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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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PART ONE

Impact and Aftermath


1

We are clones. A hundred years have passed since the great impact. All our natural parents lay in the cemetery on the rubble slope outside the crater rim long before the robots brought our frozen cells to life in the maternity lab. I remember the day my Robo father brought the five of us up to see the Earth, a hazy red-spattered ball in the black Moon sky.

‘It looks – looks sick.’ Looking sick herself, Dian raised her face to his. ‘Is it bleeding?’

‘Bleeding red-hot lava all over the land,’ he told her. ‘The rivers all bleeding iron-red rain into the seas.’

‘Dead.’ Arne made a face. ‘It looks dead.’

‘The impact killed it.’ His plastic head nodded. ‘You were born to bring it back to life.’

‘Just us kids?’

‘You’ll grow up.’

‘Not me,’ Arne muttered. ‘Do I have to grow up?’

‘So what do you want?’ Tanya grinned at him. ‘To stay a snot-nosed kid forever?’

‘Please.’ My Robo father shrugged in the stiff way robots have, and his lenses swept all five of us, standing around him in the dome. ‘Your mission is to replant life on Earth. The job may take a lot of time, but you’ll be born and born again till you get it done.’

That task seemed too much for us. We were all alone, the five of us growing up together there on the Moon, the only human beings anywhere. Our world was Tycho Station, the little nest of tunnels dug below the dome into the crater rim. Our natural parents were gone forever, their world dead and left a quarter-million miles behind. I knew my natural father, the man whose frozen cells had made me, only from his image in the holo tank.

He had been Duncan Yare. I loved him and felt sorry for all he had suffered. His face was lean and haggard, furrowed deep with pain. When I looked into his eyes, I often saw a dark despair.

‘Look up at Earth when you’re up in the dome,’ he told us. ‘You’ll see it strange and dead, all we ever knew and hoped for gone. Four billion years of evolution all wiped out. Nothing left but us.’ His shoulders sagged in the old brown jacket. Lips set, he shook his head. ‘Tycho Station. The master computer. The Robos. The live cells frozen in the cryostat.

‘And you.’ He stopped, with his terrible eyes fixed on us. ‘You’re the only hope that Earth can live again. That will be your job when you are grown. To restore the life the great impactor killed. You’re all we have. You can’t stop. You can’t quit.’

A ring of iron came into his rusty voice.

‘Promise me that.’

We raised our hands and promised.

He was only an image that flickered into the tank when the master computer wanted it there. Robos were real, the human-sized robots who had cloned us in the maternity lab and cared for us since.

Though I could feel his grief and pain, that promise often seemed impossible to keep. We were only children. Earth itself seemed unreal, only a great bright spot in our black north sky. The world of our parents was gone, all except the traces of it in the files and relics Calvin DeFort had brought to the station before the impact.

He had put us here but died too soon to record any full holo of himself. We knew him only from the videos and papers he had left, and what our other parents had to say about him. The Robos had set up a glass case in the museum to hold a few relics of him: a pocketknife, a class ring, an antique pocket watch that had been his grandfather’s. There was also a diary my father tried to keep, a little handwritten book bound in cracked green leather, half the pages blank.

The dome was always wonderfully exciting when the Robos let us climb up to it. It was full of strange machines I longed to learn about. The clear quartz walls let us see the stark Earth-lit moonscape all around us. We had clone pets. Mine was Spaceman, a beagle. He growled and bristled at a black-shadowed monster rock outside and crouched against my leg. Tanya’s cat had followed us.

‘Okay, Cleo,’ she called when it mewed. ‘Let’s look outside.’

Cleo came flying into her arms. Jumping was easy, here in the Moon’s light gravity. My Robo father had pointed a thin blue plastic arm at the cragged mountain wall that curved away on both sides of the dome.

‘The station is dug into the rim of –’

‘Tycho!’ Arne interrupted him. ‘We know it from the globe.’

‘It’s so big!’ Tanya’s voice was hushed. She was a spindly little girl with straight black hair that her mother made her keep cut short, and bangs that came down to her eyebrows. Cleo sagged in her arms, almost forgotten. ‘It – it’s homongoolius!’

She stared out across the enormous black pit at the jagged peak towering into the blaze of sunlight at the center. Dian had turned to look the other way, at the bright white rays that fanned out from the boulder-strewn slopes far below, spreading beyond the landing pads and gantries and hangars, on across the waste of black-pocked dust and gray broken rocks that reached away to the black and starless sky.

‘Homongoolius?’ Dian mocked her. ‘I’d say fractabulous!’

‘Homon-fractabu-what?’ Pepe made fun of them both. He was short and quick, as skinny as Tanya was, and darker. He liked to play games, and never combed his hair. ‘Can’t you speak English? O posible español?’

He was learning Spanish from his holo father.

‘Better anglais than you.’ Dian was a tall pale girl who never cared for pets and tried to know everything. The Robos had given her dark-rimmed glasses to help her read the old paper books in the library. ‘And I’m learning Latin.’

‘What good is Latin?’ Cloned together, we were all the same age, but Arne was the biggest. He had pale blue eyes and pale blond hair, and he liked to ask questions. ‘It’s dead as Earth.’

‘It’s something we must save.’ Dian was quiet and shy and always serious. ‘The new people will need everything.’

‘What new people?’ He waved his arm at the Earth. ‘If everybody’s dead.’

‘We have the frozen cells from thousands of people down in the cryostat,’ Tanya said. ‘We can grow them again when we get home to Earth.’

Nobody heard her. We were all looking out at the dead moonscape. The dome stood high between the rock-spattered desert and the ink-black shadow that filled the crater pit. Looking down, I felt giddy for an instant, and Arne backed away.

‘Fraidy-cat!’ Tanya jeered him. ‘You’re gray as a ghost.’

Retreating farther, he flushed red and looked up at the Earth. It hung high and huge, capped white at the poles and swirled with great white storms. Beneath the clouds, the seas were streaked brown and yellow and red where rivers ran off the dark continents.

‘It used to be so beautiful,’ Dian whispered. ‘All blue and white and green in the old holos.’

‘Before the impact,’ my father said. ‘Your job is to make it beautiful again.’

Arne squinted at it and shook his head. ‘I don’t see how –’

‘Just listen,’ Tanya said.

‘Please.’ My Robo father’s face was not designed to smile, but his voice could reflect a tolerant amusement. ‘Let me tell you what you are.’

‘I know,’ Arne said. ‘Clones –’

‘Shut up,’ Tanya told him.

‘Clones.’ My robot father nodded. ‘Genetic copies of the humans that got here alive after the impact.’

‘I know all that,’ Arne said. ‘My Robo told me. We were born from cells frozen before the great impact that killed the Earth. I saw the simulation on my monitor.’

‘I didn’t,’ Tanya said. ‘I want to know.’

‘Let’s begin with Cal DeFort.’ Our Robo parents were all shaped just alike, but each with a breastplate of a different color. Mine was bright blue. He had cared for me as long as I remembered, and I loved him as much as my beagle. ‘Cal was the man who built Tycho Station and got us here. He gave his life for your chance to go back –’

Stubbornly, Arne pushed out his fat lower lip. ‘I like it better here.’

‘You’re a dummy,’ Tanya told him. ‘Dummies don’t talk.’

He stuck his tongue out at her, but we all stood close around my Robo father, listening.

‘Calvin was born in North America, in a place called Texas. We’re looking at Asia now, but you can find it on the maps. That was back before anybody knew about the asteroid, but he was used to bad things coming. He was crippled in a school bus accident, and had to learn to walk again. A tornado killed his parents –’

‘Tor what?’ Arne demanded.

‘Look it up,’ Tanya told him. ‘Or ask your holo father.’

‘A wind storm,’ my robot father said. ‘They were bad in Texas.’

‘What’s wind?’ Arne wanted to know.

‘Air in motion,’ Tanya said. ‘Look it up.’

‘Cal was buried in the wreck of their house,’ my Robo father went on. ‘When he got out of the hospital, his aunt brought him to live with her in an old city called Chicago. He grew up there. The day he was seven she took him to a museum where he saw the skeletons of the great dinosaurs that used to rule the Earth. The huge bones and great teeth frightened him.

‘She tried to tell him he was safe. The dinosaurs were truly dead, she said, killed by a great object out of space that struck the coast of Mexico. A film about them frightened him more. Not to worry, she told him. Big impacts came millions of years apart. But he did worry.

‘A colony on the Moon could double our chances, he thought, if something did hit the Earth. He trained for an early Moon station that was planned but never built. That’s where he learned about the Robos. They were self-directed robots, designed by military engineers for rescue and repair in contaminated areas too dangerous for people. He organized the Robo Multiservice Corporation to buy the rights and reprogram them for civilian use.’

My father’s gray holo face had no expression and his toneless words ran on as if read from a book. Arne fidgeted, making faces at Dian’s Robo where it stood motionless beside the ladder pit in the middle of the floor, teasing it to move or speak, but DeFort’s story held the rest of us.

‘The Robos made him a fortune, and they were perfect for the Moon. He sent them here to prepare it for the colonists. Better than the human astronauts, they require no air or food, no rest or sleep. They suffer no harm from low gravity or high radiation. They could build and repair themselves.

‘But the Patagonian impactors –’

‘Patawhat?’ Arne broke in.

‘A swarm of falling rocks,’ my father told him. ‘They blazed around half the Earth and struck the South Atlantic. None of them were huge, but they raised a tsunami that washed far into South America, drowning cities, killing millions. That woke his old dread of a greater impact. It also set off a financial panic that nearly ruined his corporation and forced him to give up his plans for any large Moon colony.

‘Instead, he set his Robos to work on Tycho Station. He wanted a place where we could survive anything that happened, and keep our science and art and history safe. The Robos run on fusion power. They found water, frozen in the rubble and dust at the bottom of the polar craters where sunlight never strikes. Heavy metals are rare here, but they salvaged metal from the old spacecraft that had brought supplies. They found nickel and iron where a big meteorite had struck. They’re still busy here.’

‘Where?’ Arne asked.

‘Down in the shops and hangars.’ My father gestured at the leveled flight field out below the crater rim. ‘Safe from radiation and minor impacts. Caring for the station. Caring for you. Standing by for any command from the master computer.’

‘Our boss machine,’ Arne muttered. ‘It thinks it knows everything and never cares what we want.’

‘So what?’ Pepe shrugged. ‘It’s got us here to do our job. To bring the Earth back to life.’

‘If we can.’ Very soberly, my father’s image frowned.

‘The station was a complex and ambitious project, expensive and difficult to build here on the Moon. DeFort set up a twelve-year plan for it. The big impactor caught him by surprise, years too soon. The station was never fully finished or supplied.’

‘Impactor?’ Tanya stared up at him, her black eyes wide. ‘What was it, really?’

‘A ten-mile chunk of interstellar rock. DeFort had the telescopes finished. The master computer was watching the sky, but the big bolide came out of the north sky, away from the ecliptic, where nothing should have been. It grazed the sun and got deflected toward Earth, coming down in the sun-glare where the telescopes were blind.’


2

We loved our parents, but their natural bodies lay under the gray moondust the Robos had showed us, down below the crater rim. Trying to know my father, I used to watch his fleeting holo image and listen to his voice, but the best clues to his life, and the life of Calvin DeFort, were those I found in his diary.

Reading it was sometimes difficult. Even the language often baffled me with such terms as freeway, common cold, and shopping mall, whose meanings are gone forever, with whatever things they meant. Yet the holos and the Robos could answer some of our questions. We learned from the books and disks in the library, studied the precious artifacts in the museum.

My father was born in a section of old America called Kentucky. His father had been a coal miner, his mother a nurse. They saved money to put him through college, where he happened to room with DeFort. He had dreamed of being an astronaut till he found he was colorblind. He had been a news reporter and a history teacher before DeFort called him to old New Mexico to offer him a job with Robo Multiservice, when that great corporation was still no more than the name and a dream.

My father found DeFort in a temporary office near the military laboratory where the Robos had been developed. A small quick man, he walked with a slight limp from that childhood injury. He had light brown hair and blue eyes that lit when he spoke of the Robos and his plans for them.

‘Look at them!’ He gestured at a plastic model standing beside his desk. ‘The first citizens of space. They’ll be at home on the Moon!’

My father was no engineer, but he became DeFort’s trusted associate, working with him as he made millions. The financial panic that followed the Patagonian impacts killed their plans to colonize the Moon. It made setting up Tycho Station a bigger challenge. Robo Multiservice itself was almost ruined. DeFort had to rove the continents, begging for private support and governmental subsidies.

‘My own main task was to recruit a staff for the station,’ my father wrote in his diary. ‘People with all the essential knowledge and skills to repair the harm to Earth after any worst-case scenario. They must care enough to find time to program the master computer with all their know-how. They must give us tissue specimens to be frozen for any future need. And they must be willing to train for space and visit the Moon for life-drills there.’

Not many were willing. It was sixty-five million years since the Yucatan impact wiped out the dinosaurs, one distinguished molecular biologist told my father. The next big extinction was likely just as far ahead. He had too much to do right now, here on Earth.

Yet he did convince a few. The first was Pedro Navarro, already a Multiservice employee. Trained as an astronaut, he had been a space pilot, ferrying cargo and Robos to the Moon for the planned colony. Younger than my father, likeable and easy to please, he was eager to ferry whatever we needed out to the station.

Looking for advice on things that had to be preserved in case all else was lost, he found Diana Lazard in the library of the old American congress. A lean, plain-faced woman, severe in manner and dress, she was ready enough with advice, but difficult about anything more.

She shrank from the notion of leaving her Washington apartment for the Moon, even for a few weeks of training. Most of the items she wanted for preservation were hideously expensive. My father fought with her over the price of rare books and paintings, compromised on the items DeFort could pay for, finally filled our limited space with books and disks and art she thought might help us rekindle an extinct civilization.

‘Get the best biologist you can,’ DeFort told my father. ‘A man with medical training and cloning expertise. Past disasters have almost sterilized the planet more than once. I want us to be ready to start evolution all over again.’

They talked to other top people, all fighting to stay at the top, none with time for the station. The biologist who finally joined the project was a woman, Tanya Wu. She had been head of a medical research center at the old city of Baltimore. Listening to DeFort and my father, she caught some of their determination.

‘A safety net for Earth!’ she called it. ‘Our own biocosm took four billion years to evolve. It’s a sacred trust. Nothing like it might ever happen again.’

She quit her job to plan the maternity lab, to program the Robos with cloning skills, to fill the cryostat with seed, spores, and tissue specimens to replenish an injured planet.

DeFort wanted a terraforming specialist. They talked to Arne Linder, a distinguished geologist who had made his fortune as a mining engineer and his name with a proposal for terraforming Mars. When my father called, he shrugged the project off as ‘an idiot’s nightmare.’

Overtaken on a lecture tour, he wanted money. DeFort finally paid him a huge fee to give a tissue specimen and spend a few weeks with the master computer on the Moon.

Though money and willing recruits were hard to find, they were hoping to add space and facilities for a larger survival team. My father had spent that last week at a city on the west coast of old America, asking for more private donations and trying to enlist an astronomer who was also a computer scientist.

The impactor came out of nowhere, a terrible surprise. DeFort had hoped to have the station ready for something that might happen in a thousand years, or a million, or better, never. They never really dreamed that it would happen to them before they even had it finished.

The station was still manned by Robos. The small human staff was back on Earth at the White Sands base, a spot located in the arid New Mexico region of old America and named for an odd mineral formation. The warning from the Moon reached it at the worst possible moment, late on the night of December 24.

The Robos had detected the object a day or two earlier, but they were only machines. They were programmed to inform the human staff of any such event, but they seem to have delayed transmission because they had been told that the Earth office was closing for the holiday.

The coded message found my father on an airplane in flight back to the base.

‘A good week,’ he had written in the diary the day before. ‘Half a million in promises, and Yamamoto wants to visit the station.

‘He says he’ll consider signing on with us.’

A line is drawn across the page. The next entry is an undated scrawl.

‘A wasted week. What’s half a million now? I feel stunned. I must try to write something, just to get some sanity back. I have to shield the page from the woman beside me. She saw my Tycho button and asked what I thought about Robo intelligence.

‘If she knew! I must settle my thoughts. Calm myself for the madhouse waiting ahead, as we fight to get off in time. There’s nothing else I can do. A terrible moment. Worse for me, because nobody knows. Of course I can’t tell them. The people seated around me, whispering, reading, watching a silly holo comedy, trying to sleep. I almost envy them, because they don’t know. If they did, panic could kill us all before we get to the Moon.

‘If we get there. If.

‘No good to wonder. Building the station was a game. I see that now. A great game that has filled my life for years. Great friends, a noble cause, often fun. But never real. Not till now. If the dice do fall for us, future life may have a chance. But I can’t feel anything but shock. Regret for too much I never did and can’t do now.

‘I wish I could call my mother. I wish for Ellen. I wish she were here with me, to share whatever chance I have to get away alive. I wish, yet I know that life with her was never possible. The project took too much of me. She had a world of her own. Wishes – they don’t matter now.

‘Landing now. To face the end of everything.’

Most of what we know about the escape comes from the papers of the other team members and the words recorded in the master computer for the Robos and their holo images. As those few hours drained away, the takeoff had to be delayed and delayed again. Vital shipments for the maternity lab and the hydroponic gardens had to be found at the dock and rushed aboard. Two fuel trucks collided and burned.

Word of the warning got out. Few believed it, at least at first, but rumors spread that DeFort had a fleet of spacecraft standing ready to carry refugees to the Moon. Terror was contagious. Frightened thousands converged on our single little supply craft standing on its pad.

It was back from the Moon only a few days before, the human crew away on holiday leave and the fuel tanks empty. A cargo of vital equipment had been ordered but much of it not yet delivered. Members of the survival team were scattered everywhere.

Navarro had flown Arne Linder to Iceland, where he wanted to observe a volcano in eruption. They were hard to locate, and they barely won a desperate race to get back to White Sands in time to save their lives. Lazard and Wu were in their home cities, far across the continent. Holding a taxi till she found her pet cat, Wu nearly missed her flight.

Most people may have been stoic enough, but the panic brought refugees by the thousand, fighting for space on the escape ship, which had no space. Desperate pilots ignored airport controls, crashed their planes to burn on crowded airstrips, crashed on the desert sand beside them. Drivers abandoned stalled vehicles and came on afoot.

But for a black-skinned night watchman named Casey Kell, they might never have got off the ground. He saw the danger early, raided a gun shop for weapons, organized a little group of truck drivers and other workers to defend the ship. They parked trucks in a ring around it, and he stood on the loading dock at the door, yelling commands through a bullhorn.

Writing later, out in space, my father set down a final incident. He was working with DeFort on that dock, loading Wu’s last shipment of frozen tissue specimens, when a gate in the barrier opened for the last fuel truck. A woman broke through and fought her way up the ladder to DeFort. She tried to thrust a baby into his arms, begging him to save it.

‘A moment of anguish I can’t forget,’ my father wrote. ‘DeFort had reached instinctively to take the baby, smiling down at it, but then his face went white. He froze for an instant, shook his head, pushed the woman away. A choice he had to make, for the sake of all he hoped to save.’

There must have been many such moments, too painful to be recalled.

There is one last entry in my father’s diary, written at the station and dated a few months after they reached it.

‘We’re alive. Very efficiently, the Robos have helped us work the bugs out of the survival gear. The hydroponic gardens are thriving. Linder says we can expect to stay alive. Wu has inspected the cryostat and the maternity lab. She is confident that the Robos will remain alert, watching the Earth and watching the sky, ready and able to clone us when the master computer discovers the need.

‘Safe here, we have the rest of our years ahead. We could spend them usefully. We have vehicles, space gear, the Robos to serve us. We could explore the Moon, mapping resources that some future emergency might require. We have fine telescopes. We could learn the science of astrophysics and explore the cosmos. We could study the old world’s history and Dian’s collected relics of it. We could be looking ahead, working on plans to restore the planet.

‘We do none of those things. Linder calls us the living dead. The shock and pain of loss have numbed us to everything. We drank too much until the Robos began to restrain us. We eat the meals they serve. We work out in the centrifuge. Linder plays bridge when he can find a partner. Wu inspects the maternity lab and inspects it again, revising the programs recorded in the master computer and rehearsing the Robos on the procedures of cloning. DeFort sits long hours at the telescope, searching for holes in the dense cloud cover that hides the ruined Earth.

‘Navarro spends most of his time with Kell and his woman, who got aboard in the last minutes before the takeoff. They speak Spanish, which I barely understand. They seem more content than the rest of us, keeping busy with needless chores about the station. They drink together and sing Spanish songs of unhappy love; the woman has an appealing voice. Kell tells improbable tales of his life back on Earth. He’s shrewd enough to know he’ll never be corrected.

‘When I find any will to work, I try to record what I can of DeFort’s life and the history of the station, though I see no real point to that. He himself is anxious for a look at the surface of the Earth, hoping to fly back for a look at the damage, but he doubts that we will find it recovered enough for us to land there. Any resettlement, he says, may take centuries.

‘Our own work is done. The future of the planet rests now in the arms of the Robos, the master computer, and cosmic chance.’
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In our classroom on the Moon, my father’s holo image flashed into the tank and out again like magic, but he looked alive while he was there. A thin little man in an old corduroy jacket with leather patches on the elbows, he used to watch us with a worried frown while he spoke, waving an empty pipe to punctuate his sentences.

He never seemed happy when we asked about the escape from the frightened mobs at the White Sands base. Sorrow and pain would cloud his face. Sometimes his image would freeze for a moment, and then he would speak of something else. But we always begged him to go on, until the story was as real in our own minds as if we had been back on Earth when the big rock came down.

It fell into the Bay of Bengal. Night had fallen over Asia, but the time was high noon there in New Mexico, halfway around the world, when the first shock wave struck the launch site. He and DeFort had spent most of the morning at their headquarters in Las Cruces, calling the scattered survival team together.

DeFort had a little private plane that took them to the site when they had to go. They drove from the airstrip, through a jam of stalled vehicles and frantic people, to the spaceplane. A muscular man on the loading dock was yelling orders though a bullhorn.

‘Your natural dad.’ Telling us the story, my father’s image gave Casey a wry little grin. ‘El Chino. That’s what they called him, though he gave his name as K. C. Kell. Black as tar, though he had an Oriental poker face. Stripped to the waist in the heat, he wore the flags of Mexico and China tattooed across his chest. He claimed to be an ex-Marine, and we found him acting the part.’

DeFort made a quick inspection of the plane and climbed aboard. My father stayed out on the dock, helping Kell identify people and cargo to be loaded. The rumors had created chaos by then, in spite of DeFort’s desperate appeals for order, appeals for assistance in getting us off the ground. The police, or at least a few of them, did try to help, but they were overwhelmed. Kell was sweating and cursing in two languages, fighting to keep a little island of order inside the ring and a safe gap open for fuel and cargo trucks.

‘One by one, our people got there.’ My father’s words in his diary and his image in the tank brought the scene to life for us. ‘Lazard, staggering up the ramp under a backpack loaded with books she couldn’t bear to abandon. Wu with one last cryopack of tissue specimens. Finally Navarro and Linder. Delivery trucks were still arriving when DeFort came out to tell Kell to wave them away. Navarro was warming up the engines. Two minutes to takeoff.’

Those two minutes are as real as if I had been there. DeFort turned to thank Kell for defending the ship and found him staring at a police car careening though the gate in the ring of trucks, siren screaming. It rammed the dock. A woman tumbled out and darted up the ramp. Linder was waiting to shut the door, shouting for my father and DeFort to get aboard.

‘Hold everything.’ Kell spoke very quietly, but he had drawn a heavy pistol. ‘We want to live. Me and Mona. We’re coming with you.’

The woman was barefoot, in a faded blue terry robe, her wet blond hair under a towel wrapped like a turban. Pale with shock, a red-nailed hand on her throat, she stood mutely gaping at the open door.

‘You can’t!’ DeFort snapped at them. ‘We’ve got no space, no facilities –’

‘Sorry, sir.’

The gun in one hand, Kell caught the woman with the other arm and stalked with her toward the door. Her robe flapped open to show her own tattoo, the Mona Lisa smiling from her belly.

‘Out of the way.’ Kell waved the gun. ‘We’re human, too.’

Hand raised, DeFort stepped to stop them. The gun crashed. A push from Kell sent him staggering across the dock. They shoved past him into the plane. Ears ringing from the shot, my father rushed to help him, but the bullet had gone into the air. In a moment he had his balance back.

‘Now!’ Linder was shouting. ‘Or never.’

With a grim shrug, DeFort waved my father aboard. The door clanged shut. The jets roared. My father tumbled into his seat, feeling stunned, he said, by his sense of the world’s death and grateful for that numbing thunder and the crushing rocket thrust.

They were all he knew until Navarro began easing the engines back toward free-fall flight and he could think and feel again. The dying Earth still filled the telescreens. He heard snatches of Linder’s geologic jargon, narrating the stages of cataclysm, and gathered himself to make a brief pep talk. The pain of loss must be endured. They must live to restore the injured Earth.

In free fall, the engines silent, they were able to relax a little. Navarro came back from the cockpit to announce his flight plan to the Moon. Wu and Lazard handed out space rations, little self-heating packets. Few had any appetite, but Kell holstered the gun and ate heartily, whispering with the woman.

Some were still strangers to one another. DeFort gathered them for introductions and tried again to cheer them for the mission. Kell and the woman listened silently as Linder lectured on terraforming. Wu described the maternity lab where their cells would be frozen and cloned. Lazard spoke of all the treasures of art and learning still safe on the Moon.

‘Now, Mr Kell.’ DeFort turned at last to him, grimly grave. ‘Let’s hear from you.’

‘We ain’t doctors of anything.’ The crossed flags shining through the sweat and desert dust on his torso, Kell stood with one hand on the woman’s shoulder, the other near the gun. ‘I don’t know a flea’s ass about this terra-what. But one thing I damn sure know is how to stay alive. Try to throw us off, somebody will die. Won’t be me. Won’t be Mona.’

‘We don’t want violence.’ DeFort raised his hand uneasily. ‘But you are a problem.’

‘Your problem, sir.’

‘Mr Kell –’ Looking sick, DeFort gulped and blinked. ‘I do feel for you. I pity all the billions we left dead behind us.’

My father heard the tremor of emotion in his voice and saw the sardonic quirk of Kell’s lips.

‘Something –’ DeFort gulped again to find a stronger voice. ‘There’s something you’ve got to understand. The impact was worse than anybody ever imagined. We’re probably the only people left alive. Our facility on the Moon was never finished. We have no resources to support a larger staff –’

‘You want us to jump off the plane?’ Kell grinned unpleasantly. ‘You’ll make room for us.’

‘Kill any of us,’ DeFort tried to warn him, ‘you’ll kill us all. Kill our chance –’

Kell touched the gun. DeFort stopped.

‘Watch ’em, Shug.’ Muttering to the woman, Kell swung to glance behind him. ‘A nest of mad rattlers. Don’t let ’em strike.’

The cabin went quiet till Navarro spoke.

‘Cal?’ He waited for DeFort’s baffled nod. ‘I don’t want bullet holes in the fuel tanks. We’d better talk.’ He turned quietly to Kell. ‘Why don’t you tell us who you are?’

‘If you give a damn.’

‘We’ve got to care,’ Navarro said. ‘We all want to stay alive.’

Kell scanned them one by one, meeting their eyes, waiting for signs of assent. Linder was pale and shaking, his shirt smudged dark with sweat. Wu nodded calmly. Lazard held a frozen stare. Navarro stuck up his thumb.

‘Okay,’ DeFort muttered. ‘Let’s hear.’

Kell glanced behind him again and moved to get his back toward the wall. Following, the woman slid her arm around him.

‘Like I said, I ain’t no doctor. Fact is, I never went to any school. Mona says she had third grade. We don’t know a rat’s tit about shock waves and impacts, but we mean to stay alive.’ He stopped to glare at DeFort. ‘By God, we will.’

‘I hope we all can.’ DeFort nodded soberly. ‘We must try.’

‘We need to know each other,’ Navarro said. ‘Tell us where you come from.’

‘I don’t know.’ Kell had relaxed a little, his hand straying from the gun. ‘I never knew my birth parents. The man I called my father said he won me in a poker game. Maybe he did, though he was not addicted to the truth. He was English, white as chalk, so he had to explain the dark freak I am. He said he’d been an actor; he liked to recite Shakespeare. Said he failed at that and found a richer role to play –’ Warily, he stopped. ‘One he wouldn’t talk about.’

‘No need for secrets now,’ Navarro urged him. ‘We’re starting over. No need to fret about the past. If we’ve got to get along, we need to know each other.’

‘If we really are the only ones alive –’ He frowned, considering.

‘About your father?’

‘I loved him, the father I knew.’ His voice softer for a moment, he glanced at the woman. ‘He loved me. More than his women; he must have had half a hundred women. Some tried to mother me. Some despised me. One taught me to screw. A birthday gift, the day I was nine.’

‘Quite a man.’ Navarro grinned. ‘How could he afford so many women?’

‘He never said, but he did have money. Money for classy hotels. Money for travel, and we traveled a lot. Always another passport and some new name I had to learn. Sometimes another language. The women taught me to read and write, but I never went to school. He hated institutions, I think because he done his prison time, but he taught me most of what I know.

‘Taught me weapons.’ Grinning at DeFort, Kell seemed to relish the recollection. ‘Knives, firearms, bombs. The martial arts. What he called the fine art of killing without getting caught. He used to call it erasure. Keys to life and death, he used to call the weapons. He loved them like his women.

‘I used to wonder why, but I never got the truth till after he was dead. I was twelve the summer that happened. We’d checked into a Bangkok hotel with his latest woman, a saucy little beauty he called Missy Ming. He went out for lunch with a friend. No friend; he never got back.

‘Missy cried when she heard he was gone, but she took me with her to bed that night and left next day before the cops got there. Local police and international agents, looking for his killer. Seems he had been a high-paid hit man in the drug trade, till he met another one grade better. That was my father.’

Kell paused, with a wry shrug at DeFort.

‘He made his own law, lived his own life. Call him bad if you want, but he was good to me. He made me what I am. Taught me how to stay alive.’

‘A skill still useful to you.’

Navarro grinned. DeFort nodded at the woman, and Kell smiled down at her.

‘My lady friend, Miss Mona Diamond.’ His tone seemed proudly fond. ‘A gifted singer, performing in a Juarez nightclub when we met.’

‘A lie.’

With a long look at Kell, she shook her hair out of the towel and came to her feet. Tall for a woman, my father said, long-legged and well-breasted, with honey-colored hair falling nearly to her waist. Turning to the others, she opened the robe to show the tattoo.

‘I never sang in Juarez.’ She shook a bright-nailed finger at Kell. ‘If we’re all sardines in this tin can –’ She paused to look around at the others. ‘We’ve got no room for lies.’

‘True,’ Navarro said. ‘We’ll live or die together.’

‘I did want to sing, but I never got that good.’ Her voice was low and likable, my father said, and it had a ring of confidence. ‘I come from dirt-poor people, back in the Bluegrass county. I learned to love the music and longed for my own chance to make it, but I never had the luck.

‘Hard times hit us when they outlawed tobacco. The state went bust. Pa planted pot and went to jail for it. Ma got sick, and I had to keep the house. On my own when they died, I did what I had to. Waitress, hooker, topless dancer, stripper. That’s when I got the tattoo. Billed as Mona Lisa Live.’

Demurely, she closed the terry robe.

‘Like Casey says, I learned to stay alive. Got hard lessons all along the way. I’ve been rich and more often broke. Casey changed my life.’

She grinned at him, affectionately.

‘I’m here because he got the warning to me. You’ve heard my story. It’s been a hard fight, but I’ve had good times along the way. If the old world’s finished, like you say, I’m sad to see it go.’ She stopped to look around the cabin. ‘Luck to you, if you want to build it back.’

‘And luck to you.’ Navarro grinned. ‘I think we need you on the team.’

‘That’s our testimony.’ Kell turned to DeFort. ‘Now let’s talk about the verdict.’
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My father’s world was dead. He nearly died with it. The pain haunted him through the rest of his natural life and followed him into the master computer. Though the killer object had been guided to Earth by cosmic forces far beyond human knowledge or control, he found ways to blame himself.

The diary gives a glimpse of his useless brooding. If he had given DeFort better business advice, Robo Multiservice might have earned enough to let them fund a self-sustaining colony on the Moon. Human civilization might have survived there, with no need for Tycho Station. In the holo tank, he was always ready to talk about our mission, but any question about that last day made his image dim and flicker. Sometimes it vanished altogether, but if we kept on calling, the master computer would bring it back again.

‘You’ve got to learn how wonderful the old world was.’ His face grim, he used to pull his shoulders straighter in the old brown jacket and try to smile and cheer us on. ‘And remember your mission to let it live again. The whole future of life depends on you.’

‘Just us?’ Arne asked him once, standing with Dian and Pepe and Tanya and me in front of the tank – we never needed chairs on the Moon. ‘Just us kids? What do you think we can do?’

‘Grow up.’ Tanya stuck her tongue out at him. ‘Even dummies grow up.’

‘None of you are dummies.’ My father shook his head at them, with a patient little smile. ‘Your job’s too big for dummies.’

‘I hope we grow up able to do it.’ Pepe was very solemn. ‘But the look of Earth scares me. I want to know how it got that way.’

The image froze for a moment. Maybe the computer was searching for the data it needed to keep the image running, but my father seemed to be remembering.

‘The last day.’ His slow voice was almost a whisper when he began to move again. ‘Christmas Eve had been a happy time. My married sister lived in Las Cruces, a city near the base. She had twins, two kids just five years old. I’d bought trikes for them. She was making dinner, baked turkey and dressing, yams, cranberry sauce –’

His voice caught and he stopped for a second.

‘Foods you’ve never had, but we liked them for Christmas. I’d been off in California, raising funds to finish the station, but we’d made plans for the holidays. My father and mother were coming from Ohio. Nobody expected –’

He stopped to shake his head, lips shut tight.

‘The station wasn’t finished. Not yet ready for anything. We had left it on standby, with only the Robos there. Dr Wu was coming out from Baltimore after the New Year, to bring more frozen cells for the maternity lab –’

‘Her cells?’ Tanya asked. ‘The cells I was born from?’

‘Cloned,’ Arne muttered. ‘Clones aren’t born.’

‘Dummies are,’ Tanya told him.

‘Please,’ my father scolded them gently. ‘You did grow from the cells your parents left frozen in the cryostat. Your own lives did begin in the maternity lab. But clones aren’t dummies.’

‘Your mother –’ Arne poked his finger at Tanya. ‘Your mother was a machine.’

‘So was yours,’ she said.

‘A wonderful machine,’ my father said. ‘Nearly as wonderful as a woman’s body might have been.’

‘Why did we have to be clones?’ Arne asked. ‘Why weren’t we just born?’

‘Cal’s wife did want live people at the station,’ my father said. ‘But it’s too small for any colony that could support itself. He planned the station to last a thousand years, or a million if it had to, with no aid from anywhere. The Robos and the master computer can wait here forever, with the frozen cells waiting to be cloned and cloned again, whenever you are needed.’

‘Now?’ Arne scowled. ‘When all the Earth is dead?’

‘Maybe not entirely dead.’ My father frowned, sucking the pipe as if he had tobacco in it. ‘It’s time for a survey expedition to find that out. You must test the seas for microscopic life and test the air to find if you can breathe it. We can plan then for what your next generation can hope to do when their own time has come.’

The image shivered, as if about to vanish.

‘Wait!’ Tanya called. ‘I hate to see you so sad. It must have been dreadful when the asteroid fell, but weren’t you happy to get away?’

‘Not really.’ My father froze for a moment as if the computer had stopped again. ‘Not when you think of all we had lost. Our families and our homes and our friends. All the good things we had ever known and loved and planned for. All –’

His face twitched, but he gave us a thin little smile.

‘All but hope. Hope for you and what you can do.’

The image stopped again till Pepe called, ‘Go on. Tell us all about the impact.’

‘All about it?’ He sighed and shook his head, and put the pipe in his jacket pocket. ‘The people who really knew are dead. Nobody will ever know how it was for them, but I can tell you what I saw. We should have had a better warning. The big rock – asteroid or comet; nobody had time to fret about a name for it – was still two days off when the Robos picked it up. They did what they were programmed to do, which was to verify the sighting, compute the orbit, and estimate the time of impact, but they had been told our Earth base would be shut down for Christmas. We’d lost a whole day before they tried to signal Earth.

‘Thirteen hours.’ My father’s lips bent down over a neat little tuft of red-gray beard. ‘That’s all we had left. Thirteen hours to get the survival team together. To load the ship and fuel it. To get us off alive. And at first DeFort was afraid to spread the news. Afraid of panic that would kill any chance at all.

‘And his wife –’

He stopped to shake his head and suck at the dead pipe.

‘She was Mayu Ryokan. A marine biologist, she was somewhere on the Indian Ocean, not far from where the impactor fell. She was drilling the sea floor for cores that might carry records of past impacts and mass extinctions. They’d spent their honeymoon on her research ship. He wanted to call her, but he couldn’t tell her anything. She was too far for him to reach her anyhow. You can imagine how he felt.’

‘Why isn’t he here?’ Tanya asked. ‘Cloned like us?’

‘Because of her. They were desperately in love. She had promised to give up her own career when the station was finished, and be with him, but she didn’t want to be cloned. She said one of her was enough. We have his tissue in the cryostat, but she had never given hers. He didn’t want to be cloned alone.’

He made a stiff little face.

‘I wasn’t so eager myself. I did leave a cell specimen, but I’m no scientist. No expert at anything. I was arranging to give my place to a noted anthropologist, but he was out of reach when that day came, off on a dig in Chile. And, well –’

He drew a long breath when he moved again.

‘I did get back to the base. So did your natural parents. We fueled the ship and loaded what we could. Kell stopped the mob. We got away in time. I’m not sure I was ever really glad, or anybody was.’

He shook his head, looking down at Dian.

‘I remember your mother, after we were safe in space. She had opened her laptop to write something and found she couldn’t. She sat huddled over it till Dr Wu gave her something that put her to sleep.’

‘Your silly mother.’ Arne made a face at Dian. ‘My father was braver.’

‘Maybe not.’ My father laughed. ‘Pepe’s father was the cool one. He was our pilot. He took us all the way out to orbit before he gave the controls to Cal DeFort. He’d brought a liter of Mexican tequila. He shared it with Kell and Mona, and finally slept till we got to the Moon.’

‘It’s dreadful to see.’ Dian gazing up at the Earth, speaking almost to herself. ‘The rivers all running red, like blood pouring into the oceans.’

‘Red mud,’ my father said. ‘Silt colored red by all the iron that came from the asteroid. Rain washes it off the land because there’s no grass or anything to hold it.’

‘Sad.’ When she looked at him I saw tears in her eyes. ‘You had a sad time.’

‘Tell us,’ Tanya said. ‘Tell us how it really was.’

‘Bad enough.’ He nodded. ‘Climbing east from New Mexico, we met the surface wave coming around the Earth from the impact point. The solid planet was rippling like a liquid ocean. Buildings and fields and mountains were jumping toward the sky and dissolving into dust.

‘The impact blew an enormous cloud of steam and shattered rock and white-hot vapor up through the stratosphere. Night had already fallen on Asia. We passed far north, but we could see the cloud, already fading and flattening, but still glowing dull red from the heat inside.

‘Clouds had covered all the Earth by the time we came around again. A rusty brown at first, but the color faded as the dust settled out. Higher clouds condensed till the whole planet was bright and white as Venus. It was beautiful.’ His voice fell. ‘Beautiful and terrible.’

‘Everybody?’ Whispering, Dian wiped at her tears. ‘Was everybody killed?’

‘Except us.’ His plastic head nodded very slowly. ‘The Robos here at the station recorded the last broadcasts. The impact made a burst of radiation that burned out communications halfway around the planet. The surface wave spread silence farther.

‘A few pilots in high-flying aircraft tried to report what they saw. The Robos picked them up, but I don’t know who was left alive to hear anything. Radio and TV stations went off the air, but a few hardy souls kept on sending to the
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