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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.











INTRODUCTION TO THE NEW EDITION







Increasingly, and sadly, American science fiction continues to be dominated by what George Zebrowski has referred to as “print television”: by books conceived and written as if they are TV films rather than works that challenge and enhance the emotions and the intellect of the reader, examples of “the precious life-blood of a master spirit, embalmed and treasured up on purpose to a life beyond life.”


George Zebrowski’s Macrolife is the latter kind of book, and that definition of a good book is almost three hundred and fifty years old. It comes from the pen of the poet John Milton, in his long political pamphlet Areopagitca, which is also one of the masterpieces of English prose. Subtitled A Speech for the Liberty of Unlicensed Printing, this pamphlet of the year 1644 attacked state censorship, which was implemented by requiring official approval for the products of a printing press.


Nowadays works of science fiction—a literature of such potential to liberate the imagination and the mind—are censored commercially by a virtual conspiracy of publishers, editors, voters for prestigious awards, and, alas, by authors themselves. In many respects the pressures of commercial censorship are far worse than anything against which the author of Paradise Lost protested, because today’s pressures train readers to think and to respond shallowly, to consume the intellectual equivalent of fast food while convinced that they are feasting on fine cuisine. Which average reader nowadays—the audience for Milton’s polemic in his day—would get far beyond the title of that eloquent, finely wrought pamphlet? Even the title seems a bit of a mouthful.


George Zebrowski’s Macrolife certainly isn’t fast food.




“Print television” doesn’t simply refer to the flood of zippy, slick adventure fiction on the book racks, clones of previous SF, clones of Star Wars, clones of clones. The phenomenon is more insidious than that. For adventure fiction merely represents the low-level consensus of escapist entertainment. There also exists a high-level consensus consisting of literary work that is finely crafted, replete with a care for words and narrative tone and interactive dialogue that is both snappy yet unvulgar, populated with properly rounded characters, equipped with significant themes, laced with emotional concern, and with tasteful daring, and with a banner-waving show of insight and responsibility. Much of this work is also a sham, a confection. Too many budding writers write in order to see a well-wrought book in print with their name upon it, rather than to affect the consciousness of readers and even to change their lives in some minor or even major way (which, to me at least, is a principal reason for writing). Pretty soon those writers who do succeed become authorities on writing SF.


“Show but don’t tell,” aspiring authors are advised. Learn how to sugar the pill until the pill is buried deep, lost in a cyst of saccharine. Endless workshops-—which are commercial as much as literary since they are guiding the evolution of new authors toward survival and success in the consensus marketplace—and “How to Do It” articles by professional authors who have adapted to this ecological niche advise the young hopefuls how to cast narrative hooks like an angler fooling the fish and the best way to slip exposition of ideas painlessly into a tale without clunky chunks of facts or ideas interrupting the smooth momentum of the story. A major crime is to let one’s grasp on the reader slip for a moment or to hold up the onward rush of events. Thou shalt not discomfort the readers by making them slow down in the reading and actually think. They must simply experience the cunning, superficial semblance of deep feeling and intellection. Thus readers are conditioned not to think, so that ultimately they will not be readers of fiction but viewers. Thus writers are trained to think carefully about avoiding the appearance of rigorous thought.


George Zebrowski is an author who will make the reader think; and the ideas, the experience of his work, will not, therefore, slip away afterward like some phantom of thought, some illusion that the “viewing” of some subsequent book will presently eclipse.


This is why Arthur C. Clarke described Macrolife as “one of the few books I intend to read again,” adding that “it’s been years since I was so impressed. Macrolife manages an extraordinary balance between the personal and the cosmic elements. Altogether a worthy successor to Olaf Stapledon’s Star Maker.”


Spurred on by peer fame in the form of Nebula and Hugo nominations and inclusion in “Best of the Year” anthologies as well as by inflated advances for “long awaited” first novels or sequels to previous, much-loved confections, the concept of the award-worthy piece of fiction—one which possesses the magic ingredients of balance, artistry, characterization, significance, et cetera—exists as a kind of abstract idol that now tends to condition, even if unconsciously, the kind of stories and novels that authors will write and how they will go about writing these. This system trains writers not to attempt other things or even to believe that those other ways could be valid. And editors punish deviancy as being “uncommercial,” which is tragic for authors, for readers, and for science fiction itself insofar as American science fiction commercially dominates world markets. To many people in America, consensus science fiction seems the only conceivable kind.


Thank God, then, for George Zebrowski.




Or should we, perversely, thank that madman Hitler? For Zebrowski, child of displaced Polish slave-workers, only came to America courtesy of the Nazi cataclysm, bringing with him a European tradition of literature, philosophy, and science that distinguishes him from most of his peers. He himself has commented that “Platonic dialogue, the symphonies of Mahler, Utopian fiction and Wellsian prophecy…these are the personal and technical sources of Macrolife.” Brian Stableford, reviewing Macrolife on its first appearance, was moved to wonder what possible future there could be in the science fiction field for a writer like Zebrowski. Macrolife was far more worthy “than a dozen sickly novels of the species that currently dominate the American SF scene,” yet the book seemed to Stableford to be a literary mule, something that just ought not to have been a novel. How deeply the divide has grown between fiction and nonfiction—even though historically this schism is of fairly recent origin and was irrelevant, as Stableford points out, to “the most ambitious works of the seventeenth century.”


Macrolife is certainly an ambitious book, if any book is, yet though it is rooted in an older tradition of passionate thought, its own ambitions aren’t those of the past at all. They are of the future, of the furthest futures conceivable.


If any book is a treasure in Milton’s sense, here indeed is one, in a world where so many lcontemporary “masterpieces” are like doughnuts, fresh sugary hot sellers today, stale and discarded by tomorrow. The first edition of Macrolife nonplussed several reviewers, but favorable opinion has prevailed, for instance, in most major critical reference works and in Library Journal’s must-read list. Macrolife is one of Easton Press’s Masterpieces of Science Fiction.


In Stableford’s view there is simply no way that a vision such as Zebrowski’s can be presented using the narrative techniques of the novel, since—to take a couple of examples—these compel Zebrowski to have his characters lecture one another or require the protagonist to read a book of commentary “in order that we can read it over his shoulder.” For the novel has become preoccupied with character and narrative whereas Zebrowski is concerned with future sociology.


Isn’t it curious that one of the great classics of the twentieth century was George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four in which O’Brien lectures Winston Smith at length and in which Smith reads page after page of The Theory and Practice of Oligarchical Collectivism, quotations from which occupy almost exactly one-tenth of the whole novel?


Yet Stableford’s criticism is correct, if reformulated to express precisely what is wrong with much American SF, namely, its betrayal of its own content in favor of novelistic tricks. Time and again, philosophical problems—of sociology, cosmology, the nature of existence, all of which are of the essence of science fiction—are presented but then hastily sublimated into mere story. One opens so many SF novels with such high hopes only to find that the science—in the broadest sense, of knowledge—is the merest pretext for a fictional adventure.


Zebrowski, for his part, has diagnosed a fundamental anti-intellectualism in American SF. In his view too many of its authors believe that they are sages, full of wise opinions, whereas the truth is that they have never thought rigorously enough as part of their basic existence.


On the contrary, they have schooled themselves to conjure up a mirage, an illusion of intellectual rigor. Zebrowski himself studied philosophy at the State University of New York and might have become an academic philosopher. The best teacher in that college (in his opinion), one Robert Neidorf, was a philosopher of science, but also a science fiction reader. The two strands could combine. “There should be more people,” Zebrowski has stated, “who are moved by the ideals and examples of science, and who understand its sociology and history, its importance to human aspirations and survival. Most workaday scientists rarely think about these things either.”




Its importance to survival. To a life beyond life, to quote Milton again. Survival, the triumph over powerlessness, and life beyond life are indeed the themes of Macrolife. Just as the writings of its character Richard Bulero are harked back to by subsequent characters, as rational visions of the future of life in the cosmos, so, too, may this novel of Zebrowski’s be harked back to aboard some space habitation out among the stars in the year 3000 as one of the founding texts, when other SF authors of today are as much remembered as medieval French court poets. If the future does follow a certain path, away from planetary surfaces into free space—as Zebrowski argues with a fierce conviction that it must—then he may well be regarded as a true literary seer. Few other writers are in the running for this sort of reputation.


Macrolife is a major vision of social intelligence transforming the cosmos. It is in three sections. The first focuses upon events in the year 2021 when the disintegration of the “miracle” all-purpose building material Bulerite destroys civilization on Earth. The events that are set in motion propel the first kernel of macrolife free of the solar system. The second and longest section deals with more mature macrolife of the year 3000. The star-faring habitat visits a degraded dirtworld to obtain raw materials with which to reproduce itself, then it returns with its new twin to Earthspace, where the first contact with alien macrolife occurs. The human race is accepted into the cosmic circle because people have learned how to link with artificial intelligence, thus overcoming—or at least taming—the instinctive passions inherited from dirtworld evolution. The final section begins a hundred billion years later when macrolife has filled the universe but the universe is beginning to wind down back toward the point of final collapse.


The Bulerite calamity renders the Earth dramatically uninhabitable. Earth’s very crust is cracked, recriminations trigger an all-out nuclear war, and to trump the doom the Earth and Moon are engulfed in a bizarre, other-dimensional bubble. At first glance this may seem a rather histrionic and arbitrary plot device to compel macrolife to set out on its journey of growth; almost a deus ex machina at the very outset of the novel. If it requires such a far-out set of circumstances to launch macrolife, then macrolife cannot be such an inevitable future, can it? Could it be, also, that Zebrowski deliberately lays on the apocalyptic action with a trowel so as to refresh the reader after some rather lengthy and serious philosophical conversations in Platonic dialogue mode?


A problem of substance? And a problem of style?


Zebrowski’s concern with rebirth from out of cataclysm reflects his own background as a member of a mutilated nation. “I feel the force of memory that pushes out from my parents,” he has written; “it’s always there, a shadow cast by a world gone insane.” His past was “brutal, cruel, and stupid…created by people…who didn’t want me to be born.” Dirtworlds are also brutal, cruel, and stupid as environments; and the escape to a space habitat, which is free from the shocks to which planetary flesh is heir, may be emotionally patterned upon Zebrowski’s own escape as a child from war-torn Europe to America. This, plus a subsequent pattern, which segued with his discovery of science fiction. For though he was an adoptive New Yorker, a temporary move to Florida from the gang-haunted, refugee-packed, decaying South Bronx presented him with warmth, cleanliness, light, and a white marble public library, “a place out of Clarke’s Against the Fall of Night” (or something in the meadows of a macroworld) where he discovered endless shelves of early hardback volumes from Fantasy Press, Gnome Press, Shasta, and Doubleday.




Thus there is an emotional pattern in Zebrowski, of salvation from apocalypse—not for everyone but only for the fortunate ones. There is an intellectual argument, too. The Bulerite disaster is appropriate because it is an example (this particular one mixing natural calamity with human folly) of a whole range of disasters that can very easily overtake natural planetary life when all the eggs are in one basket. The very escape route from ravaged Earth—aboard the hollowed asteroid, Asterome—is a reminder of another possible disaster that was narrowly averted. Until diverted and moored at a libration point in the Earth-Moon system, this same asteroid had once been on a collision course with Earth. Nothing in our present day prevents a similar asteroid or comet from impacting with our planet at any time, as has happened repeatedly during geological history. Such an impact, releasing the equivalent power of thousands of hydrogen bombs, would destroy civilization and probably cause a mass extinction of species, our own included. A planet-bound culture is also threatened by any instability in its sun, by the climate flipping into a new ice age, and it is challenged by its own success in the form of chemical and thermal pollution, as witnessed by the ozone holes and global warming.


At the moment we only have one single planetary egg with only a finite amount of nourishing yolk in the shape of resources, and only a finite ability to tolerate the stresses of the growing chicken of civilization within itself before it cracks wide open, killing the chicken because nowhere else is available. The crack in the Earth’s crust is a telling symbol. Likewise is Bulerite, that super-strong substance that allows lattice-cities to be built and the Empire State Building to disappear underneath layers of new New York.


Bulerite seems to strengthen the frail shell of the egg. But this proves untrue. Bulerite is unstable and highly destructive when it releases its locked-up energies. Its exploitation by eager capitalism, which neglects to pursue the fundamental research work of its discoverer, is a complacent strategy, and complacent strategies are potentially lethal ones.


Bulerite will find its rightful uses later on, in connection with other scientific advances that permit space-warp travel. Thereby it is further integrated into this well-designed, cleanly dovetailed book, not only as an instance of the false buttressing of the frail shell that is the Earth, but also as an appropriate example of future science—in this case, exotic states of matter and their applications.


Zebrowski does not allow his free-enterprise Bulero family simply to build higher and higher until they reach the stars. What sets macrolife on course is the failure by those exploiters of the wonder substance fully to investigate it, in other words their treachery. Through the trauma of their “crime” the Buleros are able to liberate themselves and a segment of the human race, leaving the solar system behind. A realist ever, Zebrowski acknowledges that even a millennium later the Buleros would be viewed by many people as renegades. The dramatic argument is a complex one, with no simple black versus white.


Nor are there easy black/white solutions to the possible sociological problems of space habitations. In various permutations Zebrowski explores not only the inevitable conflicts of interest between planetary and nonplanetary dwellers but also the unavoidable conflicts within a macroworld itself, which must somehow be channeled so that internal rebellion expresses itself as reproduction by consent. This was all some way removed from the rose-tinted optimism of many advocates of space colonies with their vision of geriatric joggers happily trotting around the bent meadows of the profitable paradise in the sky, at L-5, where everyone is blissfully of accord.


And a problem of style?




Zebrowski has remarked that Macrolife is a meditative book and should be read meditatively. Space stations may explode, cities may collapse, the Earth itself may convulse; however, the prose is meditative, just as the long-lived inhabitants of a future macroworld would be. “Their minds are still, waiting for every ripple of space-time to register,” Zebrowski has commented. We are mayflies now, but they are not. Despite scenes of action and even violence, and notwithstanding limpidly beautiful descriptions, this is a book of thought, its pages turning with a measured sureness. For Zebrowski, the ideal reader is a “performer,” not a “slave.” Himself a child of slaves whose Nazi masters wished to stamp their ideology upon the face of Europe, Zebrowski perhaps detects an analogy with those addicts of junk SF who expect an author to insert a cassette of thrills into their heads. For the performing reader, by contrast, “the novel is a series of opportunities for thought, understanding, and empathy.”


Macrolife is an excellent novel to perform with.


Stylistically, much of the time a solemn, neutral mode of speech prevails. People don’t swear or crack jokes or use slang. This isn’t so much because a lot of the conversation is expository as simply that this is the chosen tone (with emphatics provided by occasional, italicized internal dialogue). Reviewers criticized the novelist Morris West for his neutral-sounding dialogue, to which West replied in an interview with a British newspaper some years ago: “Listen, love, it is all deliberate. My dialogue is sedulously designed, not as real speech but as a cerebral vehicle for ideas in the novel. I want dialogue to be understood at once in every Anglo-Saxon country and to translate easily into the major European languages…. I elected this style.”


Likewise with Zebrowski. Yet there is a further reason beyond the aspiration to an international (and even interstellar) style. This crops up in miniature early on when three of the characters discuss macrolife over a Chinese meal and a bottle of brandy. One of them, Sam, fades out of the discussion. Afterward: “‘…I hope you followed some of what we said.’ ‘I really did, Orton. Inside I’m sober, really.’ How can frail beings like us think of doing the things Richard and Orton described?” Certainly somebody can drift off into a brandy haze, yet in most novels they would become tipsily involved in the discussion. Sam does end up knocking over the brandy bottle, yet he never knocks over the conversation. The point is that our irrational heritage from the evolutionary jungle of rape and murder—“nature’s agriculture of death”—must be opposed by rational intelligence if we are to survive and transcend ourselves. The style of Macrolife reflects its firm adherence to reason and to the power of rational persuasion.


It isn’t the case that it would be vulgar to have the characters joking, swearing, and “slanging” each other. Rather, the mood of the dialogue is the mood of the book’s deepest beliefs, beliefs that are sincerely held rather than merely being adopted as a pretext to write a momentarily vivid but forgettable yarn.


Much trivia occurs in novels, a lot of it concerned with so-called character-building. Zebrowski’s characters aren’t flat; they are complex and imperfect, especially John Bulero in Part 2, no superhero but a study in failure who manages in the end to transcend his somewhat self-indulgent angst. Yet trivia as such are absent. Perhaps this reflects Zebrowski’s relations as a child with his own parents. The Nazi war, and the sufferings of his parents and his people, “cast its shadow over everything,” he confesses, “preventing my problems from just being my own. I had no right to have lesser problems.” Personal trivia were as nothing.




In Part 2, “Macrolife: 3000,” the cloned John Bulero is an old-style human being among a space-faring community of genetically enhanced specimens of humanity-plus—who link with the presiding artificial intelligence and are now part way toward the larger mind-fusion to come. John’s compulsive, if shy, adventuring upon the dirt-world Lea, which becomes increasingly bound up with his own erotic mesmerism by the planet-born young woman Anulka, comes to grief finally through failure of forethought on his part followed by a failure of rationality. Being ruled by the old drives—such as plain savage revenge and the habit of pulling the wool over one’s eyes—John may seem in some respects a more “real” character than others who are genetically akin to him in the “Sunspace: 2021” section. Yet he is, in fact, exactly as they were. It is only by comparison with the transhu-mans now surrounding him that he seems more familiar to us. This is actually an illusion, a product of our mesmerism by the old emotional drives and of our consequent expectations as to how “real” characters ought to behave, namely, to fly into rages, to sulk, to fight, to agonize, to act irrationally. Just as the personal must eventually be superseded and integrated, so “personalities” should not be valued too grossly.


At the same time, John’s errors—and the errors represented by the dirtworld—forcefully illustrate an important fact about evolution in any species, namely, that individuals and species alike must not aspire to a wholly perfect state where they can no longer make errors from which to learn.


Macrolife first appeared in 1979. Just over a decade earlier another believer in the transmutation of humanity, Alexei Panshin, won a Nebula Award for his novel Rite of Passage, detailing the twenty-seven-thousand-strong society of another macroworld, an asteroid starship commuting around the dirtworlds that were seeded before nuclear cataclysm destroyed the Earth due to overpressure in the egg. Zebrowski’s “factual” sources for Macrolife were such as J. D. Bernal and Dandridge Cole, but it’s illuminating to examine the fictional evolution of the idea between Rite of Passage and the later book.


Panshin’s society, like that of Zebrowski’s original Asterome, is a two-tiered democracy with an executive council and the option of universal plebiscites. However, Panshin’s macroworlders are quite rigidly conservative and opposed to change, and a power ethic prevails. In Macrolife, when the UN commander Nakamura attempts a coup to seize control and force Asterome to remain in the solar system to aid in reconstruction, we witness the misuse of conservative power. The moral is that conscious life must be willing to take giant risks, to engage in acts of wild faith such as the departure of Asterome and the consequent birth of macrolife.


Zebrowski adds spacious shells to the argument, just as Asterome itself builds shell upon shell of additional space. Panshin’s macroworld remains a rock with the hard ideology of a rock. Thus its own population must be culled in Darwinian fashion by the rites of passage of the title: the dumping of well-prepared youngsters upon dirtworlds to see whether they can survive the experience. Many do not survive, to a large extent on account of the hatred and contempt of the “mudeaters,” locked up on their hardship worlds, for the privileged star-commuters who control the void-spanning hives of human knowledge, wealth, and skill. Heroine Mia is helped to survive by an old radical of a mudeater who opens her eyes somewhat, though it is to a fellow macroworlder that she opens her legs on the planet, by contrast with John Bulero’s sexual infatuation for a native. In the end the whole world of Tintera is destroyed by the peeved macroworlders, who have lost more juniors than desired during the rite of passage there.


Zebrowski’s macrolifers do hate the past and what a dirtworld stands for—a chain upon the human spirit—but they are by no means so dogmatic, and John’s voluntary rite of passage upon the surface is at once more lightly undertaken and more ambiguous in its lessons. The macrolifers wish to be neither philanthropists nor destroyers of worlds. The attitude they aspire to is one of empathy without overt altruism. Life must remain open-ended, all possibilities available. The macrolifers aspire to immortality—to life beyond life—whereas Panshin’s elite merely live longer lives than ours, and basically their society and their mind-set are closed. Certainly Zebrowski’s macrolifers do not inhabit a perfect Utopia. Boredom and suicide are rather too common for comfort. However, there is enough challenge to shake them up and spur them to continue on the royal road toward multivalent, cosmic intelligence.




In the third section of Zebrowski’s novel, “The Dream of Time,” macrolife must reconjugate the unmodified John Bulero from out of the collective higher mentality of which he has become part, because by this late date only such as he can decide on the error-liable risk of trying to survive the collapse of the universe through into the next cycle. Like the original founders of macrolife, he can make a blind decision of transcendent potential.


Bound up with this essential feature of the importance of error and of the capacity for error is the strange fact that the universe is both capable of being known yet eludes being known in its entirety. The universe possesses a built-in incompleteness. Were it wholly knowable, thought and life would become static. Consequently, those macrolifers who survive the collapse of the cosmos at last meet earlier, wiser macrolifers from a previous cycle of creation who suspect, for their part, that even higher, earlier entities exist. There are shells beyond shells.


If this is the case, surely macrolife must already exist in our universe. Surely the universe today must be teeming with macrolife. Why, then, is there no sign of it? When human macrolife first encounters alien macrolife in Part 2 of the novel, that more mature civilization is already a million years old, adept at concealment until it chooses to reveal itself. In cosmic terms, even a million-year-old civilization is almost contemporary with us. As human and alien macrolife fuse and evolve, so do the old suns burn out and so are new stars formed, with new planets where new life-forms can arise and in their turn develop intelligence, master space, and give rise to new macrolife. Our universe is very large, and time is long. Successive hierarchies, shells, are possible. This may equally be true of the succession of universes themselves.


This final, remarkable section—with its dialogue between the reconjugated ancient man and metalife falling apart under stress, with its triumph over time—is the most moving, sustained, and poetic sequence in the novel (always with a lucid poetry). It opens up whole cycles of possibility, just as the hundred-billion-year “gap” in the book’s chronology leaves riches yet to be explored in subsequent, varied macrolife novels that Zebrowski plans.


Cave of Stars appeared in 1999, a fascinating and deeply thoughtful account of a giant habitat’s fatal encounter with a dirtworld. Actually, to say “giant” belies the reality, since a habitat a hundred kilometres long, constructed of concentric shells around an original asteroid core, contains more internal space than the entire surface of a planet, space enough for numerous alternative worlds such as an entire sea-world especially tailored for adapted humans with gills who have opted for an aquatic existence.


Other citizens exercise their freedom of choice by entering virtual realities; or they may need to enter these temporarily for medical reasons. Whichever the case, VR tends to become addictive, posing a subtle threat to such a habitat, namely, that not enough citizens may remain in the real world to continue guiding its destiny and make vital choices. Lotus-eating and virtual adventures may occupy all their attention. Indeed, certain philosophers aboard this particular habitat speculate that it in itself may be a virtual reality, a sophistical argument soon refuted by events—with all the brusqueness of Dr. Johnson kicking a big stone to refute by demonstration Bishop Berkeley’s notion of the nonexistence of matter. Overconfidence in superior technology makes this habitat vulnerable to destruction by one bigoted dirtworlder, who also holds keys of power, for he is the pope of a conservative Catholic Church which has survived upon that world, determined to prevent progress.




Arthur Clarke has variously observed that religion is a form of psychopathology—a neurological disorder—that within a few centuries from now all the old religions will accordingly have been discredited, and that civilization and religion are incompatible. In this sense a disciple of Clarke, Zebrowski destroys the last redoubt of Catholicism in spectacular fashion in Cave of Stars, although not before the last pope has committed an ultimate atrocity.


Cave of Stars contains a neat definition of what macrolife is: “a mobile…organism comprised of human and human-derived intelligences. It’s an organism because it reproduces, with its human and other elements, moves and reacts on the scale of the Galaxy.” It is larger inside “than the surface of a planet. And larger still within its minds.”


Macrolife itself, the feature-length pilot novel (naughtily to adopt a TV category), already spans the whole of time from the present to the end of the universe and beyond. Its sheer sweep, its grandeur of concept, its daring, integrity, and rational intelligence put to shame those science fictioneers who can only fill up the next hundred billion years with space wars and other high jinks orchestrated by heroes who are only giant dwarfs, fantasy projections of our as-yet rather primitive selves.


Integrity, yes, and honesty. Here is a piece of fiction that may well be more than fiction, which demanded to be written, and to be written in its own terms. Macrolife is a work of grandeur and intelligence. With it, George Zebrowski’s career as a mature prophetic writer really commenced, just as the real career of the human race may be only now commencing, just as we are still in the early youth of the universe itself. In times that sometimes seem trashy, yet are pregnant with glory, a book like Macrolife keeps our vision bright.


—Ian Watson














I. SUNSPACE: 2021











































 







This concept of a new life form which I call Macro Life and Isaac Asimov calls “multiorganismic life” serves as a convenient shorthand whereby the whole collection of social, political, and biological problems facing the future space colonist may be represented with two-word symbols. It also communicates quickly an appreciation for the similar problems which are rapidly descending on the whole human race. Macro Life can be defined as “life squared per cell.” Taking man as representative of multicelled life we can say that man is the mean proportional between Macro Life and the cell, or Macro Life is to man as man is to the cell. Macro Life is a new life form of gigantic size which has for its cells, individual human beings, plants, animals, and machines.


…society can be said to be pregnant with a mutant creature which will be at the same time an extraterrestrial colony of human beings and a new large scale life form.


—DANDRIDGE COLE,
 “The Ultimate Human Society,” 1961


One day there will arise an experimental community that works much more efficiently than the polyglot, rubbery, hand-patched society we are living in. A viable alternative will then be before us.


—CARL SAGAN,
 The Cosmic Connection, 1973


Among the first forms of macro life were earth’s latticework tier cities of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. They were preceded by the historical city-state, and followed by small organized communities on the moon, Mars, the various space bases, and by Asterome, the hollowed-out asteroid that became the core of the first macroworld….




The tier cities were made possible by the application of advanced structural materials. The building of these cities led to the radical reorganization of urban earth society, the stabilization of population at 12 billion, and a decrease in the frequency of disorderly political change (this last change was helped by the influx of psychosocially trained designers and engineers into politics and planning). The planet was partially macroformed, and the grosser industrial processes, among them solar and fusion power systems, were moved into space….


The start of the century saw the sustained widening of the world’s industrial base through the exploitation of the solar system’s huge reserves of energy (the sun), raw materials (the asteroids, moon, and planets), and off-planet manufacturing conditions (where pollution could never be a problem); earth’s isolation was over, the finitude of its resources no longer a liability. The new economic-industrial base not only created nearly full employment; it gave earth its first chance at creating a Type II civilization.


—RICHARD BULERO,
 The History of Macrolife, vol. 1, Asterome,
 Sigma Draconis Star System, 2041


From the vantage point of several decades in the future, I believe that our children will judge the most important benefits of space colonization to have been not physical or economic, but the opening of new human options, the possibility of a new degree of freedom, not only for the human body, but much more important, for the human spirit and sense of aspiration.


—GERARD K. O’NEILL,
 The High Frontier, 1976


We are in the teen-age period of explosive growth and acquisition of knowledge. We are achieving control over our environment and our destinies, and even the power and responsibility for determining the time of our own deaths. We have secured weapons with which we can kill ourselves if we choose, and we have now achieved the first sign of biological maturity—we can reproduce. We can send out colonies to other parts of the universe which can take root, grow, and establish themselves as new civilizations….


The next step in evolution is from man—as the most highly organized example of multicellular life—to Macrolife.


…we should not be surprised if the race on earth ceases to proliferate its “cells,” achieves maturity, reproduces, continues its growth in other “individuals” (space colonies), and the “individual” remaining behind on Earth, ages through hundreds of thousands of years and finally dies.


—DANDRIDGE COLE,
 Beyond Tomorrow, 1965


Each of our cells contains dozens of tiny factories called mitochondria that combine our food with molecular oxygen to extract energy in convenient form. Recent evidence suggests that billions of years ago, the mitochondria were free-living organisms that have slowly evolved into a mutually dependent relationship with the cell. When many-celled organisms arose, the arrangement was retained. In a very real sense, then, we are not a single organism but an array of about ten trillion beings and not all of the same kind.


—CARL SAGAN, 1978














1. Lives







The earth pulled him down, tugging at him like a burdensome friend. Richard Bulero felt trapped as he looked up at the stars, cut off from the openness of space. Earth’s turbulent ocean of air was the cloudy lens of a giant eye, sun-blinded by day, astigmatic by night. Even here in the desert, the stars lacked the brilliance he had come to know on the moon.




The planet was nervously alive around him, enveloping his body in an aura of sounds, smells, and dust, pushing against his skin, trying to make him fit in again. The physical adjustments of coming home were a nuisance; his adaptation to Luna’s gentle pull conflicted with his muscle-memory of earth’s stronger attraction, even though he had kept in shape through exercise.


He missed the moon’s stillness. A year at Plato University had made him a stranger on the home world, and at home.


He had not come back to New Mexico just to attend this evening’s party for his father and Bulero Enterprises. Margot had been first in his plans, and he was anxious to get away from the celebration as soon as possible. He had not seen her for over six months, ever since she had completed her field work on the moon and had returned to Princeton to continue her studies in biology.


He was looking forward to personal talks with his uncle Sam and with Orton Blackfriar; they would at least notice his progress. Sam’s courses in philosophy had been the brightest part of his first two years at Princeton, opening his mind to problems beyond those of family and self-concern. Sam and Orton would be in New York during the next two weeks, and he had a dinner date with them. He would stay with Margot until then, and return to the moon by the first of May.


He was impatient for the party to be over. Richard turned away from the terrace railing and hesitated. There was no point in going back inside; his parents were monopolizing Sam and Orton, and he had lost his taste for starting pointless conversations with strangers. He was tired of playing the promising son of a man who had not spoken to him for most of the evening and whose presence seemed to destroy the possibility of genuine conversation.


Richard took a deep breath of the night air. He stretched, feeling a pleasant ache as his muscles adjusted to the earth’s pull. It was like coming back to life. Nevertheless, the dry, starry silence of the walled lunar plain at Plato made possible a clarity of thought which was missing here. There he could look out into the vast cave of stars with a measured emotion, with a sense of the future, while here on earth his thoughts longed for sunlight and warm water, and lovemaking. There the lunar shadows were sharp, eliciting clear distinctions in his mind, cutting away the jungle growth of his emotions; here his feelings grew in a jumble, obscuring his goals, weakening him.


He missed the spirit of consensus among Plato’s scientists and teachers, as well as the cooperativeness of the lunar colonists; it was the same, he had been told, among the L-5 colonists of Asterome, and on Mars and Ganymede. The colonies were a new branch of humanity, joined to their environment through a problem-solving struggle which demanded of them the resolve to work through disagreements to the best possible conclusion, whatever that might turn out to be; the openness of free space was matched by the openness of inquiring minds. Failure in maintaining this attitude could result in costly disasters and loss of life.


Those who lived permanently on the moon, Mars, or Ganymede, could never return to the high gravity of earth without powered external support harnesses or wheelchairs; much of this growing population had no desire ever to visit earth. Asterome maintained an earthlike gravity, but even so the colonists had more in common with sunspace humanity than with earth. He wondered if he and Margot could cut themselves off from earth, begin a new life elsewhere in the solar system’s growing family of environments; he wondered if he could ever cut himself off from the fact of his family name.




How will I ever introduce Margot? he asked himself as he started toward the terrace door. He stopped again, startled by the thought that he did not know what his parents were like within themselves. He knew their faces, the gaze of their eyes, their manner of speech and dress; but he did not know them as he knew Margot. He had never known anyone as he knew Margot. He knew Sam; Orton was easy to understand.


Margot was lucky not to have her parents; her past was gone, leaving her free to grow in her own way, without having to measure herself by it constantly. The past was not conspiring to enlist her in its service; his was waiting to swallow him with its complexities of money and responsibility. He knew that he might never be able to accomplish anything to match the wealth of his family or its corporate power. His intellectual and scientific achievements would be respected only if they resulted in practical consequences; a treatise, or a theory, would not be enough. Even his mother, who missed him genuinely, took little notice of his work in philosophy and science.


There had been a time, only a few years ago, when he and Sam could still get above their lives in discussion; they could stand off, independent and all knowing, from the family’s affairs, and talk about the dangers to personal happiness and achievement posed by the past. Sam Bulero had taken the most painful path, selling his shares in the company after setting up an annuity. His brother, Jack, made constant fun of him for this, even though the annuity provided Sam with less than what Princeton paid him. Sam’s work, however, was real, and a source of enduring fame. Jack Bulero was an elaborate fake, but known as such only to family and close associates. My father, Richard thought. Not an evil man, just someone who’s not what he claims to be.


How long before 1 put my hand in to take a share? In time Richard Bulero would become a device for the servicing and preservation of Bulero Enterprises; his needs and desires would be met in return. He would be able to help Margot, show her the world, and much more; he would like that, he admitted, hating himself. If his work in physics and the philosophy of science came to nothing, he would have no choice but to try and accomplish something within the company; and if he failed at that, he thought bitterly, the cushion would be there to catch him again, for the last time.


What else could there be for him? He envied the space colonists; they had real work to do. On Asterome they were looking forward to a society that would be free of planets. Somewhere there had to be something for him to give himself to—an enterprise that would combine his love of knowing with flesh-and-blood concerns, with issues and human needs that would put as much love and caring into his life as he felt toward Margot.


His family was pulling him down more strongly than the earth, and he wondered if he could ever break free for long. I’ve got to get moving. I’m twenty years old and just beginning to wake up. I’ve got to escape, permanently, into my own kind of world. He looked up at the Bulero Orbital Factory as it passed overhead. Three hundred miles out, with a period of two hours, it was the brightest object in the sky. As he watched its familiar, lazy passage, the sudden feeling came over him that he was too late, that all the forces necessary to crush his hopes were already in motion, advancing toward him out of a distant past, and that he had somehow missed the moment that would have resolved his problems.


He took another deep breath, set his face into a mask, and went inside.


 


Smoke, billowing, churning gray and black; protean shapes fleeing through the thickening flux; russet masses constrained within a contorted internal space; swelling densities struggling to escape through narrowing fissures in the earth. It was cold in the dream. She struggled to open her eyes….


A glow spread through the cumulus, revealing for a moment the titanic shoulders and limbs of something fighting to be born.




She saw dashes of light—measured electrical activity in the deepest layers of her brain—dreams seen from outside….


She opened her eyes. The sun burned in an abyss, waiting for her to fall in….


A misshapen finger of lightning pierced the ground. The sky darkened and a giant moon cast its indifferent white light through a cancerous opening in the clouds, only to be covered by a black shape gliding toward the dawn, where the sun crouched below the storm, a beast ready to lash out at the world with a scorching tongue.


The rain whispered and fell in a rush of crystalline droplets which still held starlight in their structures. The fissures drank the flood, and dead things floated to the surface. The flapping sound of a large bird came up behind her; sharp talons entered her neck and a ragged beak dipped to drink her blood….


The universe collapsed into a throbbing point inside her head.


A hammer blow struck stone. She cried out….


Pieces of the dream echoed within her as she stood on the stone terrace. The sky was strewn with searingly bright stars, the ones she had come to love as a girl. Here in New Mexico, she had escaped the cotton fog of cities; the clouds had broken to reveal these stars—a universe coming into being, a new immensity for her thoughts; in twenty-five years, she had not tired of its sanctuary.


She reached out across the cathedral of space-time to those hopelessly distant candle-furnaces, where all the material elements had been forged again and again inside the generation of suns, where alien sun-spaces were certain to contain other humanities, however different, and she wondered if someone there might be her friend.


The cold air made her shiver, as if in reply, and she turned to go back into the house. The door slid open and she stepped inside.


I’m alone, Janet Bulero thought. She stepped forward and grasped the bulerite railing that circled the pit of the sunken living room, where the aftermath of the party was still alive.


Her only child was a man now. Richard was sitting alone on the sofa in the center of the room. She had watched him grow, become graceful and serious, a quieter version of his father. Sometimes she had worried that his loyalty would go to Jack, but Richard had always been too independent for that to happen; Jack had not tried to win him over, and Richard had not seemed to care.


Behind the huge felt sofa, a slightly drunk Jack Bulero stood with a drink in his left hand. His brother Sam nodded lazily as Jack waved his free hand. Janet recognized the old arguments and self-justifications, wishing that Sam would learn not to be baited into a discussion.


There was still a considerable pride in Jack’s six-foot frame, more than he needed or deserved. His tan and his loose-fitting blue suit were hiding overweight and bad posture. His eyes looked up at the ceiling as he spoke, as if he were struggling to look up into his head; his lips tightened and relaxed as he stooped to hear his brother. Janet felt a moment of superiority.


Samuel Bulero’s tan reflected a genuine vitality, she told herself, examining him as if he were a stranger. Why had she encouraged this stocky and muscular man, she wondered as she looked at his streaked brown hair and bushy eyebrows. Was it just another way to hang on to Jack?




At her left, halfway around the raised level, Orton Blackfriar sat puffing on a Cuban cigar as he listened to the Beethoven quartet floating out of the high-backed chair’s hidden speakers. As she observed his large, familiar shape, the entire mood of coming in from the clear, quiet night was shattered. She looked at Jack. Their formal marriage contract had expired five years before, bringing the informal option into effect; that last link would expire today. As her one-time lawyer, Orton knew the significance of the evening, but had made no comment yet.


For a wild instant this morning, she had dreamed that Jack would send her a confidential record of his declaration as a surprise. She turned from the rail and walked toward Orton.


“I’m thinking of all the work on my desk,” he said, shifting as she came near. He’s trying to avoid the subject. She sat down on the cushion at his right and listened to the music.


Orton was too good to be governor, she thought. He had not assumed the job from any of the usual motives, but he did it well. He had taken all the wretched cases during his law practice, finding it difficult to blame anyone but the powerful for social problems; as governor he tried to use the public trust of wealth and power to make a difference in individual lives. There were limits to that, he had found.


“You didn’t have to do this,” Orton said.


She looked up at him. “I’m not really disappointed.”


“He did come, after all.”


“To reinforce his own view of himself,” she said. “To have it reported that he was present at the anniversary celebration of Carlos Bulero’s gift to the world.”


She had once toyed with the idea of writing down the truth about Jack, especially after she had learned how little could be proved about the Buleros. The documentary broadcast viewed by the guests earlier tonight had been at least one-third fiction. She had found it difficult to remind herself of the truth after the telecast. That’s because I’m part of the lie.


It was Carlos Bulero, son of a country doctor from a small village in Ecuador, who had made the family rich through his discovery of bulerite—the family element, she thought, common to us all. Carlos had been a major physicist; his son, Jack, had only dabbled in physics, a businessman taking credit for the work of his employed scientists. It was not known outside the family that Jack had altered his father’s records to give himself a large share in the discovery of bulerite and all the credit for the structural applications of the building material. Since all the records were in computer storage, even that much could not be proved, unless Jack produced the written records, but he denied their existence; only Sam had claimed, privately, to know what was in them. Carlos had not cared much for publishing his results.


In recent years, control of the Bulero multinational had begun to slip away from Jack, but he did not seem to care as long as he was not deprived of his wealth, fame, and influence. She looked at Jack’s face, noticing the sudden loss of confidence, as if Sam had said something cutting. Gone was the smugness that she had seen at the financial meeting, where she had given her annual report as internal-program auditor. He looked up, noticed her scrutiny, and turned his back as he answered Sam, producing a dead spot in her feelings. To reveal the truth about Jack would make no difference, except as a matter of curiosity; the Bulero stock might dip a point, Jack would issue a denial, and the incident would be forgotten.


There was not much that Jack could do to her; her share of the wealth was safe. No one would object if she chose to do nothing for the rest of her life; with new interests coming into the company, she doubted if she would be missed. She was good at her job, but others were just as good. As Jack was fond of saying, the Buleros had done their bit for the world and should be permitted to live as they pleased.




She had never thought of it in overly dramatic terms, but in a very real sense the skeleton and much of the sinew of the present world had been born in a Bulero brain; that much of the documentary had been true. In the final years of the last century, amid famine and ecocrises, the world had been rebuilt; not perfectly, not completely, but well enough for a new start. The richer nations had divided themselves into ecologically manageable provinces and had built new cities—upward. The open towers, cubes, and pyramids were shelf like latticeworks, into which the remains of the old cities had been moved, preserving the best of the older architectures. She liked to think that there was something of ancient Inca strength in bulerite. Among the superstitious rich, the dream substance had long ago replaced copper and bronze as a material for bracelets and chains.


Every major human settlement in sunspace—-on earth, on the moon, Mars, the satellites of Jupiter and Saturn—was built up with the virtually indestructible material, which could be prefabricated into parts of any shape and size, and fitted together permanently on contact.


Abandoning the two-dimensional spread of twentieth-century cities, arcologies housed up to a million people comfortably on a thousand-acre base, in varied structures rising more than a mile into the sky, leaving the countryside to renew itself. Waste was removed through giant vertical chutes, letting the passive action of gravity do the work of carrying it to underground processing plants; these were now fusion torches, vaporizing everything into atoms of pure elements, the ultimate in the recycling of nonrenewable raw materials, while providing clean energy at the same time. Planet-scarring activities such as strip mining, forestry, coal mining, and oil drilling had been cut down to sane proportions. Every decade saw the building of fusion-powered arcologies in the world’s needy areas. Janet knew the whole success story; no one in Bulero Enterprises was ever permitted to forget it.


But still, the world belonged to North America, EuroSov, and Japan. They continued to keep AfroAsia and South America down to mid-twentieth-century levels, as much as that was possible. Properly developed, this other world could easily become their equal. The documentary had avoided this point, ignoring the inevitable, even desirable, conclusion as to the world’s direction. The lines had been drawn and redrawn throughout her life, always to include more of the world in the center of influence, always modifying the dominant cultural styles. As the world’s wealth had increased, the inducements to be destructively greedy had grown weaker. The old middle was now the bottom; the old top was now the middle; and the top might one day, with luck, be the whole future. Only power was still hoarded, subtly, with a few traces of wisdom, she thought.


Nevertheless, she could not help feeling pride. It was the peace of the West that had made the world stable, the culture of the West that had led to science and the ideals of democracy (though not yet to democracy itself); it was the West that had given out its riches, however reluctantly, and was now drawing the world into an economic involvement which would lead to an energy-rich sunspace by the end of the century. Perhaps by then the national pride she felt would be harmless, and power without accomplishment meaningless.


Mike Basil, the research chief of Bulero Enterprises, entered the room below. He went up to Jack and whispered something in his ear. Jack waved him away impatiently. Basil walked around the sofa and sat down next to Richard.


Her son would have been a prince in another time, she thought, noting the look of deference in Mike’s face as he tried to make conversation.


There was a grim expression on Sam’s face, the look of a university professor who had failed to convey his view of things to a student. Sam was usually content with personal rewards, the satisfactions of his theoretical work, with seeing those he had taught go on to success in the world. She felt the strain between the two brothers, who had been talking for two hours behind the sofa and for an hour before in the kitchen. They rarely met outside of family occasions. Sam had never visited the company headquarters, and Jack avoided meeting Sam at Princeton. They’re each other’s judges, she thought, and they accept it.




She could no longer feel what Jack was like inside. The last time she had been able to do so had been at Christmas twelve years ago; and before that when he had been a young man. The thought turned into fear, and then into a quiet panic. She wanted him to run up the stairs to her and say anything to show that he was still the person she had known. “It’s still me inside, Janet” she imagined him saying. “Don’t you know me?”


But Jack was opaque, vague, a scarecrow making fragmented gestures. She stared at him carefully now, almost with an astonished good humor, and still he would not look up. For a moment she believed that he could make all his pretenses real, simulate anything, appear in any way he wished; there was no safe way to expose him.


Wealth held the family together and freed them all from one another. It was easy to be polite and cheerful at a distance. Suddenly looking back, she trembled on the edge of hatred; the world was a dungeon around her, with walls of family and fear.


She looked up at the haze of blue smoke hanging over Orton. The circulating air was slowly whipping the top of the cloud away as the Beethoven quartet rushed toward a frenzied finale.


 


Jack Bulero finished his drink and put the glass down on the server. “Go on.”


Sam looked up at him. “Who in Bulero is doing any research into bulerite? I’ve read about dozens of theories for its properties—all published by outsiders. Carlos died a curious man, Jack, and you’ve done nothing to carry on his basic research.”


Sam had not called him by his first name in a long time. “The theory is good enough to work—we’re doing fine.”


“But the work is unfinished,” Sam said. “The whole scientific community agrees that the theory is inadequate, and it’s not just the difficulty of the problem that is stopping you. What worries me is that a working-results approach will quickly use up Bulero’s store of knowledge and leave the company with nowhere to go. It’s an approach that belongs to the chaotic growth of the last century.”


“The working-results approach,” Jack said, “also produced solutions to the problems created by chaotic growth. It’s never penetrated to you that we needed the twentieth century’s chaos, its urgent momentum.”


“But the work Carlos left unfinished….”


“Look—you want me to say it: I’m not the physicist our father was.”


“Maybe you could have been.”


“It’s irrelevant. My interest was in doing what Carlos didn’t do. Bulero Enterprises helped reshape the earth. We linked all the human outposts throughout sunspace with fast space haulers made of bulerite. We organized the magnetic-boost train system for the entire hemisphere, as well as making heavy investments in the zero-g manufacturing plants out in space, so we could feed industry with bulerite and basic products. What use would the moon and asteroid resources have been without those factories? Even laser fusion reactors need bulerite casings. At the moment we cannot create the conditions needed to experiment with bulerite. It’s not a research toy any more. Do you know what it would cost?”


“No.”


“We would need a whole community of scientists far out in space, where the work would pose no danger. To study bulerite’s properties requires the control of extreme states of matter, and that takes vast amounts of energy. It’s all we can do just to make the stuff.”




Twenty years out of my life, he thought. The present world would have been delayed by decades if he had not decided to apply bulerite on an industrial scale. He deserved the power and privacy of his life, and he resented his younger brother for provoking these self-justifications. Sam was a withdrawn university type, despite his fame in philosophy—a powerless man who knew nothing of industry and business. He can’t intimidate me, Jack thought.


“The technology of bulerite,” Sam said, “hasn’t been around long enough. It makes me uneasy to see the ignorance in which we run our world.”


“You’re so damn sure of yourself—sorry we can’t tidy up all the books for you.”


“It’s easy to see that you’re whistling in the dark.”


“You want perfect theories and comprehensive explanations—.”


“Come off it, Jack. Sure, we can’t be omniscient overnight, but we can do more basic research, worry more about the dangers in our technologies, distinguish more between what we can do without understanding and what we can do with understanding.”


“What dangers? We’ve cleaned up our technology, or haven’t you heard?”


“How many industrial deaths in Bulero last year?”


There was a sudden quiet between them.


Jack laughed. “Sam—reading about the problems of the last century has scared the crap out of you. Maybe the world is safer because we’re doing fewer new things, because we’re developing a long-considered technology. You’re the one who wants new things.”


“No. I don’t mind a slower pace of innovation and application. I’m calling for a better understanding in the one area of application where it is obviously lacking.”


“Only one?”


“The greater the complexity of our technology, the more pervasive our applications without a sound theory, the greater will be the collapse if something goes wrong. Just consider the air and water processing plants we needed, the cost of dismantling the fission plants….


“They patched us through until we got fusion and solar sources,” Jack said. “Take the cry over the finiteness of earth’s resources—we blew that problem away when we moved out into space and changed over to an energy currency. Earth will now get more than it needs in energy. Everyone will get a chance at a decent life, and the point of world affluence comes long before the moment when we’ll be putting too much generated heat into the biosphere. You’re not going to throw that old bone at me?”


Jack felt the void between them, the years of unexpressed disdain and false goodwill. Sam and Janet seemed to share a snide solidarity against him. He felt his own hatred of them, seeing its shabbiness at the same time; it was a trembling thing inside him, and he was afraid of it.


“Are you feeling well?” Sam was looking at him. Jack stood up straighter. He was not going to show weakness in front of the bastard.


“I’m fine.” He forced a smile. I’m an intruder, he thought as he glanced around the room. He peered up at Janet, but she did not notice him as she looked down at her son. She doesn’t even remember that today is the end.


Jack leaned over and tapped Mike Basil on the shoulder. The executive turned and gazed up at him earnestly.


“Good-bye, Sam,” Jack said. He sought out Janet again, but she was not looking at him.


Richard was saying good-bye to him distantly. Jack turned unsteadily and walked out into the kitchen and out the back door. Basil was behind him, rushing to keep up.


The night air was cool and dry. The hovercraft was a huge insect waiting for him on the lawn, menacing him with its lights. He almost expected it to rear up and tear him to pieces like some huge mantis.


He walked across the dark grass and climbed into the creature’s belly. Basil followed him, sitting down on the facing seat as the door slid shut.




Jack closed his eyes and leaned back. In the morning he would be on his yacht, far away from the family he had outgrown.


 


The charade is over again, Orton Blackfriar thought. He took a long pull on his cigar and let the smoke out. Richard was alone on the sofa. Sam was finally mixing himself a drink at the bar by the far wall. Jack had been too much for him. Janet sat on the cushion next to him, her thoughts painfully evident.


Richard got up. His expression was one of contained exasperation as he turned and went out through the side door.


Sam turned, toasted the air, and gulped down half his drink. Janet rose and leaned over the railing. “He panicked this time,” she shouted.


“May he enjoy the company of his flunkies,” Sam said, and finished his drink.


Janet still managed to fill her jumpsuit quite well, Orton noted. At another time he might have loved her, but no one could ever replace Evelyn. “There are concerns more important than personal ones,” she had often said. He felt closer to her when actively following her advice.


There were a number of worthy dreams searching for workers. The interstellar group had contacted him more than once. Despite the disappearance of the Centauri sublight starship more than twelve years ago, the dream of exploring beyond sunspace had not died. The optimists still believed that the expedition was merely late. His reputation as a state governor had attracted the group’s interest, but they had been delighted to discover that he was a gifted administrator and lawyer who shared their dreams. He would not be at a loss when his last term ran out.


He wondered for a moment why Janet was so cautious with Sam, why they did not live together openly. She was cautious, perhaps, for no reason other than that Sam was Jack’s brother. Suddenly he inhaled some smoke and started coughing.


“Silly,” Janet said as she turned around and looked at him with her large brown eyes. She took the cigar from him and dropped it in the floor slot. “Orton, have you replaced that old heart yet?”


“Works well enough for a loveless man.”


Her smile turned to a look of concern. “I’m serious—retire that tin lizzie.”


The idea of growing a clone of his heart made him uneasy. The collagen enzyme treatments that cleaned out his aging, hard-boiled proteins were not so bad, but the replacement of his organs by using cells from embryonic twins disturbed him at times. Material drawn from his embryonic clone would be injected into him, slowly replacing him, until a complete cell change of his body was finished, continuing a process that stops in the body after a certain age; the unborn clone, of course, would die. He might double his life span, as many were already doing. The procedure was as objectionable as abortion had been in the last century, and for that reason he would be happier when individual organs could be grown without embryos; still, the process had eliminated the heartbreak of waiting for suitable donors, as well as the problem of tissue rejection. One day, the risks of cloning from existing body cells would be eliminated. The DNA code for an individual would be read directly, and the cells made fresh out of raw materials, for use in growing replacement parts or for growing a whole individual as an alternate method of reproduction.


“A natural heart wouldn’t work hard enough,” he said, “to support my large frame and eating habits. I’d wear the poor critter out, just like the last one. This old atomic will do well enough, even though it’s not as subtle as the organic one—it goes a shade too fast when I get excited, and too slow at times, and it makes my face red when I look at you. Besides, I’m waiting for better techniques.”




She laughed and leaned back against the rail. “You’ve lost weight.”


“I’d better get back to my desk,” he said, rising. “One more year of office is still a lot of work.”


She stepped toward him, stood up on her toes, and kissed him. He almost started to hold her. In a moment she would reduce him to a schoolboy, startled by his good luck.


“My cane—I don’t know where I left it,” he said, trying to blot out the sudden vision of Evelyn in the automated car as it stopped without warning, throwing her forward to break her neck. The route input had sent a garbled signal, killing a dozen people that week….


“Take care,” Sam shouted. “We’ll see you.”


Janet got his cane from behind the chair. He turned away from her and confronted the terrace door. It slid open to release him, but she hurried ahead into the night and kissed him again when he stopped at the top of the steps leading down to the front of the house.


 


As he packed his bag, Richard felt anger rising. He stopped suddenly, sat down on the edge of the bed, and punched Margot’s number. She appeared on the small screen.


“Hello,” he said. “I should be at the old family house in Princeton by morning. Can you meet me?”


“What is it?”


“I just can’t take it here any more. I’ve been away too long to be blind. The party is almost over; I’ll slip out when they watch the news.”


He looked at her, admiring the slight tilt of her almond eyes as she smiled up at him from the screen.


“You like to make me…nervous,” she said.


“Is that what you call it when you’re excited?”


“I miss you,” she said shyly.


“I miss you, too. How’s school?”


“They were glad to have me back,” she said, “but I miss the people at Plato.”


“I’d better get going,” he said. She broke the connection.


He picked up his bag, went out into the hall, and walked toward the door that opened under the terrace. It seemed to take an eternity to reach it, but finally it slid open and he slipped out into the shadows.


He stopped and waited as a car pulled away, then walked quickly across the driveway toward his own vehicle.


The door opened and he climbed inside. He looked back through the clear bubble, expecting to see dark shapes watching him from the terrace; but there was no one and he felt relieved.


He touched the keys for Santa Fe, attached his seat belt, and sat back. The car moved down the long driveway toward the semiautomated road. In the rear-view mirror, the house slipped behind dark trees, its light a fire in the night.


When the car stopped, he snapped the wheel out from the panel and drove the mile to the freeway. Jack didn’t even say good-bye, he thought, and he said only two words to me all evening. Everyone had behaved differently in his father’s presence. The son of a bitch doesn’t care about anyone.


Central injected the car into the high-speed flow, and he released the wheel as the surge shot him across the starry desert toward the airport.




 


Samuel Bulero leaned back into the sofa’s cushions. He felt uneasy, disappointed. There was no point in thinking about Jack, he told himself. His brother’s attitudes got him through the only kind of life he knew; the time for choices was long past. There was no way that he could tell Jack about his disappointment. Jack’s neglect of bulerite was also his neglect of himself. Sam hated him for what he had done to Richard and Janet; he hated him for continuing the coldness that stood between them. This evening had been mild compared to others of the last twenty years.


He tried to think of hopeful things. His position at Princeton was secure. Although he was without wife, daughter, or son, he was not without family, love, or achievement. Janet cheered him, but he wondered about the slowness of their relationship. Was he afraid of taking his brother’s ex-wife?


He tried to think of things outside himself. AfroAsia and South America, especially Brazil, were rising influences, their economies fueled by pollution-free hydrogen, made from sea water, stored in bulerite tanks, and piped as natural gas had been in the last century. The older powers were using more advanced energy systems, but the world’s regions were moving toward economic equality, if not one of cultural-scientific influence and military power; even the smallest nation could now obtain enough energy for a better life.


He thought of all the arcologies—giant human organisms attached to the earth. The countryside and atmosphere were still in traction; the sunsets were blood red from all the dirt. People felt freer, no longer living as if catastrophe was inevitable. An indefinite peace prevailed in the garden. His personal discontents were minor; it was good to be alive, he told himself, wondering if he was a happy idiot.


Janet came into the room, sat down, and put her head on his shoulder. He put his arm around her and hugged her, afraid that she might fade from reality at any moment. She kissed him lightly on the lips.


He reached around, took her small hands, and compared them to his rougher, hairy ones. “How about Jack?” he asked. “How did he seem to you?”


“Nothing. It was dead a long time ago. I think he was bored with all of us. I don’t want to talk about it, Sam. I’m really fine—let’s forget it.” She tried to kiss him passionately, but he held back and she broke away. “Don’t treat me like a small girl, Sam.”


“What’s the matter?”


She sighed, “Old—don’t you feel it?” She poked him in the ribs.


He stretched his arms out on the back of the sofa. “My doctor’s team says I’m good for a hundred or more, and he’s not joking—but I’m an old man with my students. I’ll be forgotten when I go.”


“I’m counting on it.”


“On what?”


“On a whole lot of time left for us.” She turned away from him. “I want enough time to forget everything. It would be another lifetime, Sam—like the ones from one to twenty-five and to forty—the longest and best….”


He reached for her. “Janet, dear Janet, come here.” She turned around, tucked her legs under her, and buried her face in his shoulder. “A long time,” he whispered, holding her.


The lights in the room dimmed.


“It’s the one AM news,” she said. “Someone preset it.”




The holo appeared in the air above them, revealing a three-dimensional long shot of the earth-moon in space, then pulling back to show the sun. Sam remembered the old CBS colophon, earthrise on Mars, which had been retired at the turn of the century. The current logo was closer to the full-earth-above-the-moonscape scene of the 1960s. The Martian settlers had been right to look upon earthrise over Mars as a symbol of earth’s supremacy; every Martian schoolchild knew that earth was the green star in their sky—sometimes it was blue-green, but never the size shown on the media link.


“Let’s watch,” Janet said. “I feel like news.”


The standing figure of a newscaster whirled in like a propeller blade from a background of stars, growing larger until the figure stopped upright and lifesize. The brown-haired man was dressed in the artificial one-piece tweed, gray with tunic collar, popular in the great cities.


“Good morning. This is Frank Eiseley.” Suddenly he was floating against the red globe of Mars. “The cargo hauler Poseidon has blown up during its approach to the Deimos docks around Mars.” The figure of the reporter whirled toward the potato-shaped Martian moon. “Mars City officials report that very little debris has been observed by the rescue tugs. All one hundred and three crew members are believed dead.” A model of the slug like vessel appeared against the stars, with the reporter projected to appear as if he were standing on the hull. “Poseidon was the second-largest interplanetary hauler, next to Scorpio, which is nearly a kilometer in length. Both vessels were built almost twelve years ago, completing the bulerite fleet of fifteen ships.” The reporter seemed to be walking on the polished hull. “The UN Sun-space Commerce Commission and the government of the North Americas Region will conduct an investigation.”


The three-dimensional view pulled back, suddenly dwarfing the reporter to convey a sense of the ship’s size. “Informed sources are speculating that the vessel may have had hidden defects in its nuclear propulsion units. As a precaution, the third-largest hauler, Atlas, has been ordered to moor at the nearest port for inspection.”


An image of the sun flashed on and off, and was replaced by the reporter’s head hanging in space. “A bulletin: Atlas has also been destroyed, while delivering supplies to the Solar Science City on Mercury.”


“My God,” Janet said.


The view switched to a sun-blasted plain covered with debris and small crushed hulls. “Apparently,” the voice said, “a few tugs which had attached themselves to the ship as it came in to moor at the orbital station were also brought down.” The tugs lay like dead gnats under the stars, but there was no sign of the big ship.


A vertical view appeared, showing a huge black hole in the plain below. The shadows were sharply painted by the low angle of light from the big sun off screen. The shadow darkness inside the blast crater was a black mirror turned to the stars.
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