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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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Introduction: The Expanding Heritage Universe


When Einstein in 1915 published the field equations of general relativity in their final form, he applied them to the study of the whole universe. Soon he discovered something surprising and disconcerting: any universe with matter in it will not stand still. According to his equations, it must either expand or contract.


To get around that problem, Einstein introduced a term into his equations that he called the “cosmological constant.” A decade later, it was found that the universe does not stand still. Distant galaxies are receding. The universe is expanding. Einstein at that point described his use of the cosmological constant as the worse blunder of his life. He had been in a position to predict the expansion of the universe, long before it was measured, and he had blown the chance. The cosmological constant, brought in to stop the universe expanding, became a monster that was hard to kill—it survives in theories to this day.


Einstein’s reputation is in no danger. He will be famous as long as humans are doing physics. However, any writer who has ever built a universe runs into a similar problem: the universe of the imagination wants to expand, and it does so in several different directions. It is as much as an author can do to keep track of it, never mind control it.


The Heritage Universe began with one simple observation: there is nothing in physics that says an object cannot disappear from spacetime at one point, and instantly appear in another. In fact, quantum theory rather encourages that point of view. Sub-atomic particles constantly vanish and show up somewhere else, without anyone being able to explain how the transition took place. Relativity theory forbids the acceleration of an object up to or past the speed of light; nor can we send signals through ordinary space at speeds faster than light. But instant disappearance and reappearance elsewhere is not prohibited.


So let us suppose that the structure of spacetime is more complicated than it seems on the surface. Suppose certain places can be reached from certain other points without the usual process of traveling. You might call these special locations wormholes, or spacetime singularities. I call them nodes of the Bose Network.


This idea has one obvious consequence: interstellar travel becomes a lot easier. The universe, or at least the easily accessible universe, expands enormously.


There are two other consequences, not quite so obvious. First, if only certain places can be nodes of the Bose Network transforms, the usual science fiction ideas about interstellar travel must change.


To see why, suppose we have three stars that sit at the vertices of a triangle, each one five hundred light-years from the other two. Let two of the stars lie within a few billion kilometers (which is just a few light-hours) of a couple of nodes of the Bose Network. Let the other star be a full lightyear away from its nearest Bose node. Then, once travel through the Bose Network has been established, the first two stars become close neighbors. There can be frequent commerce and regular travel between them.


The third star, however, will seem to the others to be way off in the distance. A traveler who goes to its nearest Bose node still faces a multi-year journey, at a fraction of light-speed, to reach the star. The separation between points in the Galaxy is no longer given in terms of actual positions. The distance from a node is all that matters.


So far, so good. We have a rather simple fact, one that allows rapid interstellar travel. What is the other major implication? Well, before the discovery of the Bose Network, humans had been moving steadily out to the stars using hibernation and robot spacecraft. The process was necessarily slow. The nearest stars are lightyears away, and travel speeds must be slower than the speed of light. Trip times of hundreds of years were the norm.


But now, at a stride, comes the power to make a transition from one Bose node to another, spanning many lightyears in no time at all. The slow ships, crawling through space, will find other humans waiting for them when they reach their destinations.


That would be shock enough. But it gets worse. Humanity, racing out through the galaxy, will not find it devoid of intelligence. Once outside “crawlspace,” the few hundred lightyears of the spiral arm explored by sub-lightspeed ships, we encounter aliens as smart as we are—and with the same high opinion of themselves.


Those aliens have their own spheres of influence. The Cecropia Federation lies roughly in the direction of the galactic center (see the map), and it contains half a dozen intelligent species. The Fourth Alliance, another independent region, is the main domain of humans. It centers on Sol, has an overlap region with the Federation that is known as the Phemus Circle, and bulges away into the area of Earth’s night sky spanned by Aldebaran, Betelgeuse, and Epsilon Aurigae. A handful of near-intelligent aliens can be found in the Fourth Alliance, but nothing as formidable—or dangerous—as the Cecropians.


The Zardalu Communion lies along a different heading, in the direction of Arcturus, though it begins far beyond that star. The original developers of the Communion territory, the Zardalu, are now (thank Heaven) extinct, but in their time they were the terror of the Spiral Arm. A narrow corridor of the Zardalu Communion also approaches the Phemus Circle. The latter group of worlds is well situated to be fought over by the major clades—if anyone were fool enough to want such an impoverished and dismal backwater.


Scattered throughout these diverse regions are the ancient and enigmatic structures of an ancient and vanished race, known only as the Builders. The uses of some of the relict Artifacts can be guessed at—more or less—but most remain totally baffling. Naturally, both humans and aliens are eager to understand the ancient Builder constructs, and to know where the Builders themselves have gone. In an attempt to reach that understanding, many of them converge on a single system, Dobelle, to witness an event known as Summertide.


They meet, they interact, and at that point they run out of control. Humans, Cecropians, Zardalu, Hymenopts, Lo’tfians, Varnians, Ditrons, Decantil Myrmecons, Bercians, and Chism Polyphemes bubble and boil and fume and fight all over the Spiral Arm. They explore dozens of Builder Artifacts: Sentinel, Lens, the Torvil Anfract, Serenity, Cocoon, Umbilical, Elephant, Paradox, the Eye of Gargantua, Flambeau, Cusp, Dendrite, Glister, Labyrinth, and a wide variety of Phages. Driven by fear, greed, or curiosity, they show up on dozens of planets: Teufel, Styx, Quake, Darby’s Lick, Opal, Miranda, Sentinel Gate, Ker, Bridle Gap, Polytope, Rumbleside, Genizee, Scaldworld, Jerome’s World, Terminus, Pelican’s Wake, Merryman’s Woe, Shasta and Grisel and Peppermill.


What began as a single book, Summertide, expands to a second, Divergence; then it extends into a third, Transcendence. And finally there is a fourth, Convergence.


Note that I said finally. With that fourth book, the tetralogy is over. The Heritage Universe has—at last—stopped its expansion.


I think.


I assume.


I hope.


Would someone kindly pass me the cosmological constant?




Chapter One


It was a sobering thought: to contemplate a whole world, with all its diverse environments and its swarming life-forms. And then to reflect that you were apparently the only one of those myriad forms who sweated—or needed to.


Louis Nenda wiped his forehead with a fuzzy piece of cloth, and as a second thought mopped his bare chest and his dripping armpits. Although it wasn’t yet noon in Genizee’s forty-two-hour day, the temperature had to be around a hundred. Humid, hot, and horrible, like the inside of a steam boiler. Nenda looked up, seeking the disk of Genizee’s orange-yellow sun. He couldn’t see it. The annular singularities that shielded the planet were strong today. Louis saw nothing more than a swirl of colors, shifting in patterns that defeated the eye’s attempt to track them.


A whistling grunt brought his attention back to more mundane concerns. Half a dozen Zardalu were dragging a ten-meter cylinder along the flat sandy shore for his inspection. No sign of discomfort in them. The midnight-blue bodies of the land-cephalopods, protected by their waxy outer leather, seemed impervious to either heat or cold.


The Zardalu paused respectfully, half a dozen paces from Louis Nenda, and bent to touch their broad heads to the beach.


“The Great Silent One found this in one of the interior tunnels.”


Nenda stared down at the prone figures stretching their tentacles six meters and more along the beach. The leading Zardalu was using the clicks and whistles of the old language, the ancient Zardalu Communion slave talk. It lacked a decent technical vocabulary, but Louis was willing to put up with that. The master-slave relationship was all that mattered.


“She told you to bring it here?”


“The Great Silent One indicated that to us. I am sorry, Master, but we are still unable to understand the Great Silent One’s speech.”


“Atvar H’sial’s not easy to understand. Maybe you’ll catch on one day, when you get a bit smarter.”


Louis prayed, not for the first time, that this particular day would be a long time coming. If the Zardalu ever really caught on …


“Do you think, Master, that this might be the missing component?”


“Could be. Have to study it before I can be sure. Leave it here. Now get back inside, and help the Great Silent One.”


“Yes, Master. Let us pray that this is indeed the necessary component. For all our sakes.”


Nenda watched them as they retreated toward one of the holes that led to the interior. They weren’t groveling as much as usual. And that last crack hadn’t sounded quite as subservient as it should. “For all our sakes.” Maybe it was his imagination, but it sounded more like a threat than a prayer.


Even so, he was glad to see them go. Those huge beaks were big enough to bite him in half. The great tentacles could tear a human limb from limb. Louis had seen it done.


And some day soon, he might see it done again. Or feel it.


How long had it been? He squinted up again toward the invisible sun. Nearly two months. He and Atvar H’sial had stalled the Zardalu for all that time, pretending that they had the know-how to take the Indulgence out to space and away from Genizee. When the Zardalu found out that Nenda and Atvar H’sial were as trapped on the planet as they were, it would all be over.


It wasn’t the ship; he was sure of that. The Indulgence was perfectly spaceworthy. It was those damned annular singularities, the eye-twisting glow that he was peering at now, and the Builder Constructs that controlled them. They made space off-limits to anything that started up from the surface of Genizee. How long before the Zardalu latched on to the fact that Louis was as helpless as they were?


Louis went across to the cylinder that they had dumped on the beach, and sat down on one end of it. He inspected it, bending over with his head tucked down between his knees to examine its hollow inside. An old piece of air circulation ducting, by the look of it. About as able to fly into space as Louis himself.


The sweat was trickling down his inverted face and into his eyes. Louis straightened up and mopped again with the sodden cloth. The sea, a hundred yards away across the beach, was cool and tempting. Louis would have been in for a dip hours ago, if he hadn’t long since learned of the fanged horrors that swam beneath the calm surface. They made the Zardalu seem tame.


He might as well head for the tunnel system and see how Atvar H’sial was doing. It would be dark there, and clammy, but it would be cooler.


Louis eased his way off the air duct and stood for a moment in thought. Something felt a little bit different. What was it? Maybe sitting with his head down had made him dizzy. It sure wasn’t any improvement in the weather. It was hotter than ever. Even the top of his skull felt as though it was burning up.


He put up a hand to rub at his dark matted hair. He was burning up. His hair felt hot. Maybe he was getting sick. That would be just what he needed, to catch some alien planet’s bug, out in the ass-end of nowhere, where the native drugs and painkillers didn’t work unless you happened to have a beak and blue tentacles.


Louis removed his hand from his head. As he did so he caught a flicker of movement on the ground in front of him. He stared, blinked, and stared again. He was seeing something there: something that could not be. He was seeing a shadow.


His own shadow. Louis spun around and stared up. The unshielded sun was visible, bright and glaring. For the first time since he and Atvar H’sial set foot on Genizee, the swirling light of the annular singularities had vanished.


Louis gazed directly at the marigold sun for at least two seconds—long enough so that when he stopped he saw nothing but dark, pulsing circles. Even before they faded, he was running.


He had to get to the interior tunnels. He had to find Atvar H’sial, and bring her to the surface before any of the Zardalu saw what had happened and realized its possible significance.


The sun’s after-images blinded him to what lay ahead. Close to the entrance of the tunnel he ran full tilt into a springy surface that bounced him away onto the sand. Nenda heard a deep grunt. Three jointed limbs reached down and raised him effortlessly to his feet.


“Louis Nenda, save your energy for the future.” The pheromonal message diffused across to him from Atvar H’sial, with a subtext of concern and warning. “I fear we have troubles ahead.”


The giant Cecropian set him gently onto the sand. The creature towering over Nenda inclined her white, eyeless head, with its pair of yellow open horns below two six-foot fan-like antennas. Beneath the head was a short neck banded in scarlet-and-white ruffles, leading to the dark-red segments of the underbody. The whole effect, propped up on six jointed bristly limbs, was the stuff of nightmares.


But not to Louis Nenda. He did not give the Cecropian’s anatomy a second thought. He had seen too many aliens to go by appearances. “Trouble? What kind?” Nenda’s pheromonal augment went into action, even though he was too winded to speak.


“The interior of Genizee is changing, in ways that I cannot explain.” The pheromonal language of the Cecropian, unlike the slave talk of the Zardalu Communion, possessed degrees of subtlety and shading denied to even the richest of human tongues. Atvar H’sial’s speech included images of collapsing walls, closing tunnels, and vanishing chambers, deep within the planet. “If this continues, our pretence of the need for interior exploration will be destroyed. The Zardalu will demand that we demonstrate to them the powers that we have so long claimed, and take them to space.”


“It’s not just the inside that’s changing.” Nenda pointed upward, knowing that the pleated resonator on Atvar H’sial’s chin was bathing him with ultrasonic pulses, and the yellow horns were using the return signal to provide a detailed image. The Cecropian could “see” Louis’s gesture perfectly well—but what she could not see was the vanishing of the annular singularities, and the emergence of the naked sun. No Cecropian could sense light, or other electromagnetic radiation shorter than thermal wavelengths.


“Up there, At,” Nenda continued. “The singularities have gone. They just vanished, a couple of minutes ago.”


“Why?”


“Damned if I know. Or care. But we’ve got to get over to the Indulgence, and take her up.”


“And if we are returned once more to the surface, as we were before?”


“Then we’re in deep stuff. But we’re in that anyway if the interior tunnels are closing.”


“Everywhere. As far as my signals could penetrate, the interior constructions of Genizee are vanishing. It is as though the work of the Builders there never existed.”


While Atvar H’sial was still speaking, she acted. Without asking for approval from Louis Nenda, she picked him up and curled him tightly in a pair of forelimbs. She went springing away across the surface in long graceful bounds, her vestigial wing cases wide open behind her. Louis had his breath knocked out of him at every leap, but he did not complain. A Cecropian in full flight was much faster than any human.


The Indulgence lay midway between a twisted thicket of gigantic moss plants and five jutting towers of sandstone that formed homes for the senior Zardalu. Nenda rubbed his aching ribs as Atvar H’sial placed him on the ground—Didn’t she realize her own strength?—and glanced across at the towers. At this time of day most of the Zardalu should be working in the ocean or the interior tunnels. Just his luck, if today they had decided to take a vacation.


At least the Indulgence was intact. But the ship was useless, as it had been for the past two months. Nenda had checked the engines every day. They were in perfect condition, with ample power. There was just one problem: they refused to carry the ship up from the surface of the planet. Something—the annular singularities themselves, or more likely the Builder Constructs who controlled them—had inhibited every attempt at takeoff.


“Quickly, Louis Nenda. This is no time for introspection.”


It hadn’t been more than two seconds since Atvar H’sial dropped him on the ground with his chest half crushed.


“Get off my back, At. Gimme time to breathe.” Nenda swung the hatch open. “If the engines don’t work this time, it’ll be the last shot of introspection we’ll ever get.”


The lift-off sequence had been waiting in the computer for two months. The navigation system was primed and ready. Louis was in the pilot’s seat two seconds after the hatch opened. Unfortunately, the power buildup of the Indulgence’s engines took a minimum of three minutes, and it was far from silent.


Three minutes. Three minutes of sitting, staring at the screens, wondering when the first head of midnight blue would peer curiously out of one of the towers, or lift from the calm sea.


“What do we do if the engines don’t work this time, At?” Was that the curling end of a long tentacle, or just a ripple on the blue water?


“We will chastise the Zardalu, blaming them for the inadequacy of their assistance to us in refurbishing the ship.”


“Right. Lots of luck.” It was a tentacle. And now a head had broken the surface. The Zardalu were swimming rapidly for shore, four of them, and now half a dozen more. They must have felt the vibrations, and known that they came from the engines of the Indulgence.


Still over a minute to go. Was it time to send Atvar H’sial to man the ship’s weapons system? Maybe they could swing it one more time; persuade the Zardalu that another day or two was all it would need to give them access to space. But that persuasion would have to be done outside the ship, without weapons. …


“Has it occurred to you, Louis Nenda, that if we do achieve orbit, and depart Genizee, we will once again be leaving empty-handed?” Atvar H’sial was crouched by his side, her echo-location vision useless to see what was happening outside the ship. “We did not have the foresight to stock the Indulgence with samples of Builder technology. We do not even have Zardalu trophies. I blame myself for a major lack of foresight.”


Thirty seconds to go. The ship was vibrating all over as power build-up hit sixty percent. Zardalu were boiling up out of the water and whipping themselves along the shore toward the ship. The nearest was less than forty yards away. Others were appearing from the sandstone towers. And Atvar H’sial was bemoaning the lack of mementoes!


Nenda gripped the controls, a lot harder than necessary. “At, you can have my share of trophies, every one of ’em. I’ll be glad to get out of here with my ass and hat. Hold on tight. I’m going for a premature lift.”


The nearest Zardalu was reaching out long tentacles toward the ship. Power was less than seventy-five percent, below the nominal minimum. The Indulgence shuddered at Nenda’s lift-off command and rose three feet off the ground. It hovered for a moment before sliding lazily sideways and down to the soft earth.


Too soon!


Forty seconds were recommended between engine power pulses. Nenda managed to wait for a quarter of that, until he heard something slap at the hatch and begin to turn the handle. He gritted his teeth and hit the lift-off sequence again.


The Indulgence shivered and began a wobbling, drunken ascent. Nenda watched the ground as it drifted past on the viewscreens. They were at six feet—ten feet—still within reach of questing tentacles. The shoreline was approaching. The ship was crabbing sideways, slowly lifting. Engine power was nearing eighty percent.


“We’re going to make it, At. We’re lifting, and nothing aloft is stopping us.” Nenda glanced at a viewing screen. “Hold on, though. We got a problem. There’s a whole line of Zardalu, right at the edge of the beach. We might be low enough for them to grab us.”


“What are they doing?”


Nenda stared hard. He didn’t speak the Zardalu slave tongue all that well, and the body language was even harder to read. But the splayed lower tentacles and the upper two raised high above every Zardalu head, together with the wide-open gaping beaks, were an easy signal.


“You won’t believe this, At. But they’re cheering.”


“As they should be. For are we not demonstrating to them that, as promised, we are able to leave the surface of Genizee and go to space?”


“Yeah. But they won’t cheer so loud when they find out we’re not coming back. They were relying on us to get them off the planet and back into the Spiral Arm. They’re going to be mad as hell.”


“Perhaps so.” The ship was rising steadily, and the waving Zardalu were no more than blue dots on the grey-brown beach. Atvar H’sial settled into a more comfortable position at Nenda’s side. “But they ought to be most grateful.”


“Huh?” The Indulgence was moving faster, above the thick haze of Genizee’s lower atmosphere. Louis gave the Cecropian beside him only a fraction of his attention. Already he was beginning to worry about the next step. They might be off the planet, but they were still deep within the convoluted spacetime of the Torvil Anfract.


“I assert, they should be grateful.” The pheromonal message carried with it an overtone of sleepy satisfaction. There was no hint that half a minute earlier Atvar H’sial had been facing possible death. “Think about it, Louis. We have been very good to them. We did not exterminate them, although the very name of Zardalu strikes terror through the whole Spiral Arm. We did not kill or mutilate them, although that is their own habit with slaves. We have not taken their most prized possessions—a short-sighted omission on my part, I admit, and one for which I take full responsibility. And we have even left them their planet”


“You’re all heart, At.”


“In Zardalu terms, we have been Masters both kind and generous.” Atvar H’sial settled lower on the cabin floor. “However, we have done one other thing for the Zardalu, which pleases me less. We have demonstrated that the road to space from Genizee is now open.”


“No thanks to us that the singularities went away. That just happened. Maybe they’ll come back.” Nenda caught another drift of pheromones, with an unmistakable molecular message. “Hey, you better not be falling asleep back there. This isn’t the time for it. We’re still in the middle of the Anfract. Suppose it’s changing, too? The flight plan we made before may not take us out.”


“We escaped from Genizee.” The Cecropian was closing the twin yellow horns, turning off her echo-location receivers. The six-foot antennas on top of her head were furling their delicate fan-like receptors. “I have no doubt that you will find a way to take us out of the Torvil Anfract. Wake me when we are clear. Then I will compute a trajectory to take us to the Have-It-All.”


“Don’t try to get off the hook by talking about my ship.” Nenda turned to glare at Atvar H’sial’s body, with the six jointed legs housed comfortably along its sides. “You need to stay awake and alert. If I don’t handle the exit from the Anfract just right, it could kill you.”


“But not without also killing you.” The Cecropian’s thin proboscis curled down, to tuck away into the pouch at the bottom of her pleated chin. “You should be gratified, Louis,” she said sleepily, “pleased that I have such confidence in you. And confidence, of course, in your finely-developed sense of self-preservation.”




Chapter Two


The Torvil Anfract has a bad reputation, but the reality is worse. Phrases like “multiply-connected spacetime” and “macroscopic quantum phenomena” don’t tell the half of it. Anfract is the noun formed from the adjective anfractuous, which means full of twists, turns, and windings; but that gives no more than a flavor of the real thing. Even the knowledge that the whole Anfract is a Builder Artifact, of unimaginably vast proportions, fails to deliver the right message.


Of more significance is the fact that less than a quarter of the ships that have entered the Anfract have ever come back to report what they found there. If getting in is difficult, it is nothing compared to the problem of getting out.


Louis knew all that. For seven full days, the Indulgence had crawled alongside granular sheets of quantum anomalies, seeking an opening, or eeled its way through knotted spacetime dislocations. For all that time, Louis had watched Atvar H’sial snoozing, and had thought dark thoughts.


Cecropians were accustomed to having sighted slaves who did all their dog work. Atvar H’sial, deprived of her Lo’tfian slave, J’merlia, seemed to be taking Louis Nenda for granted as an acceptable substitute. She never gave a thought to the fact that Louis might miss his own Hymenopt slave, Kallik, at least as much as she missed J’merlia. And she blithely assumed that he would bring them out of the Anfract, with not one ounce of help from her.


For seven days Louis had got by with catnaps in the uncomfortable pilot’s chair. He had made bathroom runs—literally—and wolfed down his meals in spare seconds. Atvar H’sial, for the few hours a day that she had been awake, had spent her time in the galley, making evil-smelling liquid refreshments to suit her exact tastes.


The worst of it was that Atvar H’sial was right. The Indulgence had been designed for piloting by a five-armed Chism Polypheme, with all the arms on one side of his body. Louis Nenda found the pilot’s seat inconvenient, to put it mildly, but at least he and the Polypheme both possessed eyes. If blind Atvar H’sial had tried to take the Indulgence out of the Torvil Anfract, she and Louis Nenda would have died in the first hour of flight.


That was logic, and undeniable. But Louis was not interested in logic. Whenever there was a free moment he turned to glare at the sleeping hulk of his business partner; he thought about reprisals.


Not physical ones. That wouldn’t work with someone twice his size and four times his strength. The most effective revenge on Atvar H’sial was to cheat her. But how was he going to do that, when neither of them owned anything? Even their slaves were gone. If he managed to find his way back to Glister and his beloved Have-It-All, that ship was Nenda’s. It was hard to see any way to use the Have-It-All to cheat Atvar H’sial.


Revenge is a dish best eaten cold. Louis kept that in mind, while he brooded over Atvar H’sial. What sort of stupid creature was it anyway, who saw using sound, and talked using smell? And in spite of this, his partner thought herself superior to humans and everyone else in the Spiral Arm.


As he schemed and fumed, the Indulgence under his careful guidance crept clear of the Anfract. His annoyance was so absorbing, it was almost an anticlimax when the panorama of star-dogs and the pinwheel fireworks of rotating micro-galaxies suddenly ended, and he saw ahead a clean, undistorted starfield.


It brought him fully awake for the first time in days. He realized then how exhausted he had become. He was so tired, so gritty-eyed bone-weary worn out, it was amazing that he had remained awake for so long. It would have been so easy to have killed them both by falling asleep in the middle of the Anfract. Maybe he should have done that. It would have served Atvar H’sial right. The trouble was, she would never have known it. And of course he would be dead, too.


He was tired, when that passed for thinking.


Nenda went over to the sleeping Atvar H’sial and nudged her with his boot.


“Your turn. I’ve done my bit.”


The Cecropian awoke like the unfolding of a gigantic and hideous flower. Six jointed limbs stretched luxuriantly away from the dark-red body, while the yellow horns opened and the long antennas unfurled like delicate ferns.


“No problems?” The pheromones generated by Atvar H’sial were a statement more than a question. The Cecropian lifted her white, eyeless head and scanned around her.


“Nothing you want to hear about. We’re out of the Anfract.” Nenda sniffed noisily and headed at once for the sleeping quarters. They were designed for a Chism Polypheme, a nine-foot tall corkscrew with helical symmetry; even so, they should be a lot better than the pilot’s chair. “Don’t bother waking me for the Bose jumps,” he said over his shoulder. “Just let me know when we get to the Mandel system.”


That might take a day, or it might take a month. Louis felt ready for something nicely in between—say, four or five days of sleep—when he collapsed onto the bunk. He tried to shape his body to the awkward spiral padding.


Everything depended on how tricky Atvar H’sial could get. The Torvil Anfract lay in remote Zardalu Communion territory, hundreds of lightyears away from the Phemus Circle. Mandel’s stellar system was located within the Circle. The Have-It-All had been left near a gasgiant planet, Gargantua, that orbited Mandel. But linear distance was quite irrelevant. The Indulgence would negotiate a series of superluminal transitions, jumps through the nodes of the Bose Network. Travel time was a function of operator cunning, node loading, and energy budget.


Atvar H’sial could see nothing at all in human terms, but she had a remarkable power to visualize. Louis knew that when it came to manipulating the nonlinear connectors of the Bose geometry, she left him standing.


So he felt a strange mixture of pleasure and annoyance when, twelve hours later, she came to where he was still trying to fit his body—unsuccessfully—to a corkscrew shape, and announced: “I have a problem, Louis. I would welcome your counsel.”


“What’s up?” Nenda abandoned any attempt to sleep and swung his legs over the edge of the bunk.


“I am wondering. When you were navigating our way clear of the Torvil Anfract, did you notice anything unusual about it?”


“You gotta be kidding!” Nenda stood up and massaged his thighs, trying to get the stiffness out of them. “The whole Anfract is unusual. You find anything normal in there, it don’t belong. Why’d you ask?”


“Like any serious student of the Bose Network, I have learned certain preferred node combinations—shortcuts, in effect, both for energy and total transition time. Those preferred modes of transport, naturally, depend critically on the spacetime structure of the Network itself.”


“Is that right?” Nenda’s pheromonal message carried an expression of total disinterest, one that Atvar H’sial could not miss.


The blind head nodded. “Hear me out, Louis Nenda, before you scoff. Except over very long time-scales, of centuries or more, the preferred node combinations ought to be invariant.”


“Sure.”


“But they apparently are not. For the past twelve hours I have been examining alternative routes to Mandel. Not one of the fastest and cheapest employs my standard node combinations. Instead I am coming up with an alternative to take us from here to Mandel with incredibly low cost and high speed.”


“So you missed a good one.” It was hard to keep the pleasure out of the pheromones. “Hey, At, anyone can goof up now and again.”


“To err is human? Just so. It is not, however, Cecropian. Accept my assurances, Louis Nenda, that I did not overlook a cheap path for transition. That path was not present when we entered the Anfract, just a couple of your months ago.”


“But you just said—”


“I know what I said. The travel times associated with particular node combinations should be stable for very long periods. They must be so—provided that the overall structure of spacetime in the spiral arm is not subjected to major perturbations. Now do you see the reason for my question concerning the structure of the Anfract? Had it substantially changed since we entered?”


“If it did, I have no way of knowing. You see, I didn’t plan our way out, At, I felt the way out. Seat of my pants. I’m a pretty good pilot, even if I’m not up to Dulcimer’s level.”


“I agree; and if we are in confessional mode, let me also make an admission. I lack the experience to make a full evaluation of the new route to Mandel that I have discovered. It should prove considerably shorter than anything I have met before. On the other hand, since it is new there is a possible risk factor. A Node used for our transition could lie too near to a star or a chasm singularity.”


“Lovely thought. You know me, At. I’m a natural coward. I say, go slow, but go safe.”


“And again I agree. Or I would, if these were normal times. But since the moment of our first meeting, Louis, has it not been clear that something exceptional has been happening within the Spiral Arm? The changes to Quake at the time of the Grand Conjunction, the rogue Phages around Glister, our encounters with the Builder Constructs, the passage through the Builder transportation system, the re-awakening of the Zardalu—”


“Hey! Don’t let me spoil your fun, but I don’t wanna hear any of that. So we’ve been through some strange stuff together. Are you suggesting that we go lookin’ for more of the same, with your special fast trip to Mandel?”


“Worse than that, Louis. I am asking the question, what next? Suppose that great changes continue to occur in the Spiral Arm. Suppose that those changes were eventually to include a failure of the Bose Network. Suppose our progress from this point on were to be restricted to subluminal speeds—”


“Don’t say that. We’d be stuck in crawlspace for the rest of our lives, just the two of us with each other for company, out at the ass-end of the known universe.”


“A dismal prospect indeed—though worse for me, I suggest, than for you. But that is why I awakened you—to ask, should we risk the fast transit to Mandel?”


“You call that a risk? Go do it—get that new flight plan into the computer.”


Atvar H’sial inclined her head, in a gesture common to humans and Cecropians. “It is already there, Louis, ready for execution. I did not doubt that, faced with the alternative, you and I would once more find ourselves in full agreement.”




Chapter Three


Four days and six Bose Transitions later, Louis Nenda was beginning to have second thoughts. The Indulgence was on its final, slow, subluminal leg of the journey from the Torvil Anfract, heading out from the star Mandel toward its gasgiant planet, Gargantua. Nenda’s own ship, the Have-It-All, should be where they had left it months earlier, on Glister, the little artificial planetoid that orbited Gargantua.


The journey from the edge of the Anfract had gone without a hitch. They had found no sign of the changes to the Spiral Arm that had worried Atvar H’sial. And that, when you got right down to it, was the source of Nenda’s own uneasiness.


He was a squat, muscular human, born (though he could certainly never go back there) on the minor planet of Karelia, in a remote part of Zardalu Communion territory. Atvar H’sial was a towering Cecropian, from one of the leading worlds of the Cecropia Federation.


He preferred brutal directness; she was all slippery tangents. He might kill in moments of anger. She never seemed to feel anger, but she would destroy through calm calculation. They happened to be able to speak to each other, because Nenda had long ago obtained an augment for just such a purpose, but their overlap ended there. He and Atvar H’sial seemed to have nothing in common.


And yet …


They had first met on the doublet planet of Quake and Opal, in the Mandel stellar system where they now moved. Somehow, like had called instantly to like. When it came to business practices, Nenda knew that he did not need to ask Atvar H’sial’s opinion. It was enough to sound out his own. In Louis Nenda’s view, all sensible beings had the same business principles.


And what were they?


Sensible beings did not discuss such matters.


Which meant that if Atvar H’sial ever had an opportunity to cheat Louis Nenda, without risk to herself, she would surely do it.


Mutual need had held them together on Genizee, but that was over now. He could not see how she might be setting him up, but a good scam was never discernible in advance. And of course, there was another reason why he was not a good target: the only things he owned in the whole world, now that his slave was gone, were the clothes he stood up in; plus his ship, the Have-It-All—if they ever got that far.


Louis Nenda sank back into uneasy sleep.


He had spent most of the journey to Mandel napping, or trying to, as much as the corkscrew template of the Chism Polypheme bunk permitted. When discomfort and boredom finally drove him once more to the control room, he found that Atvar H’sial had been busy. She had rigged the electronics so that the visual signals of Nenda’s display screens were converted to multi-source ultrasonics. She now “saw” just what he saw, although so far as he could tell it was not in color.


And what she claimed now, as the result of that “seeing,” roused Nenda’s worst suspicions.


“As I anticipated, Louis,” she said. “There have been changes in the Mandel system, and profound ones. See.”


Nenda found himself staring at the display, wondering and waiting. The screen contained an image of the gasgiant planet, Gargantua. The atmosphere, with its smog of photo-dissociated organic compounds, showed as swirling bands of orange and umber. They glowed like high-quality zircon and hessonite, separated by thinner streaks and dots of blue-white ammonia clouds.


“I have arranged this as a time-lapse sequence of images, in order that you will see at once what took me many hours of observation to discern.” Atvar H’sial reached out a clawed forelimb, and the display began to move. Gargantua was rotating on its axis, the image speeded up so that the planet’s stately ten hours of revolution took less than a minute.


Louis watched, but found nothing to see. Just a stupid planet, turning on its axis as it had done for the past few hundred million years, and as it no doubt would for the next.


“Do you see it?” Atvar H’sial was hovering beside him.


“Of course I see it. D’you think I’ve gone blind?”


“I mean—do you see the change?”


It took another whole revolution before Louis felt his breath catch in his throat. He had it at last. “The Eye!”


The Eye of Gargantua. The orange-red, atmospheric vortex that peered balefully out of the planet’s equatorial latitudes. A permanent circulation pattern, a giant whirlpool of frozen gases, a hurricane forty thousand kilometers across—sustained not by nature, but by the presence at its center of the vortex of a Builder transportation system.


“The Eye has gone!”


“It has indeed.” Atvar H’sial’s eyeless white head nodded her assent. “Vanished without a trace, even though it has been there for as long as humans have been in the Mandel system to observe it. And that inevitably sets up a train of thought. If the Builder transportation system on Gargantua has gone, then there seems a good chance that the entry point to that system, on the planetoid Glister, has likewise vanished. And indeed I can detect no trace of Glister at all, even with the ship’s most powerful detection devices. Now, since Glister has vanished—”


Nenda roared with rage. He was way ahead of her. Glister had gone. And his ship—the Have-It-All, the only thing that he owned—had been left on Glister.


The whole thing must be part of some scam that Atvar H’sial was trying to pull on him.


He dived at the Cecropian, and went in swinging.


Louis had been wrong about Atvar H’sial’s physical power. She was not four times as strong as he was. Ten times was more like it.


She held him effortlessly upside-down in her two front limbs, and hissed reprovingly—her echo-location equivalent of a rude gesture.


“To what end, Louis Nenda? And how? Like you, I have been on this ship continuously since we rose from the surface of Genizee. Modesty is not a quality usually ascribed to me, but in this case I confess that cheating you in the way that you are thinking is beyond my powers—whether or not it might be beyond my desires. I say again, how could I make Glister and the Have-It-All disappear, while traveling from the Torvil Anfract?”


Louis had stopped struggling, except for breath. A Cecropian’s restraining hold was almost enough to crack a man’s ribs. It was just as well that pheromonal speech did not need the use of lungs.


“Okay, Okay. You can put me down now. Easy!” Too rapidly inverted, he staggered as his feet met the deck. “Look. Try to see it from my point of view. If the Have-It-All was your ship, and I came along and told you it had vanished away—wouldn’t you get angry, and do just what I did?”


“Anger, if it implies loss of control, is alien to a Cecropian. And given the disproportion of our sizes and strengths, it is well for you that I not respond as you did.”


“Sure. But you get my point.”


“As surely as you have missed mine. The loss of the Have-It-All is unfortunate, but the vanishing of the Builder transportation system is incomparably more significant. No longer can we hope to visit the artifact of Serenity, with the Builder riches that it contains. Even beyond that, my conviction that important changes continue to occur throughout the Spiral Arm remains unshaken. The events on and around Gargantua point more clearly than ever to the Builders as the agent of that change.”


“Don’t kid yourself, At. They’ve been gone at least three million years.”


“What goes, can return. Builder Artifacts still dominate the Spiral Arm. We need the use of an expert on the Builders. I almost wish I could—”


“Could what?” Nenda had caught a hint of something hidden in the pheromones, a person’s name about to be revealed, and then just as hastily disguised.


“Nothing. But with the Eye of Gargantua gone, and Glister vanished, there seems little point in approaching closer to Gargantua itself. I wonder …”


The pheromones carried no word pattern. Louis Nenda saw instead the doublet worlds of Quake and Opal, spinning about each other.


“Want to go back there, At, take another look at Quake? Summertide’s a long time past; it’s probably real quiet now.”


“A landing, no. But a close approach might be … interesting.”


Atvar H’sial refused to say more as the Indulgence approached the doublet planet. Which left it to Louis Nenda to peer at the displays, and puzzle over what “interesting” might mean.


Quake and Opal were sister worlds, Quake just a fraction the smaller, spinning madly about each other. The closest points of their surfaces were only twelve thousand kilometers apart, their “day” was only eight hours long. But in everything except size, the two worlds were a study in contrasts: Opal, the water-world, had no land other than the floating soil-and-vegetation masses of the Slings; Quake, the desert world, was inimical to human life, shaken by great land tides at the doublet’s closest approach to the parent star, Mandel.


Stretching between the two, like a slender tower with bases on both worlds, was the Umbilical.


Nenda stared at the screen, and waited for the Umbilical to become visible. Its thread of silvery alloy was bright, but it was no more than forty meters across. The first part to come into view would surely be the Winch, located roughly midway.


Except that it wasn’t happening. Nenda had made the approach to Quake and Opal before. Last time, he had seen the Umbilical from much farther away.


Where was it?


He glanced at Atvar H’sial. She, intent on her own ultrasonic displays, was frozen at his side.


“I can’t see it, At. Can you?”


He thought at first that his message had gone unreceived. The reply, when it came, was diffuse and hesitant. “We do not see it, because it is not there. The Umbilical was also a Builder Artifact. And it too has vanished. Quake and Opal are no longer connected.”


“What’s going on, At?”


“I do not know.”


“But, hell, you predicted this.”


“I expected a possible anomaly. But as to why …”


Nenda waited in vain for a continued message. As he did so, he caught the faintest hint of a name in the pheromonal emissions—the same name that had occurred before in Atvar H’sial’s thoughts, and had as rapidly been suppressed.


“Darya Lang!” Nenda shouted the words aloud, as well as sending them in a pheromonal flood. “I know where we can find her.”


Atvar H’sial froze rigid. “Why do you say that name?”


“Because you’ve been thinking it, and trying to keep it from me. Darya’s the Arm’s top expert on the Builders. You know it. You think she’ll understand what’s going on.”


“I doubt that Darya Lang’s comprehension is better than my own.” But Atvar H’sial’s pheromonal words were soft-edged and unconvincing.


“Another half-lie. It doesn’t have to be better for the two of you to make progress. Two heads are better than one—even if one of them is a Cecropian.”


It was a deadly insult, and a deliberate one. Nenda was making his own test. And Atvar H’sial’s response, when it came, was revealingly mild.


“I do not question Professor Lang’s competence—in her specialized field. I do, however, question the wisdom of meeting with her. Even if, as you say, you can predict her location.”


“She’s back home on Sentinel Gate, sure as shooting. But if you’re afraid of coming off second-best with her …”
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