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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.


      




Prologue


Metallovore


Black holes have weather, of a sort.


Light streams from them. Blackness dwells at their cores, but friction heats the infalling gas and dust. These streams brim with forced radiation. Storms worry them. White-hot tornadoes whirl and suck.


From the immense hole at the exact center of the galaxy, a virulent glow hammers outward. It pushes incessantly at the crowded masses that circle it, jostling in their doomed orbits. Gravity’s gullet forces the streams into a disk, churning ever inward. Suffering in the weather.


The press of hot photons is a wind, driving all before it. Except for the grazers. To these photovores, the great grinding disk is a source of food.


Fire-flowers blossom in the disk, sending up lashes of fierce ultraviolet. Storms of light.


Both above and below the accretion disk, in hovering clouds, these photons smash molecules to atoms, strip atoms into bare charge, whip particles into sleet. The clouds are debris, dust, grains. They are already doomed by gravity’s rub, like nearly everything here.


Nearly. To the gossamer, floating herds this is a fountain. Their life source.


Sheets of them hang, billowing with the electromagnetic winds. Basking in the sting. Holding steady.


The photovores are patiently grazing. Some are Infras, others Ultras—tuned to soak up particular slices of the electromagnetic spectrum.


Each species has a characteristic polish and shape. Each works within evolutionary necessity, deploying great flat receptor planes. Each has a song, used to maintain orbit and angle.


Against the wrathful weather here, information is at least a partial defense. Position-keeping telemetry flits between the herd sheets. They sing luminously to each other in the eternal brimming day.


Hovering on the pressure of light, great wings of high-gloss moly-sheet spread. Vectoring, skating on winds, magnetic torques in a complex dynamical sum. Ruling forces govern their perpetual, gliding dance. This is decreed by intelligences they scarcely sense, machines that prowl the darker lanes farther out.


Those magisterial forms need the energies from this furnace, yet do not venture here. The wise and valuable run no risks.


At times the herds fail. Vast shimmering sheets peel away. Many are cast into the shrouded masses of molecular clouds, which are themselves soon to boil away. Others follow a helpless descending gyre. Long before they could strike the brilliant disk, the hard glare dissolves their lattices. They burst open and flare with fatal energies.


Now a greater threat spirals lazily down. It descends from the shelter of thick, turbulent dust. It lets itself fall toward the governing mass, the black hole itself. Then it arrests its descent with outstretched wings of mirrors. They bank gracefully on the photon breeze.


Its lenses swivel to select prey. There a pack of photovores has clumped, disregarding ageless programming, or perhaps caught in a magnetic flux tube. The cause does not matter. The predator eases down along the axis of the galaxy itself.


Here, navigation is simple. Far below, the rotational pole of the Eater of All Things is a pinprick of absolute black at the center of a slowly revolving, incandescent disk.


The clustered photovores sense a descending presence. Their vast sailing herds cleave, peeling back to reveal deeper planes of burnt-gold light seekers. They all live to ingest light and excrete microwave beams. Their internal world revolves around ingestion, considered digestion, and orderly excretion.


These placid conduits now flee. But those clumped near the axis have little angular momentum, and cannot pivot on a magnetic fulcrum. Dimly they sense their destiny. Their hissing microwaves waver.


Some plunge downward, hoping that the predator will not follow so close to the Eater. Others cluster ever more, as if numbers give safety. The opposite is true.


The metallovore folds its mirror wings. Now angular and swift, accelerating, it mashes a few of the herd on its carapace. It scoops them in with flux lines. Metal harvesters rip the photovores. Shreds rush down burnt-black tunnels. Electrostatic fields separate elements and alloys.


Fusion fires await the ruined carcasses. There the separation can be exquisitely tuned, yielding pure ingots of any alloy desired. In the last analysis, the ultimate resources here are mass and light. The photovores lived for light, and now they end as mass.


The sleek metallovore never deigns to notice the layers of multitudes peeling back, their gigahertz cries of panic. They are plankton. It ingests them without registering their songs, their pain, their mortal fears.


Yet the metallovore, too, is part of an intricate balance. If it and its kind were lost, the community orbiting the Eater would decay to a less diverse state, one of monotonous simplicity, unable to adjust to the Eater’s vagaries. Less energy would be harnessed, less mass recovered.


The metallovore prunes less efficient photovores. Its ancient codes, sharpened over time by natural selection, prefer the weak. Those who have slipped into unproductive orbits are easier to catch. It also prefers the savor of those who have allowed their receptor planes to tarnish with succulent trace elements, spewed up by the hot accretion disk below. The metallovore spots these by their mottled, dusky hue.


Each frying instant, millions of such small deaths shape the mechsphere.


Predators abound, and parasites. Here and there on the metallovore’s polished skin are limpets and barnacles. These lumps of orange-brown and soiled yellow feed on chance debris from the prey. They can lick at the passing winds of matter and light. They purge the metallovore of unwanted elements—wreckage and dust that can jam even the most robust mechanisms, given time.


All this intricacy floats on the pressure of photons. Light is the fluid here, spilling up from the blistering storms far below in the great grinding disk. This rich harvest supports the mechsphere that stretches for hundreds of cubic light-years, its sectors and spans like armatures of an unimaginable city.


All this, centered on a core of black oblivion, the dark font of vast wealth.


Inside the rim of the garish disk, oblivious to the weather here, whirls a curious blotchy distortion in the fabric of space and time. It is called by some the Wedge, for the way it is jammed in so close. Others term it the Labyrinth.


It seems to be a small refraction in the howling virulence. Sitting on the very brink of annihilation, it advertises its artificial insolence.


Yet it lives on. The mote orbits perpetually beside the most awful natural abyss in the galaxy: the Eater of All Things.




An Abyss of Time


Interior state: a place cloudless and smooth, without definition:


The mechanicals are converging, Nigel.


“You feel them?”


Clearly. They can now manifest themselves in magnetic vortices.


“Bloody dexterous, they are.”


I can feel them. Something bad is coming.


“Thanks for the warning, m’love. But I’ve got to bring the lad Toby up to speed, and it’ll take a while.”


There is nothing you could do for me anyway.


He smiled without mirth. “All too true.”


I will alert you if the energy densities change for the worse.


He nodded and the space without definition vanished.


He was back in a bare room, sitting opposite a young man, trying to frame the immense story that had led him to this moment.


—nothing you could do—


He remembered another time, long ago.


He and Carlos stood on a dry ridge of bare rock and looked out over a plain. This was not a world at all but a convoluted wraparound of space-time itself. Its sky curved overhead, a bowl of scrub desert.


Still, it felt like a place to live. A remarkable, alien-made refuge. Dirt, air, odd but acceptable plants.


They talked about finding a way to live here, in a hard, dry place twisted and alive in a way that rock was not.


Carlos had just made a good joke and Nigel laughed, relaxed and easy, and then Carlos plunged forward, his shoulder striking Nigel’s arm. Carlos went down with his head tilted back, as if he were looking up at the sky, a quizzical expression flickering as the head brushed by Nigel and down and hit face first on the baked dirt. Carlos had not lifted his hands to break the fall. He slid a foot as he struck.


The noise that had started it all was ugly. It seemed to condense out of the air, a soft thump like an ax sinking into a rotten stump.


As Carlos pitched forward something rose from his back, a geyser of skin and frothy blood. It spattered over the back of the tunic as the body smacked into the dirt. The thump, Nigel realized later, was the compact explosion of electromagnetic energy, targeted a few centimeters below the skin.


As Nigel dropped to lower his profile he got a good look at Carlos. One was enough. Then he ran, bent over, hearing the harsh following buzz of the electromagnetic pulse tapering away as he zigzagged behind some jagged boulders.


Too much open space and too little shelter. He squatted and could not see what had fired the shot. Carlos lay flat without a twitch.


Nothing happened. No following pulses.


Nigel replayed the images as he waited. A spout of rosy blood from a circle punched high in the spine. Absolutely dead center, four centimeters below the neck. Kilojoules of energy focused to a spot the size of a fingernail.


That much energy delivered so precisely would have done the job even if it hit the hip or gut. Delivered so exactly, it burst the big axis, plowing massive pressures through the spinal fluid—a sudden breeze blowing out a candle, the brain going black in a millisecond.


Carlos had gone down boneless, erased. A soft, liquid thump, then eternal silence.


Nigel held up his hand and watched it tremble for a while. Enough waiting.


He worked his way along the ridgeline. The pulse had come from behind Carlos and he kept plenty of rock between him and that direction. He got to Carlos and studied the face from behind a boulder nearby. The head was cocked to one side. Eyes still open, mouth seeping moisture into the dry dirt. The eyes were the worst, staring into an infinity nobody glimpses more than once.


Good-bye, friend. We had our arguments, but we came thirty thousand light-years together. And now I can’t do a damn thing for you.


Something moved to his right. He pulled out a pulse gun and fired at it but the target was a gossamer ball of motes. A Higher, or rather, a local manifestation of one.


It flickered, spun, and said in a low, bass voice, “We regret.”


“You did this?”


“No. A mechanical form, termed the Mantis.”


“And who’re you?”


“That would be impossible to say.”


“Is this Mantis after me, too?”


“I will protect you.”


“You didn’t do a great job for Carlos.”


“I arrived here slightly late.”


“Slightly?”


“You must forgive errors. We are finite, all.”


“Damn finite.”


“The Mantis was harvesting Carlos. He is saved.”


“You mean stored?”


“To mechanicals it is the same thing.”


“Not to us. I thought we’d be safe in this place, this Lair.”


“No place is safe. This is safer.”


“What’ll kill a Mantis?”


“There was nothing you could do.”


Nigel Walmsley cursed the mote cloud, his fury going into fruitless words.


“Nothing you could do,” he muttered to himself.


Do not belabor the past so.


Nikka’s frail voice resounded in his sensorium.


“There’s so much of it.”


Pay attention to the young man before you. He is a key to saving us.


Nigel sighed. “I grow old, I grow old—”


I shall wear my trousers rolled—yes, I know the poem. Get on with it, Nigel!


He nodded and dropped out of the interior space of smooth blankness. It was pleasant to retire to that cool, interior vault. Perhaps the old solidly good point to the augmentations he had gained through centuries; the quietness of a good, old-fashioned library. Where most of the people were books.


Very well, then. Back into the grainy. The real. The deliciously dangerous.




Part I


WONDROUS RUINS




1


Half Vast


An old man sat and told a young man a story. As stories go it was long and angular, with its own momentary graces and clumsy logic, much the way life is.


“What is this place?” Toby asked. “This mountain?”


Nigel Walmsley leaned back in a webbing that shaped itself to him. He was nude, leathery. The lattice of his ribs made him look as though he had a barrel chest, but that was because he was gaunt with age.


He had reached the phase when life reduces a man to the essentials. For packaging, skin like brown butcher’s paper. Muscles like motors, lodged in lumps along the bone-girders. Knobby elbows and knees, so round they seemed to encase oiled ball bearings. Sockets at the shoulder and hip, bulging beneath the dry parchment skin. Eyes blue and quick, glittering like mica in the bare face. A jaw chiseled above a scrawny neck. Cheekbones high and jutting like blades above the thin, pale lips. An oddly tilted smile, playing mischievously.


“It’s popularly termed the Magnetic Mountain, though I have rather a more personal name for it.”


“You’re from a planet near True Center?”


“No no, I’m from Earth.”


“What? You said before that you were Family Brit. I—”


“A jest. In my time there weren’t Families in the way you mean. The Brits were a nation—much bigger.”


“How much bigger?” Toby had heard Earth invoked, of course, but it was a name from far antiquity. Meaningless. Probably just a legend, like Eden and Rome.


“I doubt that all the Families surviving at Galactic Center number a tenth what the Brits did.”


“That many?”


“Hard to estimate, of course. There are layers and folds and hideaways aplenty in the esty.”


“Brits must be powerful.”


Walmsley pursed his lips, bemused. “Um. Alas, through the power of the word, mostly.”


Toby had no idea how many people still lived, after all the death he had seen. He had come here on a long journey, fleeing the mechs. Through it all, to all sides and in his wake, mechs had cut swaths through all the humans they could find. The slaughter reminded him of the retreat from the Calamity, the fall of Citadel Bishop: a landscape of constant dying.


But the butchery was now far greater. Devoting so much energy to hunting vermin humans was unusual for mechs. Mostly they didn’t care; humans were pests, no more. This time they clearly were after Toby in particular. So the deaths behind him weighed on him all the more. He was only slowly coming to feel the meaning of that. It was a thing beyond words or consolations.


“Ummm.” Walmsley seemed pensive, eyes crinkling. “Usually I felt there were too few Brits, too many of everybody else.”


“Family Brit must’ve been huge.”


“We reproduced quickly enough. Didn’t have the radiation you suffer through here.”


“We’re protected from that, my father said.”


“There’s a limit to what genetic tinkering can do. Organic cells fall apart easily. Part of their beauty, really. Makes them evolve quicker.”


“Most of our Citadel was underground, to help—”


“Somewhat useful, of course. But the stillbirths, the deformities …” Walmsley’s bony face creased with painful memories.


“Well, sure, that’s life.”


“Life next door to this hell hole, true.”


“The Eater?” Toby had grown up with the Eater, a glowering eye rimmed in angry reds and sullen burnt browns. It had been as bright as Snowglade’s own sun. “Living near it was pretty ordinary.”


Walmsley laughed heartily, not the aged cackle Toby would have expected. “Trust me, there are better neighborhoods.”


“Snowglade was good enough for me,” Toby said defensively.


“Ah yes. We gave the chess families a good world, I recall.”


“Gave? You?”


“I am rather older than you may suppose.”


“But you couldn’t be—”


“Could and am. I’ve stretched matters out, of course. Had to. I fetched up at the very bottom of this steep gravitational gradient, along the elastic timeline—”


“The, uh …?”


“Sorry, that’s an old way of talking. I mean, this is a stable point, this esty. We’re in a descended Lane, one where time runs very slowly. I—”


“Slow?” Maybe this was why Toby had been having trouble with his internal clock. When he had been near their ship Argo his systems lagged the ship’s, if he went too far into the city beyond. He could never trace the cause. He checked it reflexively, ticking along steadily if he looked far down into the corner of his left eye and blinked. There: 14:27:33. “Measured by what?”


“Good point. Measured with respect to the flat space-time outside, far from the black hole.”


“So this is a kind of time storage place?”


“Indeed. I’ve stored myself here, one might say. And there are other things, many others, this far deep in the esty.”


“When did you do it?”


Toby was trying to place this dried-up old man in the pantheon of Family Bishop legend, but the very idea seemed a laugh. The men and women who had started the Families, at the very beginning of the Hunker Down, had been wise and farsighted. The founding fathers and mothers. Better than anybody alive today, that was pretty clear. And for sure they wore clothes.


“Before the ‘Hunker Down.’ Well before. I spent a great while in Lanes squirreled away, deep, letting time pass outside.”


“So you weren’t actually doing anything?”


“If you mean, did I get out occasionally, yes. To the early Chandeliers, in fact. On my last excursion, to several worlds.”


Toby snorted scornfully. “You expect me to swallow that?” His Aspects were trying to pipe in with some backup information, but he was confused enough already.


Walmsley yawned, not the reaction of wounded innocence Toby had expected of a practiced liar. “Matters little if you don’t.”


A sudden suspicion struck him. “You were around in the Great Times?”


“As they’re called, yes. Not all that great, really.”


“We ruled here then, right?” That was the drift of countless stories from Citadel Bishop days. Humanity triumphant. Then the fall, the Hunker Down, and worse after.


“Nonsense. Rats in the wall, even then. Just a higher class of rat.”


“My grandfather said—”


“Legends are works of fiction, remember.”


“But we must’ve been great, really great, to even build the Chandeliers.”


“We’re smart rats, I’ll give you that.”


Not trying to hide his disbelief, Toby asked, “You helped build those? I mean, I visited one—was booby-trapped. Derelict, sure, but beautiful, big and—”


“The grunt labor was done by others, really, from Earth.”


Toby snorted in disbelief. Walmsley cocked an eye. “Think I’m pulling your leg?”


“What’s that mean?”


“That I’m having you on.” A crinkled grin.


Toby frowned doubtfully, glancing at his leg.


“That is, I’m joking.”


“Oh. But—Earth’s a legend.”


“True enough, but some legends still walk and talk. These legends were of the second wave, actually, us being the first. Whole bloody fleet of ramscoops, better than the mech ship we’d hauled in on. Smart rats.”


Toby nodded slowly. Why would this dried up runt lie?


So Earthers had built the Chandeliers? Maybe Earthers weren’t mythical folk, after all. They probably really ran things during the Great Times, then, too. But for sure nobody like this wrinkled dwarf could have. “Uh huh. So it’s Earther tech in the Chandeliers.”


“Polyglot tech, really—mech, Earthborn, plenty of things slapped together.”


“By who?” Toby still wasn’t impressed with this dwarf.


“By us. Humanity. The Earthers who came in the second wave were still, I suppose, the same species as us. But …” A strange melancholy flickered in his face. “Different. Much … better.”


“Better at tech?”


“More than that. Dead on, they were beyond merely impressive. Made miracles, just tinkering with the huge range of gear they—we—captured down through centuries. Others did it, I mean—I tired of tech quite some time ago.”


Toby sniffed. “Knowing techtricks is same as breathing, to Bishops.”


“True enough, down on the planets. The second-wave ‘Earthers,’ as you call them, they were important, mind. My wife, Nikka, used to say our problems were vast—and Earthers brought us plenty of half-vast solutions.”


Toby wasn’t used to this man’s deadpan way of making jokes. Bishops were more the thigh-slapper type. “Brit breed, you are,” he said reluctantly. No geezer was going to put one over on him, but something finally made him believe Walmsley was from Earth. Maybe it was the fact that Walmsley didn’t seem to care very much whether he did or not.


“The second wave boosted our numbers—which the mechs were always trimming, shall we say.”


“Even then?”


“Always and forever. A few interludes of cooperation, but we were tolerated at best. For a while, we could move fairly freely near True Center. They swatted us when they noticed us. We had plenty of help from the Old Ones, time to time. Capricious, but crucial.”


“Old Ones?”


“They were a form of intelligence descended from clay.”


“Clay? From dirt?”


“Electrostatic energy storage, in clay beds with saline solutions—on old seashores, I gather.”


Now Toby was annoyed. “You being from Earth, I can maybe believe that, but living dirt? You must think—”


“They came first of all. Have a squint.”


A three-dimensional plot shimmered in Toby’s sensorium. He sectioned it to read in 2D, which collapsed the nuances into a simple diagram. “Complexity?”


“The specialists term it ‘structure complexity.’ Clays built up complicated lattices that could replicate themselves. Harvested piezoelectrical currents, driven by pressures in crystals. Later on, they allowed algae to capture sunlight. They drew off the energy, rather like farmers.”


Toby had not the slightest idea how to take all this in. “So … dirt life, that’s the Old Ones?”


“Combined with magnetic structures, yes. Bit hard to describe, that ancient wedding. All long ago, of course.”


Toby gazed at the immense eras represented by simple lines, biological beings coming after the clays, intersecting the “magnetics kingdom,” and then mystifying lines labeled “Earth biologicals.” Of “memes” and “kenes” he knew nothing. From the time axis he guessed that all this had started over twelve billion years ago, when—what? the whole universe?—began.


Shaken by the implications of the simple diagram, he did not venture into the other dimensions, which expanded this simple 2D along axes of “fitness” and “pattern depth” and “netplex” and other terms he could not even read. Better get back to something simple.


“Then … how’d you get here in the first place?”


“Stole a ship, actually. Mech, fast cruiser.”


Toby had never heard of anyone doing something so audacious. It had been hard enough for the Bishops to use an old human craft, Argo. “Stole it? And just walked into True Center, easy as you please?”


“Umm, not quite.” Walmsley’s eyes were far away. “See, this is how it was.”
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The Place of Angry Gods


You’ve got to remember, first, that we were limping along in an outdated mech ship. Dead slow, compared to what’s zipping around here now. A ramscoop, big blue-white tail dead straight, scratched across space.


Far better than our Earth ship had been, the knocked-together old Lancer. Bravely named, it was, but venturing out into the nearby stars that way was like Indians trying to explore Europe using birch bark canoes. The wrong way round, historically and technically.


Y’see, the mechs had explored us pretty well. They’d been in the solar system a long time ago, millions of years back. Some earlier, carbon-based life had fought a battle near Earth, against mechs. Presumably defending Earth when the primates were still sharpening their wits, edging up on being Homo sap.


They left a crashed starship on the moon. That’s how we knew this conflict had been going long before us. My wife, Nikka, was in on that. I came along later. Ancient history.


We went out together in the first human starship, Lancer. Got hammered by mechs. Barely survived.


Then we got lucky, stole a mech ship.


—Ah! Blithe understatement, quite Brit. In truth, there were two cowed alien species huddling beneath the ice of that world. Beings who could see electromagnetically in the microwave region. Turned out they’d been the cause of a wreck we’d found on our own moon, one I’d picked through, been changed by. I wanted so much to know what they were, how they thought.


But there were others, too. Whalelike things that glided serenely through murky depths, warmed by a radioactive core they had assembled in the moon’s core.


All immensely strange, yet all allies against the mech Watcher that loomed above. Together, two alien kind plus the constantly chattering chimpanzees, they attacked the Watcher and captured it. Sounds so easy now …


Um? Oh, sorry, must’ve let the mind wander. The mech ship?


Outfitted it with our gear, the life support equipment—anything that survived after the mechs tore into Lancer. Hard work.


Bravo. What next?


There we sat, a scrawny distance out from our home star. Lots of the crew—the surviving crew, rather—wanted to head home.


I saw no point. I was old enough by then to have very little left to lose. And little invested in grand old Earth, either—no children, or even close relatives.


But we knew Earth had already been attacked by mechs. Used a clever weapon, fishlike aliens dumped into our seas. Should we go back to help?


—and augh! The arguments that caused. I had to admit the other side had a point, save the home world and all that. So we compromised. Built a robot starship, using mech bits. Tricky, that. Then we packed it full of mechtech. Let Earth make use of its tricks, we figured.


Some wanted to go along, no less. Classic Wagnerian gesture—all emotion, no reason. Too risky.


So we dispatched it to Earth, crawling along at a twentieth of light speed. Best we could manage, I’m afraid.


In truth, I wanted to stay there, commune with the two species still living beneath the moon’s ice. But there was the other faction …


Nikka and I had allies in the crew. We hated the mechs, wanted to do something. Follow this riddle to the end. So we set sail—if that quaint term includes boosting up to within a hair’s width of light speed.


Straight inward. To the Center.


Took nearly thirty thousand years to get here—but that’s measured in the rest frame of the galaxy. What some call “real” time. But all inertial frames are really equivalent, y’know. We proved that. Only diff is the clocks ran slow on our craft. Plus, we had coldsleep.


So to me it was as if I had gone through several comfy afternoon snoozes, waking just for medical checkups and the odd message to send. My turn to patrol the ship, fix things. Lonely experience. My friends frozen stiff. I, clumping about in a stolen, alien machine. Hurtling down a corridor of relativistic refractions like a tunnel lined by rainbows. Quite striking. Frightening, too, no matter how well you fathomed the physics.


I had rigged—well, Nikka rigged; she was a wonder—an infrared transmitter. Messages for Earth, squirted them off every thousand light-years or so. Keeping them up to date on what we’d found—data, reams of it. Plus a bit of rah-rah from me. I was hoping they were still there, really. It seemed like a small gesture at the time, only found out much later how important it was.


Then, presto physico—there was the Center, glowing like a crass advert out the window. Convenient, these mech devices. Makes one wonder if their designers appreciate them. Pity, if they’re wasted on creatures who don’t relish the delights they can bring.


The Center? Well, today you can’t see it the way I did. The Old Ones were already there, and more evident than they are now.


We came in along an instreaming flow, to pick up even more speed. The Center was a perpetual firework. Arcing above it like a vast triumphal arch was a braided fire river. Bristling with gold and orange and sulphurous yellows, it was. Ferocious stuff. The gravitational potential of the black hole, expressed as ruby-hot gas, plasma filaments, incandescences light-years long.


I’d expected those. From Earth, the Very Large Array had mapped the long, curving arcs that sliced straight up through the galactic plane. They hung a hundred light-years out from the True Center. There were others, too, filmy laces—all lit by gigantic currents.


Galactic neon lights, they were, the specialists decided. But why so thin and long?—several hundred light-years long, some, and barely half a light-year wide.


As we got closer, we could make out those filaments—not in the radio waves, but the optical. Dazzling. So clean, so obligingly orderly. Could they be some colossal power source? A transportation corridor, an unimaginable kind of freeway? What—or who—would need that much room to get around?


They hung there like great ruddy announcements in the sky. But for what? A religious monument? An alien equivalent of the crucifix, beaming its eternal promise across the entire galaxy?


We all thought of these possibilities as our ship—a great kluggy old thing, with streets of room compared with Lancer—plunged on through murky dust clouds, hot star-forming regions, the lot—hammering inward hard and swift, like an old dog heading home at last. Its navigational gear was simple, direct—and had a setting built in for the True Center.


Think about that. This was one of its standard destinations.


Easy to see why, in retrospect. Energy density. A blaze of light. Proton sleet. Huge plasma currents. Just the place for a hungry mech. The feeding trough.


Mostly I had thought of True Center as a sort of jewel box, with stars packed in and glowing like emeralds, rubies, hot sapphires—all circling neatly around the black hole. Which had quite properly eaten up the nasty dust long ago, of course, leaving this pleasing array of finery.


Or so the astronomers thought. Never trust in theories, m’lad, if they’re thought up by types who work in offices.


What? Oh, offices are boxes where people work—no, not actual labor, heavy lifting or anything, more like—let’s pass over that, eh?


Y’see, I’d forgotten that with several million stars jammed into a few light-years, there are collisions, abrasions. And plenty of shrapnel.


As we got closer we could see the brawl. Fat, wobbly stars flaring like angry gods, spewing red tongues. They were the children of awful marriages, when two stars had collided, merged, and fallen into the same oblate quarrel.


You could see others about to go at it—circling each other, loops of gas flung between them like insults. Even worse cases, too, as we got to see the outer edge of the accretion disk. Stars ripped open, spilled, smelted down into fusing globs. They lit up the dark, orbiting masses of debris like tiny crimson match heads flaring in a filthy coal sack.


Amid all that were the strangest stars of all. Fast ones, they were. Each half-covered by a hemispherical mask. The mask gave off infrared and it took me a while to fathom what was going on.


See, the hemispherical mask hung at a fixed distance from the star. It hovered on light, gravity just balancing the outward light pressure. The mask reflected half the star’s flux back on it—turning up the heat on the cooker. That made the poor star send pretty arcs and jets of mass out, too. Which probably helped the purpose of it all.


Light escaped freely on one side. The mask bottled it up on the other. That pushed the star toward the mask. But the mask was bound to the star by gravitation. It adjusted, kept the right distance. As far as the wretched star knew, however, it was able to eject light in only one direction. So it recoiled in the opposite way.


Somebody was herding these stars. Those masks made them into fusion-photon engines. Sluggish, but effective. And the herd was headed for the accretion disk.


Somebody was helping along the black hole’s appetite.


Who could do such engineering? No time to find out, just then.


We were getting closer. Heating up. Bloody awful hot, it was.


And now, after all those years, communications traffic was coursing through the ship’s receivers. Chirps, beeps, dense thickets of blindingly fast code.


Clearly, signals intended for the mechs who had run the ship. How should we respond?


We were still dithering when a rather basic truth got pointed out to us. The ship didn’t just ferry mechs about. It was a mech.


It had carried higher levels of mechs, sure. But it was still a member of the tribe, of sorts.


As we approached, the course selection we had made ran out. We decelerated, hard. The magnetic throat, which dwarfed the actual ship, compressed. Then it tilted, so that incoming plasma hit us at an angle. That turned the whole ship—and such a groaning, popping, shrieking maneuver I’ve never heard. Clearly, the mechs weren’t sensitive to acoustics.


We nearly went deaf. It lasted a week.


But it worked. Turned the ship clean around, swapping ends so the fusion jet played out front of us now. That backflow protected us from the solid junk in the way—burnt it to a crisp, cooked it into ions for the drive itself.


The throat was now aft of us, but the magnetic field lines fetched a fraction of the debris around, and stuffed it into the maw of the great, fat craft. Fusion burners rattled the plates, heated the air—but our life support labored through.


A miracle, considering. There was plenty of power, so we rigged better air conditioners. Bit of hard work, that, in the stifling heat. Trouble was, where to dump the excess heat? Refrigerators don’t abolish heat, they just move it.


We finally resorted to using some of the mech weapons. Lasers, they were, but they looked more like monstrous sewer pipes. Immense, corpulent gadgets.


Trick about lasers is, they radiate better than anything natural. Higher brightness temperature, in the jargon. To lose energy to your surroundings, you must have something hotter than they are. Lasers could do that. So we dumped the excess heat of deceleration into convertors. And then into the drivers of the lasers themselves. The ship started projecting beams of cutting power, shedding our energy.


Which made us even more conspicuous. And terrified. Was our ship reporting to its superiors that it had vermin aboard? We adventurers felt pretty damned small.


We slowed hard—one and a half Earth gravities. Dicey. It was very much like being permanently obese, without any of the pleasure of having gotten that way. We arranged supply vats and made pools of water. Floated there for days, just to escape the weight.


Finally the view cleared. The fusion drive worked up to higher energies as we slowed. It became transparent in the optical, so we could see through the plume. First in the reds—odd vision, that.


We could clearly make out death, a whole great wall of it. Making haste toward us.


As for what it was like …
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Church Mice


“Like trying to take a drink out of a bloody fire hose,” Nigel said.


“What is?” Nikka was still thin and pale but her black eyes glinted like living marbles, with amused intelligence.


“Processing this damned data.” Nigel craned his neck to take in the full wall. Its glittering mica surfaces were canted at angles just out of true, in mysterious mech fashion.


On these faces played different views around their ship. Gaudy sprays of ionized gas. Molecular clouds, inky-black at the core while fires played at their ravaged skins. Stars brimming full, scorching the billows of angry gas that muffled them.


And directly ahead, a wall of furious mass boiling out from the True Center of the galaxy. Headed toward them.


“Like a supernova remnant,” Nikka said from her console. She insisted on working. Her Japanese heritage, she said, constant addiction to the harness. When you love a woman, Nigel realized, you take the obsessions along with the rest. Much as she had with him. And in his opinion, she had gotten the worst of the deal. He was not getting easier to live with.


Nigel frowned. “Looks like the hand of God about to swat a fly.”


“Now there’s a theory that hadn’t occurred to me.”


“Seems likely. Going pretty fast, that stuff is.”


“The Dopplers show plenty of hydrogen moving at around four hundred twenty kilometers per second,” she read off crisply.


“Hard to see why God would bother to swat us.” Shock waves played like burnt-gold filigrees all across the face of the outrushing wall.


Nikka chuckled. “You take even astrophysics personally.”


“And why not? Makes it easier to remember the jargon.”


“Egomania, perhaps?”


“Probably. Still, there’s plenty else for God to go after around here. We’re pretty dull in comparison.”


“Elephant rolling over in its sleep, then,” Nikka said.


Her laconic logic had always amused him. How could he not love a woman who could be more clipped and wry than he? “Ummm?”


“In old Kyoto days, my father told us a story about a man who thought he would be safe from the storm if he slept next to an elephant. For shelter.”


“I see. Just because the big survive—”


“Wait, here are the parallax readings.” She was all business again.


Nigel studied the strange, tilted facets of the wall display. He had never seen the purpose of angling them so. Fresnel mirrors, he recalled. And old lab experiment, one he had done on a cold winter morning in lab at Cambridge. Creaky equipment, ancient clamps and lenses from mid-nineteenth century. He had done it in jig time, then packed it in for some tea and billiards.


But he could still recall how it worked. Canting planes slightly askew, so that light reflected back and forth. That formed interference wedges. Retained the phase information in the light waves. Clever. Somehow the mechs had tarted up this classic effect into a dazzling many-visioned optical smorgasbord.


And in one of the oblong panels he now saw a rapidly swelling nodule, coal-black and lumpy. Furnace-red brilliance danced behind it.


“That front is closer than I thought,” Nikka said. “Only a few hours away.”


“It’ll crack us for sure,” Nigel said.


She nodded. “We can’t boost to that speed. We’ve barely slowed to local zero.”


In the steepening potentials near True Center, masses following gravity’s gavotte swung at enormous speeds. “Local zero” just meant the orbital speed of this region. It was safer, they figured, to keep close to that speed while they tried to understand the fireworks further in. Church mice venture under the dinner table at their own peril, especially if the diners are wearing hobnail boots.


“We can’t run,” Nigel said, eyeing the panels. “So we hide.”


She followed his scrutiny. “Among this debris?”


“Had my eye on that blob over there.” An asteroid-sized rock.


“Why that one?”


“I got a strange echo-answer from it when I did an immediate area survey.”


She glanced at him. “This another hunch?”


“That’s all I ever have.”


“A solid mass, good shielding. But there are closer ones.”


“Something about it. A memory.” He did not himself know what made him choose the tumbling stone. Its answer had made him think of the Snark, that old shambling representative of the mechs, long ago. But why should that be a good sign?


She studied the bewildering array of information on the mech-made panel. He admired how she had puzzled out the mech diagnostics, jimmied them into yielding up the quantities humans liked to use. Brilliant, she was, and could flit among them as if they were perfectly natural, when at base they were skewed, alien. The underlying point, he supposed, was that the laws of mechanics and fields have an internal logic of their own. Any intelligence shapes itself to that blunt fact. In the end, the universe molded its children. Mind, as crusty old Wittgenstein would no doubt have remarked, was cut like a suit of clothes, into contours not born in the cloth itself.


The thought brought fretful memories. Why, then, did life, in its myriad mortal forms, spend so much of itself in clashes with its fellows?


“You’re sure?” Nikka’s face was a study in skepticism.


He laughed. “Bloody hell, of course not.”
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Alexandria


The others—younger, a shade more foolish—went in first. The slowly revolving chunk was oddly black for the center of the galaxy, where fire and fury prevailed, garish and showy. A cinder from some earlier catastrophe, perhaps. The black hole further in—still unseeable, behind the outrushing violence about to smash into them all—had left many hulks orbiting, burnished and stripped by scouring bursts of intense radiation.


Dry astrophysics, rendered forth as casual violences.


In his skinsuit, Nigel edged into the deep crevasse they had found. The crew had elected to moor their ship over the crevasse mouth. Then they wormed further in, to escape the shock waves that were now mere minutes away. The ship had balked, trying to restart its engines, resume its programmed course. Nikka had defeated its executive functions, perhaps even silenced its alarms. But she could not be sure …


Suited up and in zero gravities again, Nigel felt his old self returning. He had once been an astronaut, after all—a word now ancient beyond comprehension. Was Earth still there?


A certain springy youth returned. He bristled with energy.


It was difficult to feel the impact of desiccated physics, he reflected. The combination of the coldsleep slots and the stretched time of special relativity, all catapulting him into a far future of distant, glowing vistas. He had arrived at this far time and place armed with only the training and culture of a society now gone to dust. Yet he still sent quick bursts of data homeward, the latest just an hour ago. Message in a cosmic bottle.


He flitted, giddy and light, down a long tube of chipped rock. Away from the rest.


He took a sample, just like the old NASA days. Dear, dead acronym. At least that was one American habit he would not miss, the compression of jawbreaker agency names into nonsense words that one nonetheless could at least remember. Across thirty thousand years.


He studied the rock. Volcanic origin? He tried to remember his geology. Something strange about its grainy flecks.


Further in, a vault. Gray walls.


Coasting. Space infused even a stiff old carcass with birdlike grace.


Stretched lines … up … through … rock eagerly shaping into swells. Should he go farther, or regain the crew, back there? Shadows swung with each motion of his hand torch, like an audience following every movement.


Patterns in the walls.


Should he? Caution, old fart. Behind each smile, sharp teeth wait.




Down. In. Gliding. Legs dangling


soft, soft


into cotton clouds


shadows melting





telescoping him into fresh cubes of space, geometries aslant. A spherical room now, glowing an answering red where his torch touched. A trick of the eyes?


No, messages—racing across the walls, a blur of symbols. Mind trying to wrap the universe around itself?


He had trouble focusing somehow, probably just loss of local vertical his old NASA training spoke to him, just a turn of the head could perhaps fix it—


Worn stone steps leading impossibly up, spiraling away. Into a cupped ceiling now spattered with orange drops … eyes winking back at him.


An old film, memories. The Tutankhamen tomb. The jackal god Anubis rampant above defeated foes.


Opening the tomb.


Stepping inside.


One small step for a man, across endless churning millennia.


Oozing up from the Valley of old dead Kings, the first to rise triumphant here, from Karnak and Luxor, winding downstream slow and snaky, to Alexandria, the library dry with scrolls, Alexandria a woman, ancient now, wrists rouged and legs numb—


He shook his head.


Local vertical.


Insistent mental alarm bells. Get local vertical.


Old truths, surely no use now?


The humming. Insistent. No air here but he could not get away from it. Insect-faint but there.


A sphere ahead. Adhesive patches on the backs of his gloves gave him purchase on it. He swung around, his creaky body bird-quick.


Beyond the metallic sphere yawned a space so vast his torch fetched back no reflections, no answers. He turned to go back, mind still recalling another place and time—


The humming lurched, rose. Shrieked, wailed. A violin string stretched to yield an octave too high, cutting, a dull saw meeting hard steel—


Silence. He blinked, startled.


It had been like this back so long ago. On his mission to Icarus, a supposed asteroid that had bloomed fitfully, outgassing a momentary cometary tail. That had been caused by the final loss of an internal atmosphere, as it worked out, from a ship. A vessel built inside an asteroid, a starship. Its rock was extrasolar, and lay beyond the dating protocols, the ratios of isotopes awry. For perhaps a hundred million years it had been left orbiting in the inner solar system.


And Nigel had found this same configuration there. Strangely shaped spaces. A sphere. The humming. A quick electromagnetic cry.


His suit had recorded it all. He spun slowly in a pocket of darkness, the sphere now seeming smaller, spent, exhausted.


Message received. He jetted back toward the others.
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Huck


Ping, their capsule spoke.


Nikka’s face was drawn and furrowed in the reflected light. A searing blue glow seeped down the crevasse. To be this bright down here meant that brilliant furies worked along the asteroid face outside. They were tucked into this makeshift canister, flimsy protection.


A solid bang slapped them against their restraints.


“That’s it,” Nikka said. “The shock wave.”


Tongues of thin fire licked by the observation port.


A few hundred meters away, ionized frenzy worked to get at them—or so went the human-centered view, Nigel reflected.


The awful truth was worse: that the unleashed searing energies booming out from the black hole sought no one, meant nothing, cared not a fig for the human predicament. It would grind up intelligence and spit it out, toward the sleepy stars beyond. Here, mind shaped itself to nature, not the reverse.


They waited out the onslaught for a day, then two. A giant drummed on the walls. Sensors on the ship sent data, painting a picture of huge mass flows past the hull. The ship itself breached, repaired itself, breached again, zapped a few bits of debris. They had come to respect these self-fixing aspects in the long voyage from the suburbs of the galaxy. They were parasites, after all. If they drew too much attention to themselves, some cleanup squad might well get activated.


He had brought with him a few personal bits, hauled all the way from Earth. In dim suit light he read again the small yellow hardback, spine cracked, pages stiff and yellowing and stained from the accidents of adolescence. Near the end there was a passage he had long ago involuntarily memorized:




And then Tom he talked along and talked along, and says, le’s all three slide out of here one of these nights and get an outfit, and go for howling adventures amongst the Injuns, over in the territory for a couple of weeks or two, and I says, all right, that suits me …





Nigel had never felt himself remotely American, despite having lived and labored there for decades, but this passage somehow always made his voice catch in his throat when he read it aloud.


The capsule ticked and pinged and he realized that he and the others had lived so long now in alien metal corridors that they were used to the feel of quiet, implacable strangeness all about. Once you’d left home, all places were remote and foreign and so you might as well keep going. On to the finality, the omega point of some alphabet you could not read but by tramping along the full length of it.


When they finally straggled out, the crevasse was blocked with debris. Lumps and chunks of rock jammed into every crevice. Nigel worked on it for a while and then had to rest. He was old, in stringy good health, but knew his limits. He wondered if there might be another way out of this place, which was clearly a wreck of a starship of asteroid size.


“It’s like the old crash site on the moon,” he said to Nikka over comm. “In Mare Margins.”


“Ummm. I’d noticed some resemblance.”


“And the original derelict ship I found, Icarus.”


“Which implies that—what? Whoever built them was spread all over the galaxy?”


“They got this far. Must’ve been.”


“And this hulk, as dead as the others?”


Nigel nodded. “Means the mechs got them, I suppose.”


“There must have been millions of them, to run into another, thirty thousand light-years away.”


“Um. There’s a big game afoot.”


They coasted together down one of the side corridors, looking at yawning vaults and smashed metallic enclosures. “Looks like someone stripped it,” Nikka said, shining a torch into a dark warren. “Not much left for us to scavenge—”


—out of the corner of Nigel’s eye, skimming fast, came the snaky thing.


Helical, with bulky masses appended, a sharp glinting prow. No bigger than a man but faster, coming at Nikka and him as though it had waited for this.


Time collapsed for him. He felt a muscular sliding energy in his shoulders as he spun, lofting away his pack and snatching forth his tool kit.


The thing was plainly mech, crackling on the electromagnetic spectrum in Nigel’s ears, a sound like bacon frying on a chilly morning in England long ago—


—as Nigel’s hand went for his laser cutter and Nikka had just caught sight of it, her mouth agape, surprise in the inky shadows—


He launched himself on a leap lap to intersect the thing, as it rappelled somehow off a shiny steel bulkhead—


—He felt the mathematics of it in him, geometry as limpid as the fresh continent of Euclidean joy he had entered as a boy, sitting with fingers tucked under his legs as he studied at dawn in his chilly bedroom, keeping hands warm by turning the pages with his tongue—


—static buzz from it—


The snake-mech flexed itself and turned away from him. Headed for Nikka.


—distilling order from life’s rough jumble, that was what he had always hungered for, hyperbolic grace, to merge cleanly with life, not split the world into subject and object, no observer/observed, his arm bringing the laser cutter around smoothly, circular arc,




… so


slow …





atoms in concert, the old dim dualities of mind and matter lapping against the fragile yet inexorable momentum of this instant—


She was faster than he. She shot at it.


The pulse shimmered an instant in the mottled blue surface of the thing, like an argument conducted on its skin. Then the pulse skittered off, reflected. Nigel shot at it too and the thing forked away, split, was somehow two slippery helices now.


—so was it some odd visual pun?—this division into helices, mimicking the key to organic life, DNA pairs spiraling off, the flag of life unfurling in a vacuum wind that rushed from a shadowed passage. A sliver of meaning, he felt it, seven blind men and a melting elephant, all describing, none understanding. His lungs whooshed dry air—


—enameled spraying glow from the uncoiling thing—


It flexed again. Lashed out with a spiky electromagnetic lance. The shot hovered in vacuum, a discharge of reluctant electrons, spitting angry red radiation. Then it split.


One shaft struck Nikka. It burst across her in worms of acrid yellow. She went limp.


Go to ground. Nigel touched the steel bulkhead an instant before the lance reached him. He felt a jolt of megavolts.


—corroding through him, kiloamps rising. His shell clicked home and then he was inside the suddenly conducting surface of his skinsuit, the rub and stretch of potentials racing along a millimeter away from prickly hairs on his shivering flesh, breathing and being breathed, surges passing by, electromagnetic kiss, inductances fighting the ramping current, forcing jabbing current slivers through his shoulders and licking into his arm, the light touch of his hand enough to draw uncountable speedy electrons to seek another prey, all at frequencies he could not glimpse but the information sliding into him through portals he could never know, below perception a shaved second of intuition—


Before the rattling voltages had spoken their piece he fetched forth the punch gun with his left hand. Muscles clenched and he had to force his fingers to—


It snaked toward him. Nikka floated inert.


Nigel kicked away from the bulkhead though that meant losing his electrical grounding. There might be a few seconds before the mech recharged.


—springing with the kickoff came feelings and desires forking like summer lightning across the inner unmoving vault of him, part of himself eating them as they flared across his mind, seeing them for what they were, messages from a fraction of himself finding a place absolutely blank and waiting for each moment to write upon it, time like water washing away the eruptions, scattershot angers and cutting fears far down in him—


He drove the punch gun ahead. Fired with great relish into the mech.


It was quick, a thing of bunched electrical energies, but the crude and rude sometimes worked.


—zig when they zag, leaving no opening he fires the laser cutter too, his right hand tracking the other aspect of the split mech, yin and yang, supple but not crude enough to deal with the sweaty urgencies of organic life forms, the Darwinnowing of mech evolution selecting it for special tasks, narrowing it like a knife by perpetually sharpening, but to get an edge on a blade you had to subtract from it, and the loss was framed in the space of a single heartbeat as the dutiful stubby laser snapped out its jabbing pattern—


The divided mech died. Mere mechanical damage was undoubtedly beneath its program-function range. But potentials cannot build in sheaths mutilated and gouged, and its charge ejected itself down wrong pathways, into the innards, dissolving crystalline structures of intricate artistry. A jewel crushed by a muddy boot.


—he whipped the punch gun around and riddled the other for good measure, the buzzing trailing away, and he slammed into the other spindly riddled carcass, legs collecting recoil, breath whistling in his dry throat in a scatter of perishing light from the gutted mech—


—and he was off, pushing it to gain momentum toward Nikka—


—still drifting, Nikka—
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Something Fatal


Nikka did not awaken for three days. Even then she was sluggish and vague, eyes watering, words like discordant lumps trying to make their way out of her throat.


Before she could sit up they had started to move inward again. They got the ship to resume its programmed course. Their hand-built, tightbeam antenna for signaling Earth was a twisted wire mesh. No more infobursts for the home front. Now they had no mission, except the basic one: survive and learn.


By then they understood from a careful metallicity dating that the helical mech was quite old. It had probably lain in wait in the derelict for ages, in case something organic ventured aboard. A snare.


“Not the sort of thing the Snark would’ve done,” Nigel muttered to himself in the long vigils beside her. Though the Snark had been a mech, of sorts.


The brain repairs itself, with the right help, and her recovery was long.


In his time the very word “machinelike” had two meanings. One was “unfeeling, unconcerned,” while the other was “implacable, utterly committed.” No wonder that each suggested inhumanity and some rigid stupidity as well.


But here there was a third meaning, revealed in the immense, cool arabesques that filled the sky within a light-year of the black hole. Constructions vast and imponderable. Geometries unnatural and subtly alien.


Energies churned here, sleeting radiation and turbulence. Mech-work patterns floated obliviously through the storming masses. Implacable, unconcerned.


Their ship still gave some cover, apparently. Interrogating messages came beeping into it. Automatic programs aboard answered. Since the scavenger stowaway humans had long since corrupted the information base of the ship, what it told its superiors was undoubtedly nowhere near the truth. But the nature of the alien is that no one can adequately fake a true, intricate language.


So it was inevitable that scarlet traceries condensed around the ship. Potentials arced and played along its hull. A warning, perhaps.


“Or maybe just a bath and a scrub,” Nigel joked to Nikka. She could be moved about the ship in a makeshift wheelchair by then. When she saw the wall view outside she gasped.


Once the shock front of the explosion had passed, the True Center loomed like an impossibly detailed tapestry, each uncoiling plume and shimmering sun a jewel woven into the whisking churn of gravity.


“Trick is,” Nigel said, “we couldn’t see that something had forced mass into the center. A mouthful, sent straight down the gullet, apparently. But you can never stuff all of it down a black hole. Matter heats up, flares out like an angry objection, drives away the outer portion.”


She was still taking it in. “What made that happen?”


“Those, I’ll wager.”


It was the first time he had framed aloud the idea that most of the crew already held. Seemingly insubstantial filaments hung before them like mere filmy curtains. But above and below the galactic plane, they connected to the immense long strands of brilliant radiation, hundreds of light-years long and a light-year wide, which bracketed the entire True Center for vast volumes of space. Nigel had seen the radio maps on Earth, showing the arching filaments. Even through the dark clouds that shielded Earth from the fireworks of the Center, their steady gigahertz glow shone.


“They’re so thin.”


“To our eyes, true enough.”


“What do the ship’s diagnostics say?”


“Dead on, m’love. They show strong magnetic fields.”


“Enough to hold off all that mass that’s trying to slip through them?”


“Right again.” Just because she had nearly been killed, cast into a coma and thoroughly lacerated mentally, was no reason to forget that indeed, he had the old Nikka back. Always one step ahead of the argument. Circling round it, sometimes.


“I can see how that gas—lovely purple glow, isn’t it?—veers up and around. Some pressure is doing that.”


“Magnetic pressure. Never seen anything like it. Even in the outer strands, which nobody understood when we were back on Earth, the field isn’t a hundredth as strong.”


“And it’s coming at us, whatever it is.”


He was surprised again. “How can you tell?”


“I can see the stuff in front of it. It’s getting squashed, see?”


Indeed, now that he screwed up his eyes and studied it, he could. Until now he had relied on ship’s instruments to check that the gossamer strands were rushing toward their ship from several directions.


“What are they?” Nikka asked, some fatigue still lacing her voice.


“Something fatal, I’d say.”
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Old Ones


One virtue of the shock wave, my boy—it cleared the view. Finally we saw the Old Ones.


The long, curved filaments were not freeways or power sources or religious icons—they were intelligences. A life form bigger than stars or giant molecular clouds or anything else in the galaxy’s astrophysical zoo.


I later learned that these were the, well, the body of the Old Ones—though that term means quite little. In the filaments, currents carried both information—thoughts—and food, that is, charge accumulations, inductances, and potentials. All flowing together. As if, in our bodies, sugars and synapses were the same thing, somehow. The long, sinewy structures glowed and flared, but that was a minor side effect.


After all, we eat and think and love—and the net result, viewed in the infrared, is a diffuse, ruddy glow, no more.


The real point of us you’d find only by peering at our industriously firing synapses. Or, backing off about six orders of magnitude, in our sluggish talk.


And of course, we are sluggish, compared to a lot that’s going on round here. In the local jargon, we talk at about fifty bits per second. We need small bandwidths for long times, just to get out a single idea.


The Old Ones are broad bandwidth, fast times. We talk slowly, but see well—big chunks of our brains are devoted to shaping up images. Punching up the data, before we ever “see” them at all.


The Old Ones have that, as well. I doubt there’s anything they can’t do.


I watched those strange strands, weaving like slow seaweed in a vacuum ocean, and automatically thought of telling Earth about them. That’s what I’d been doing for so long—beaming reports back down the tunnel of our wake.


Our flight time to Galactic Center was several centuries, ship’s time. I had transmitted a burst every few years. Earth would get those coded blips, I knew, widely spread out by relativistic effects. But was anyone listening?


Staring at the Old Ones, I realized that we were mayflies. The ebb and flow of our civilizations were like gusts of passing, feather-light winds.


I doubt there’s anything the Old Ones can’t do.


Point is, what do they want to do?
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Grandfather


Toby was getting irked. “You sure got a funny way of telling me what the hell’s going on here.”


The naked man, though he was a mass of wrinkles, was able to get into his face an expression of canny humor. “Do you poke at your grandfather when he’s setting you straight?”


“What do you know about my grandfather?”


“Met him, actually.”


“When? Where is he?”


“I’ve learned not to use ‘when’ too much down here. Where is easier. He’s here.”


Toby stood up, knocking over the little chair with a clatter. “I want to see him!”


“That you can’t do.”


“I want to now.”


“He’s not available. If—”


“I’ve had about enough of you and your—”


The old man’s face was suddenly stern and imposing, bringing a flicker of memory to Toby: very much like his grandfather. Maybe all old people got that, something years brought. He sighed and sat down. “All right. Can you tell him I’m here?”


“He knows.”


“How?”


“That’s what I’m attempting to tell you.”


“Uh, sorry.”
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The Strong Field Limit


The Old Ones—not a very inventive name, but then, Jehovah isn’t that catchy, either.


The Old Ones had been here when the mech civilizations arrived. Mechanicals arose when advanced, organic societies somehow committed suicide—from war, degeneration, unimaginable things—or retreated, from plain simple lack of interest in the tensions of the technological life. That left machines, who evolved into separate societies.


But the Old Ones weren’t mech-based. Not derived from the clanking iron and silicon, no.


They weren’t cumbersome chemical concoctions like us, either—rickety packets of salty water and sundry impurities held together by calcium rods and an easily punctured skin, all run by dead slow electrical wiring. They weren’t beings that had to be retrofitted over ever worse workmanship from earlier times. Nothing messy. Nothing slapped together by chance.


The Old Ones were those long strands. Each strand could speak with a single, well, voice. Approximately. It’s hard to describe what it feels like to have one, well, simply invade you. Not like a conversation, no. Rather more like being sodomized by God, I’d say.


You saw them on your way in? Good. Like pearly lightning, as I remember. You could see them slowly twisting, fragile-seeming.


They looped and arced around our ship. By this time there were plenty of mech blips on the screens. These the Old Ones deflected—using their magnetic pressures, I expect.


Us, they swept along. They took precious little note of our limits. Gave us several gravities of acceleration at times. I’d once been an “astronaut”—a term from the days when doing this sort of thing wasn’t as ordinary as walking—and knew to balloon my lungs, then suck in air in rapid little pants, breathing off the top. Others didn’t weather so well. Nikka came through, despite being still weak.


The Old Ones had made the explosion. That shock wave was simple cleaning up after the real job, sort of a janitor with his broom making a tidy Galactic Center for all. The Old Ones had released an immense burst of energy, mating two black holes together. Making this—the Lair.


The mechs made a profit off it all. Someone always does. They sucked in the fast protons, harvested the photon flux. They have a whole system set up to gather in the energy fluxes, currents and all. You might say they’re farming the Galactic Center, but there’s another game afoot, a bigger one.


The Lair. That the mechs tried to destroy. Almost did, I gather. It’s not easy to maintain, still harder to build.


That explosion shaped the Lair, made it larger. Folded up space-time, manufactured room where there was no room. The Old Ones had made it in the far past, apparently to store things or beings or God knows what. And they kept adding to it, perhaps deepening its complexity.
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