be able to do that, so much more human and creative than to be handed a world at birth by nature.

“What is it?” Morey asked.

“Just thinking. Neat, isn’t it?”

“It’s very beautiful,” he said softly.

Clouds floated up and covered our screens; then the shuttle fell through into sunlight, and the sight of the world below filled me with wonder.

Blue-green jungle covered Earth. We were in the final approach glide to Clarke Equatorial Spaceport.

“Take it easy,” Morey said. “We haven’t even left the planet yet.” But I could tell that he was also excited.

The big screen at the front of the aisle flashed:

 

JUNE 29, 2056, 2:02 P.M.

ETA: 2:10 P.M. 

 

Morey and I tightened our seat belts. The screens showed the spaceport ahead—square after square of cleared land covered with buildings, hangars, roads and walkways, and spacecraft crouching on launch pads. Earth’s spin being fastest here on the equator—sixteen hundred kilometers per hour—it was most economical to use that extra push to throw vehicles into orbit.
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