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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.
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The Defender


 

 

 

 

In the nightmare, he had no body.

Frightened, he drifted forever in the empty dark, hunted by things that had no shape, that made no sound, that had no minds except their monstrous hunger for him. He tried to get away, but he had no limbs, no will, no clue to anything.

The alarm crashed.

He woke alone, chilled with sweat and shivering, clutching for Jayna until he remembered she was gone. Lying alone in the dreadfully empty bed, he tried to understand the dream. It must have come from the way he felt without her – desolate, helpless, still bewildered.

Trying not to hate her, he saw her in his mind. Nude and bitchily seductive, flashing down a white coral beach toward whiter surf, Crowler panting after her.

Groggily, he throttled the alarm and groped for things not so painful. His lecture at ten. The curriculum committee. The senior seminar. His pending research grant for the multilayer micromemory and the call to La Jolla to look at Tomislav’s Biowand software.

A hunger pang, but he ate no breakfast now. Not since she left. Dressing, missing even her wry disapproval of his clashing shirt and necktie, he snapped on the morning news. Famine, riot, terror – the world had matched his savage mood, and there was no cheer anywhere.

He cut off the TV. Walking to the Kingsmill campus, he tried to savor springtime. Trees in leaf, a flower scent from somewhere, long-legged coeds blooming out of jeans and sneakers. A songbird mocked him, and he yearned for her. Since she had left, all the world was empty.

The phone was ringing when he reached his office door. ‘Martin Rablon?’ His heart paused because the cool music of her voice could have been Jayna’s. ‘The computer scientist?’

‘I teach computer science.’

‘I’m Megan Drake. With the Raven Foundation. We need advice on a new direction in computers.’ Jayna had never even tried to understand them. ‘Professor, are you available for a consultation?’

‘Sure.’ Another new escape, and he felt grateful for it. ‘After commencement –’

That black, never-ending nightmare chasm.

He sank into it, sank forever.

Who am I? Wordless urges ached and burst inside him. What place is this?

All he knew was darkness, stillness, bottomless infinity. That and a dull discomfort throbbing in his head. A tingling deadness in his fingers, in his face and his feet. Still he sank – or was he really somehow floating? Searching, he found no sense of motion or support, no clue to time or place, no glint of light, no hint of anything beyond that prickling pressure that wasn’t quite even a pain.

It pressed and pressed, swelling inside him, heavy everywhere, until he thought he couldn’t endure it. Yet when he tried to struggle, every effort seemed to close it tighter, its gray chill aching always deeper. He found no way to end it.

Still he sank or maybe floated through that soundless, stifling dark, touching nothing, all his body frozen – if he really had a body – without breath or even need for breath. That itself became a haunting riddle.

How was he alive?

The blunt throb beat, beat, beat, until he was glad to let it hammer him back into the vacant dark.

He sat with a margarita by the pool, his bad leg propped on another chair. Spray chilled his face when the fat man dived, and a sun glint stabbed his eyes. Turning to shield them, he saw the girl striding behind the sleek-haired manager through the mostly empty tables. They were looking for him.

‘Señor Brink? Mees Drake.’

‘Megan Drake.’

He liked her, even in the dark sunglasses. Vigorous and tall, her hair burnished red under the sun. She smiled to thank the manager, who had lingered as if for a tip. Waiting for him to go, she took off the glasses. Her eyes delighted him, greenish gray and very clear.

‘You are Don Brink?’

Nodding, waving the manager away, he reached to pull up a chair. With a fleeting glance at his leg, she sat.

‘The – the mercenary soldier?’

‘Please – ’ He had to frown. ‘If you’re media, I don’t talk about my work.’

‘I’m not media.’ She seemed amused. ‘In fact, we’ve learned to be skittish about publicity. I’m with the Raven Foundation. Down here for a biogenics convention. I happened to hear about you, and I think we have a job –’

‘Afraid you’re a little late.’ With a wry shrug, he moved the leg.

‘You’ve been wounded?’ Sudden emotion widened her eyes. ‘We weren’t told.’

‘A mortar splinter. Still lodged in the knee.’ Painfully, he grinned. ‘Dysentery, too, and recurrent malaria. The medics tell me I’ve fought my last war.’

‘Maybe not.’ She paused to weigh him. ‘We were told you command unusual fees because you earn them.’

‘I tried to. While I could.’

‘You’ll do.’ A quick smile lit her lean, angular face. ‘If you want the job.’

He shook his head. ‘In the fix I’m in –’

‘No matter.’ He caught her scent as she leaned closer, something light and clean. Like the lilacs he remembered blooming in the untended yard around the parsonage in springs when he was still a child. ‘Not to us. If you can come to our Albuquerque lab for a consultation –’

She was gone.

Again he was awake, at least half awake, still adrift in that boundless dark. Again he strained for sound, for any sense of place or time, but all he could find was inside himself. All he knew was that dull depression throbbing forever in his head and the stinging numbness that gripped him everywhere. When he fought to move himself, new needles of pain stabbed into his deadness.

But his fingers flexed!

His toes curled. Stiff wrists began to yield, and stiffer elbows bent. Painfully, he tried to reach out into the suffocating dark. His unfeeling fingers found something hard and slick and cold that walled him in, beside and above and even beneath. Something coffin close.

A wave of terror chilled him.

Had he been buried alive?

Not breathing, yet still with no sense of suffocating, was he even alive?

The phone caught him working late at the lab terminal, running Biowand programs to build and test model virus models, searching for one that might have saved his wife and Roger. Too late for them, but others might be cured. Absorbed in the dancing patterns of possible life and annoyed at the call, he let it ring.

It kept on till he gave up.

‘What d’you want?’

‘Dr. Tomislav?’ A girl’s voice, soft and clear as Olga’s once had been. ‘The biologist?’

‘Ivan Tomislav,’ he muttered. ‘I do biology.’

‘Well enough to win the Nobel.’ Recalling Olga and the Yiddish lullaby she used to croon when she was nursing Roger, he couldn’t hang up. ‘I’m Megan Drake. With the Raven Foundation. We were warned not to bother you at work, but we’re trying something very new in genetic engineering, and we need you urgently. Can you possibly come to Albuquerque for a consultation –’

Again, the icy, everlasting dark.

Still he floated in it, floated nowhere, still shut inside those narrow walls. Stiffly, fighting stabbing agony in every joint, he reached to feel for any opening, any clue, any device that might set him free. All he found was slick and seamless hardness. His tingling hands fell back, and he found his own flesh. His naked hips, his flanks, the flatness of his belly.

Himself?

All his body felt cold and slick as that coffin wall, oddly numb to his dull fingers. He groped again, lower. No balls or penis. Nor labia, either. Not even hair. All he found was smooth and strangely hard, more like metal than flesh.

What sort of thing had he become?

Recoiling from the shock, from the pain of loss and the riddle of it, he strove again for answers. All he could recall was those shattered scraps of dream. Megan Drake in all of them. Or had they been more than dream?

Still starkly vivid to him, they had the feel of actual recollection. He clung to Megan’s image. Her fine lean features, her greenish-gray eyes, her vital eagerness. She must be, must have been real.

But – himself?

Was he – could he have been Martin Rablon? Or Don Brink? Or Ivan Tomislav? All of them? That made no sense. If she had really called them, or any of them, for a consultation at the Raven Foundation, what could that have been about?

Searching, all he found was the baffling dark.

His fingers strayed back to his naked crotch.

‘Dr. Galen Ulver?’

Startled, he looked up from the half-assembled model rocket on the workbench and found her in the open doorway of the garage.

‘Forgive me for breaking in.’ Her voice erased his brief annoyance. ‘It seems you have no phone.’

‘Nobody to answer it now.’

‘The fusion-drive man?’ Suddenly doubtful, she was staring at the little rocket.

‘Building toys.’ He shrugged a little ruefully, grinning at the bench. ‘They’re better than alcohol or suicide. In fact, I kid myself that they’re really more than toys. The best I can do since NASA scrubbed the fusion engine. To me, they’re designs for starcraft that ought to be built.’

He waited to see what she wanted.

‘Megan Drake.’ In casual slacks, without makeup, briskly direct, she looked stunning in spite of herself. He wished he had been forty years younger. ‘With the Raven Foundation.’

‘What’s that?’

‘We’re privately endowed,’ she said. ‘For a very special project. We’ve studied the research reports you used to publish. A shame your funds were cut off, but we’re still interested in fusion propulsion. If you have time to talk about it –’

‘Time? All I have left.’

She leaned to study the model. He liked the way she moved. Her arresting eyes came gravely back to him.

‘Wonderfully made.’ Her tone cheered him. ‘But I think we can get you a good deal closer to the stars.’ The promise took his breath. ‘If you can come with me to our Albuquerque lab for a consultation –’

*     *     *

He woke to the ache of haunting loss, fingers still against that hairless, sexless slickness. Shuddering, striving to understand, he groped for more of Megan Drake. He recalled no consultation, nor anything else. Why? Was the memory gone because he had loved her once and couldn’t love her now, because the pain of his mutilation was too severe to be endured? He found no way to know.

Again he searched his prison. The first tingling numbness had eased a little, and his stiffened limbs moved more freely. Hands braced against those cold, close walls, he turned himself and found a break. A seam, almost too fine for his touch to trace, running straight as far as he could follow from above his head back toward his feet. Escape?

Eagerly, he ran his fingertips once more along it, back and forth all across it. Nothing else. No knob or catch or lock or hint of any way to open it. He let his hands fall back and found another riddle.

A cable, a little thicker than his thumb. It came from somewhere below him, and his turning had twisted it around him. Hard and slick as metal, yet stiffly flexible, it felt oddly like his strange new skin. It was faintly warm, pulsing slowly where he grasped it.

His fingers followed it around his hips, on to his belly. It fastened to him there, where his navel should have been. His own umbilical cord?

Was the cell no coffin, but a womb?

An hour out of Kansas City, a stewardess brought the note to him.


Captain Wardian, may I speak to you? At your convenience. About your career as an American astronaut. And about a very special project that ought to interest you. A moment of your time will be enough.



It was written in a firm but feminine hand on a stiff, buff-colored letterhead expensively embossed in indigo ink: RAVEN FOUNDATION. MEGAN DRAKE, DIRECTOR. The address was Albuquerque. It was signed Megan Drake.

‘You’ll be sorry if you don’t see her, sir.’ The stewardess grinned at him, a friendly malice on her sun-freckled face. The type you like. ‘She’s in first class, by the empty aisle seat.’

‘Tell her when we’re on the ground.’

On the ground in Kansas City, he went back to meet Megan Drake. When she rose to offer her vigorous hand, he wasn’t sorry.

‘I think we need you, captain.’ He sat down to listen, pleased with the red glint of her clean hair and her lean grace of motion. ‘A moment will do. We’ve checked out your records, but I’d like you to confirm them. Physics at UCLA, summa cum laude. Masters in astronomy at Cal Tech. A NASA-trained astronaut.’ Her clear eyes grew graver. ‘How come you’re flying now for Delta?’

‘I’ve had my turn in space.’ He shrugged. ‘One’s all you get since they’ve cut the budgets back, and I like this better than a Pentagon desk.’

‘If you still care about space – ’ She paused to survey him again, and he enjoyed the glow of her approval. ‘I’m pretty sure we can offer you something better yet. If you’d like to come out to our Albuquerque lab for a consultation –’

He woke with both hands loosely clasping the cord, as if to climb. It felt warm and alive to his fingers, pulsing as if it pumped something. Blood? Or did he need blood now? Blood or something stranger, it was his life. The reason, perhaps, that he felt no need to breathe.

But what kind of life?

Almost afraid to wonder, he twisted again in the dark to find that narrow seam. His touch, he thought, had become more sensitive, that prickling numbness nearly gone. He traced the mark again and found a slight bulge on the surface beside it.

Here, the way!

Without quite knowing why, he doubled his fist. He hit the bulge and thought it gave a little to the blow. He felt the seam. Still no wider. Shuddering, dimly alarmed, he struck the bulge again. Harder. Again and yet again. Still no sound, but he felt the fissure widen.

Light!


 

 

 

 

Bright points flashed and vanished. Diamond hard. Dimensionless. The slit grew wider, and they slid very slowly across it. He saw they were stars, the sky behind them queerly black. When he could, he pushed himself outside.

And fell into stunning wonder.

A night sky, black and blazing, with no horizons anywhere. Unwinking stars, in swarms he had never imagined, seeming strangely near. The Milky Way beyond them, a mighty wheel-rim of bright dust and black dust, rolling all around him. No up or down or sane direction.

Head spinning, he wanted the shelter of his dark birthplace, but it was drifting away. He clutched for its walls, but he had no weight, no purchase on anything. It slid out of reach. Dizzy and ill, he had to close his eyes. Panic chilled him.

For this was interstellar space. Airless, empty, alien. Any matter here would drop toward the absolute zero. Nothing living could survive, not without support equipment. Yet somehow, somehow not even breathing, he was still alive.

Grappling with that stunning riddle, he clutched at his belly and found the cord. Still attached, it trailed him out of that hard-walled womb. Still a little warm, still slowly pulsing. The secret of his life – if this was actual life. He let his fingers caress its hard, pliant slickness.

His foot struck something, clung.

He opened his eyes and found the ship. Most of it only a shadow against the stars. The rest yellow, gleaming dully where light struck. A thin golden arrow. Maybe five times his own body length, so slender his arms would reach half around it. Its tiny size jolted him.

Too small. Too small for space. His own birthcell filled the nose, that vital cord trailing out of the blackness inside its glistening lips. The cord was golden. His own body was, when he looked. His flesh sleek, hairless as the golden hull, shining with the same dull gleam where the light struck.

The skin of his forearm felt stiff but elastic, yielding to his testing fingers. Neither warm nor cold. Somehow unharmed by the vacuum or the unshielded radiation he felt burning on him. A different stuff than –

Than what?

He shuddered, shrinking from the riddles of his being. He felt human. His hairless hand looked like a metal casting when he turned it in the light, but humanly patterned, complete with a strong-nailed thumb and four good fingers. It made a quick fist when he tried it, the pain gone now. Human? In those broken and confusing dreams in which Megan Drake had always been inviting him to a consultation at the Raven Foundation, he had always been normally human enough to desire her –

Chilled, he couldn’t help looking down. The coiling cable shone yellow, but his crotch was in the dark. He turned his body to the light, to see the naked hairless gleam where his genitals should have been. Quickly, ill and trembling with the ache of loss, he looked away.

Looked at his feet. Human, five toed, bare to the bitterness of space, they shone like old gold and clung to the skin of the ship. Somehow magnetic. He could walk the narrow hull. Careful with his slender life line, he stepped toward the tapered tail.

It ended with a cluster of rocket nozzles on which the gold had tarnished blue. They were dead. He felt no acceleration. Yet the little ship was moving. Flying fast into the light. Knowing that, wondering how he knew, he looked to find the light.

A star, so near it shone brighter than all the rest together. He studied it and found his vision changing. The far white point became a tiny disk. He made out fainter points above and below it, four that formed one straight row. Planets. Planets of the sun?

Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune?

Could they be?

He shivered to a thrill of hope. Megan, in those shattered bits of whatever, had been promising not herself but space. Was the strange machine a creation of her Raven Foundation? A lifecraft, perhaps? And he – had he been a crewman on some lost interstellar expedition, his body somehow transformed to survive in space? A lone survivor now returning home?

He swung to search for clues. A giddy flicker; he had to wait for his telescopic vision to shift again before he could see the fainter stars. The galactic clouds of distant fire and dust looked just the same. The Pleiades – that wondrous jewel of luminous mist and burning points had to be the Pleiades, but its shape was strangely changed. Working away from it, he found a great red star that surely was Aldebaran but strayed far from where it should have been. He found the twisted Hyades, once so near it, and a ragged line of brighter stars – could they have been the Ursa Major cluster?

Peering behind, the way the little ship must have come, he searched for home. Again his vision shifted. Remote stars leapt apart, abruptly brighter. Blue stars, red stars, some of them doubles, most too bright or too faint, the yellow too yellow.

None looked like the Sun.

How long – he shivered again. How long had the ship been in space?

He felt afraid to guess. For the stars themselves had crept away from where he had known them. Seen from here, wherever this was, the constellations had reshaped themselves. With the time in flight unknown, even its first direction uncertain, the Sun was lost forever.

Earth was gone, with all he could hope to recall – if he could hope to recall anything sane. The builders of the ship would be dust by now, their science and purpose long forgotten. The world could have become a paradise, perhaps for evolving supermen. Or mankind could be a million years extinct. He could never even hope to know.

They were totally alone, falling into the bright star ahead.

Turning slowly toward it, he thought he had begun to understand himself. Whatever the science of his creation, whatever the energies that supported his awareness and his motion now, he was more than passenger or crewman. He was part of the ship, his duty to save and to serve it.

Their danger was shocking, now that his altering vision had begun to reveal it. They were shooting straight into that white and tiny-seeming disk, already moving far too fast and still accelerating to its gravity. Without control, the rockets dead, with nothing to be done.

Or was there something that might be done and doing it his duty now? Had his birth, his awakening, somehow been triggered by the danger? Perhaps by some sensor that detected the star’s increasing radiation? Had he been born from that dark metallic womb to save the ship? Born perhaps with graver defects than his missing genitalia? And all alone, with none to tell him what he must do?

Very slowly, the hull was tumbling. Gathering the golden cord into loops to keep it from fouling anything, he followed the sunlight around the spinning hull, paying out the cord as he walked, looking for trouble. He found it.

A ragged hole punched through the shining skin at the waist of the ship, the metal burned black around it. A hole no larger than the ball of his thumb, but the gold-filmed metal was thinner here than at the nose; the wound had gone through into a dark cavity.

The meteor must have been tiny, perhaps microscopic, vaporized on impact. Stooping, he found a narrow seam that ran close to the hole. The edge of a hinged access door.

He turned five recessed bolts that secured the door, but still it wouldn’t open. Welded at the edge, he decided, by that old explosion. He tugged again, failed to lift it. Scowling into nowhere, he somehow saw what to do.

Vaguely astonished by his own know-how, he slapped his left hand over the hole to make a ground connection. Drawing power from the ship, he touched the hull with one golden finger and drew it slightly back to strike a cutting arc. Its blaze dazzled him for an instant until his vision compensated. Moving the forefinger, he sliced along the welded edge until he could lift the door.

The space below looked black at first. When his eyes had adjusted again to the diffuse star-glow and the reflection from his body, he could see the circuit boards of the main computer, closely stacked to fill the narrow hold. Though at first he saw no damage, they must have been struck by fragments from the explosion. He pulled the top board for inspection. Rablon’s close-packed supercubes looked unharmed at first, until his special senses sharpened. He found a ruined cube then, and another beside it, where hot metal droplets had splashed them. Microprocessors and memory cubes were dead. His missing sex organs – they must have been part of the loss.

Ignoring the stab of pain where his penis should have been, he groped for what to do and found a program of action emerging in his mind. With it, a dim recollection of spare microprocessors and spares for a few key memory cubes under a hatch in the floor of his birthcell. Almost machinelike, he followed the program, removing cubes, testing and replacing them, until that first board was functional. He replaced it and ran another test.

Still the ship was dead.

He pulled the second circuit board, the third, a dozen others, discarding ruined cubes until all the spares were gone. Some had been duplicates, but others were not. Thousands of lost kilobytes of memory could never be recovered. Maybe millions. Troubled, he examined the next board and the one below it. They, too, had been scarred by hot fragments, probably damaged, but he could replace no more. The ship was crippled beyond complete repair, though not yet entirely dead –

‘Egan?’ Megan’s voice. ‘Where are you?’

He wondered how he had heard her because here there was no air to carry sound. Yet it was her voice, coming from somewhere, sounding small and frightened.

‘Megan?’ He whispered her name, or thought he did. ‘Megan?’

‘You aren’t Egan.’ He thought she seemed afraid of him. ‘Who are you?’

‘I don’t know who I am. Or what. I just woke up on a strange starship – a very little ship – somewhere out in space. I don’t know where. Or when – I think a lot of time has passed. But I don’t know – I don’t know anything.’

Terror touched him.

‘Megan? Are you – are you here?’

He waited, trembling.

‘Mister – ’ At last, she answered, uncertainly and faintly, as if from far away. ‘I’m sorry you’re in trouble, but I don’t know you. I never saw a spaceship, and I don’t know who you are…’ Her frightened voice trailed away.

‘Megan, where are you?’

‘At Uncle Luther’s ranch. To stay till mother gets better. But Uncle Luther isn’t here. There’s only Jesus and old Dolores. They sleep in the bunkhouse, too far to hear us. The thunder woke me up, and all the lights are out, and I can’t find Egan’s room, and I stubbed my toe in the dark –’

He thought he heard her crying

‘Megan?’ He tried to call again. ‘Megan, can you help me talk to anybody?’

He waited, squatting beside the access door. The little ship tumbled slowly, its hull a dark blot against the marching galaxy and then a golden glow once more. No answer came.

He was closing the door when another memory woke.


 

 

 

 

Megan Drake met him at the Albuquerque airport. ‘Dr. Tomislav!’ He heard her voice before he saw her. ‘I’m driving you out to the lab.’

He picked up his bag and followed her out to a red sports car. She drove it fast but expertly, saying very little to him. Pleased with her, he sat wondering about the Raven Foundation.

Near the mountains east of the city, she took a narrow road that twisted south between brown and barren hills until they reached a tall chain-link gate. Grinning warmly at her, a guard there swung it open to let them through.

‘The foundation.’ She nodded at a row of low buildings ahead. ‘We bought the site from Omega. A hush-hush outfit. They used to contract subassemblies for military nukes till something bigger swallowed them.’

‘Listen, Miss Drake.’ He turned in the seat. ‘You haven’t said what you want to consult me about. If it’s anything military, I’ve a rule of my own. Not to do it. Not for anybody.’

‘No problem.’ He liked her easy smile. ‘We aren’t military.’

She parked on a gravel drive beside a long building that looked like stuccoed adobe.

‘Our guests stay here,’ she said. ‘A sort of barracks. Nothing plush, but we have security. Meals next door. Conchita cooks Mexican and American. Her Mexican’s excellent if you care for that. Hope you do. The American – ’ She shrugged.

‘I’ve got to know what you want,’ he said. ‘Why so much security if you aren’t military?’

‘Nothing sinister.’ Her face grew graver. ‘I like to feel, in fact, that our project could grow into the grand climax of human evolution. At least here on Earth. If we can manage to carry it through. We don’t talk about it outside the fence. The press would blow it into nonsense, and the backwoods are still full of fanatics who would accuse us of offending their tribal God.’ Her greenish eyes narrowed. ‘You’ll remember not to talk?’

‘Sure.’ She was moving to leave the car, but he sat still. ‘When I know what not to talk about.’

‘Okay.’ She settled back beside him. ‘I imagine you never heard of Luther Raven?’

‘Not that I recall.’

‘My uncle. A financier – my brother used to call him an international gambler. Mostly in grain and oil and ships to carry them. Piled up his billions very privately and finally felt guilty about them. Endowed the foundation as a kind of atonement.

‘To realize Egan’s dream.’ Her eyes lifted toward the bare mountains, now turning red at sunset. ‘Egan was my twin brother. A crazy kid, but I adored him. Wrote unpublished poetry and loved the wrong women. Vexed our uncle because he never earned a dime or finished anything he started. Finally killed himself, climbing a difficult alp without a guide. But I loved him –’

He heard sadness in her falling voice.

‘His dream – it can make up for everything.’

Still she watched the high summit.

‘Egan wasn’t a happy man. I’m not sure he ever knew why. Went to shrinks and never believed what they told him. Quarreled with a lot of people because he got vehement with his own ideas and too short with skeptics. He met a lot of skeptics because his notions so often upset people.

‘He used to say the whole human race was a kind of being. With a sort of group mind, existing somehow in the unconscious mind of everybody. He thought it had lived a life of its own since human evolution began.

‘“We’re grown up now,” he used to say. “It’s time for us to seed.”

‘That sounded strange till he explained it. He thought we had outgrown the Earth. Thought we had a space instinct, driving us to leave it and look for new planets. He’d come to believe that most of our troubles – everything from mental illness to war and terrorism – were only symptoms of our racial frustration because we hadn’t got away.

‘That’s how his dream began.’ Her grave eyes had come back to him. ‘Mostly he kept it to himself, because so many people laughed, but he always shared everything with me. He used to talk about colonies on the moon or Mars or out in space until he decided they weren’t real solutions.

‘What he saw at last was a way to sow the human seed on a larger field, farther off. On the worlds of other stars –’

She had seen Tomislav’s growing doubt.

‘Please.’ She raised her hand to stop his question. ‘I know the notion turns people off, because it’s nothing they’ve ever thought about. Egan was no scientist himself, or he might have considered it too impossible. But Luther bought the notion – he was no scientist, either. A surprise to his lawyers and even to me when we found the endowment in his will. With a paragraph to say it was a payment on a debt he owed mankind.’

‘So here we are.’ Bent intently toward him, she gestured at the row of drab prefabs and then at the sunset sky. ‘Refitting the old Omega shops and labs. Designing the seed machines and the vehicles that will lift them into orbit and launch them toward new worlds.’

‘We’re going to scatter our seed across the stars.’

He sat blinking at her.

‘It’s not all that impossible,’ she said. ‘In fact, we’re already writing contract specifications for a lot of the basic components. Though we’ve still got big problems ahead. That’s why we need you.’

‘If you’re talking about interstellar ships –’

‘Seed.’ She shook her head. ‘They can’t be large or very expensive because we’ll be making many hundred. Thousands if we can. Nearly all will surely be wasted. Most will fall on barren soil, if they reach any soil at all. Maybe none will ever grow; we can’t even be certain the right sort of planets exist anywhere. But we must try – that was Egan’s vision. If we’re able to replant mankind on only one new world’ – her shining eyes were back on the mountain – ‘human evolution will not have been in vain.’

He held his questions, waiting for her to go on.

‘Seedships, we call them.’ She turned back to him. ‘Designed to survive flights that can take almost forever, searching the galaxy for habitable planets. The ship will be partly mechanical but also partly organic. A new invention in evolution if we can perfect it. We need genetic engineers to help us get the human genes into computer code and out again –’

The bright star had moved when he found it again.

A little wiser, he looked down at the small gold hull. That new invention, half machine and half alive, one of all those hundreds, built back on Earth he couldn’t even guess how long ago. Dead since the meteor struck its computer brain center but revived – at least enough to bear him – by its approach to the star ahead.

His vision adjusted to let him study its four giant planets. Jupiterlike, they offered no possible haven. Even their moons, if they had moons, would be airless snowballs, with no fit soil for the seed of man. But perhaps, he thought, there might be an Earthlike planet, too small and near the star even for his telescopic eyes. A fallow world waiting for a new humanity.

If the ship could land. If the damaged seed would grow. If he could defend it from whatever hazards –

No longer feeling quite so strange, he walked back to inspect the Ulver engines again. They looked intact. He found the recessed fittings where the auxiliary mass-tanks had once been attached and then the inspection door just below them.

Opening that, he discovered an internal tank with a sealed cap he could reach. But no gauge, no indicator, nothing to tell him whether the little motors might ever burn again. There would be pumps and injectors to feed fuel through the lasers into the jets.

After the disaster, and so many ages since, would all that intricate gear still work?

‘Ship to Defender.’ Speaking again in his mind, the voice was strangely changed. Still somehow faintly Megan’s it was emotionless, coldly precise. ‘Propulsion equipment undamaged.’

‘Megan – ’ Bewilderment chilled him. ‘Where are you?’

‘Location in space, off unidentified stellar object. Co-ordinates unknown.’

‘Megan?’ He tried again. ‘Aren’t you Megan Drake?’

‘Term Megan Drake not identified,’ it answered. ‘We are Ship Control Program.’

‘Then who am I?’

‘Term I not identified.’

He shivered. Staring down at the golden hull, clinging to the warm and throbbing cord that bound him to it he strove to understand. Ship control must be the computer the meteor had hit, Megan’s voice built into it – her voice and that scrap of frightened recollection from her childhood. Alive again since his effort at repair, yet still crippled. Vital memory cubes and circuits lost, perhaps forever.

He was the Defender, born of the ship, designed to serve and guard it. That at least seemed clear. His mind had come out of its computer, filled with bits of skill and power recorded to fit him for his mission. His life – a mode of life he had never imagined – still flowed from it, pulsing through the golden cord.

Yet in spite of all such wonders, he had been born defective. Naked, bare and slick and shining, where he should have been a man. And Megan – his longing for her was still alive, and he had heard her frightened voice. But what – where – was she?

Groping for her, all he found was numbing desolation
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