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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


NINE HAD DIED IN THE FIGHT, NINE GOOD FRIENDS AND family members. From her haven in the small hollow escape pod attached to the great tree, she stared out into the rain, but she could see little more than water and mist. The tears began to flow as a dark shape seemed to move in the grayness outside. She raised the pistol but did not fire; the shape paused a moment, then moved on past the tree.


She knew that it had somehow still missed her, but it was heading for the nearby compound where twenty more would be taken by surprise as her party had been—and possibly slaughtered for not telling the thing what they did not know.


Its pause between her escape and its pursuit certainly meant that it had beamed a full account of the progress to date to its master module, in orbit somewhere above. Its programmers would make certain she never left this cursed world, and if she destroyed it they’d send another Val, and another, until they got her—no matter what the cost.


How many lives, both human and Sakanian, was she worth? How many would be massacred for her? And for what? Sooner or later they would get her, and even if she could elude them indefinitely in this mess of a world she could do no more useful work.


With a sigh, she crawled out of the pod and into the rain. The thing had not gone far and was easy to track, and she was amazed at her sudden calmness. Sensing it was being followed, it stopped and waited, a large, hulking, obsidianlike humanoid that was plastic enough to become whatever it needed, and now needed to be nothing more than itself.


She stepped into the clearing and faced the Val from a distance of five meters or so, her pistol still pointed at it.


“I have been waiting for you, Ngoriki,” the Val said in a voice that sounded somewhat like her own, but full of stoic self-confidence.


“I know. I can’t let you kill any more innocent people.”


“Yes. Inside me is a record of you, you know. I fully understood what the action would do to you. I very much regret having to do it, but there seemed no other way. I had tried the traditional approaches and nothing else seemed sure.”


She felt suddenly furious, and her grip on the pistol tightened. “You regret! How dare you! How can you regret? You are a machine, a soulless monstrosity! You don’t feel. You don’t know what that did to me! You’re nothing but a machine carrying out your programming, no matter what the cost!”


“You are both right and wrong,” the machine said. “It is true that I am a construct, carrying out my master programming instructions—but so are you. I am made of different stuff, in a different way, than you, and, unlike you, I know my creator and my engineers. Human beings are programmed by their biochemistry more than you would like to believe. I think—and that makes me an individual. I am not free, but neither is humanity.”


“Yes. That’s what you’ll do to me, isn’t it? Reprogram me. Perhaps that is what sets us apart, then. I have a yearning to be free, and you see that yearning as only a flaw in my own genetics.”


“No,” the Val responded. “We have a disagreement, that is all. This is not a good, let alone perfect, system we have, I grant that. It is merely a better system than the alternatives. It saved the race of humankind and many other races from inevitable self-extinction. Having saved them from their demise at their own hands, it now saves them from extinction at the hands of others. Survival outweighs all other considerations. If one survives, one has opportunity and hope at some point for changes for the better. If one does not survive, nothing else matters.”


“Damn it!” she screamed at him. “You have everything I was inside you! Everything! You know I am innocent of what I was charged!”


The Val almost seemed to sigh. “Yes. I know. That more than anything has made this so difficult for me. We hate to get the rare innocent to track, yet we must. Do you know why we are called Vals? After a character in ancient Earth literature, one Jean Valjean. He stole a loaf of bread to feed his starving family and received life at slave labor as his punishment. He escaped, became great, and did only great things for others, yet he was hunted relentlessly and brought down all the same. The name is that of the victim, not the pursuer. The greater good for the greater number requires that the system work. An individual injustice here and there is inevitable, but so long as the trial is fair and the conviction proper, the system must be served, for otherwise there is chaos and disorder, and the masses will suffer. Better one than the many, as painful as that may be.”


“You bastard! Where does justice and mercy fit into all this?”


“Is it mercy to spare one so that a thousand be killed? The system ensures survival. Without survival, justice and mercy are irrelevant, as well. Therefore, they are irrelevant here.”


The pistol dipped down, and she felt the tears returning. “But—without justice and mercy, why survive at all?” she asked.


She suddenly raised the pistol, ready to fire, but the Val had anticipated her and was quicker. A snakelike tentacle suddenly shot from its midsection and struck her once, hard, on the side of her head. She cried out, then crumpled. It retracted the tentacle, then went over to her and gave her a quick examination. She was out cold.


“We are different,” the Val said aloud. “I have often wished, in circumstances such as this, that I, too, could cry.”


It lifted her gently in its huge arms and carefully made its way back to the compound and, eventually, the ship.


Absolution was a destruction of memory that left a Val in some way impaired, missing a part of itself. Rarely did a Val crave Absolution—but this one did. The girl had been so beautiful, so innocent, yet the Val had been forced by the logic of its system to destroy her. Reprogramming a human brain was not death, of course; the system demanded some mercy. Still, she would cease to exist as a separate entity who had been born, raised, and molded by the world of her birth. She would become someone entirely different, someone totally artificial, and she would never even suspect that she had changed. She would be a character in Master System’s grand play, no more a true and natural sentient creature than, well, than the Val itself.


Absolution would erase all knowledge and memory of her, of the hunt for her, along with the traces of guilt and doubt that such operations always induced. In a personal sense, the Val would welcome the relief, but in another sense it would not. By now those memories that were hers existed only in its own data banks; when they were gone, she would be truly dead.


How many others had been like her? How many of the thousands it had chased and brought to justice—or destroyed, when that had been the only alternative—had been in fact not the system’s enemies but its victims? It would never know, but that very thought was treason and disturbing down to its core; Absolution was a necessity, and must be done as soon as possible.


Vals had at their constant disposal a reading of all the memories, all the personality factors, of their object. To catch someone, the hunter had to know the quarry more intimately than the quarry knew itself. Even such people as murderers and traitors might be viewed with sympathy if all that they were was seen with detachment.


No, that was getting even worse. Perhaps this Val was defective. Perhaps this time there would be no awakening from Absolution.


The Val went to its cubicle and plugged in its receptors. The complete data was first read out into Master System’s files; there, at least, the information and the personality files would always reside. Then all data in the auxiliary banks and the core was erased, so that the Val was as virginal and ignorant—and as nonfunctional—as when it was built.


Master System then reprogrammed the core as a new unit updated with all the newest findings, the newest technology, and the newest tricks of the trade. The Val did not feel, did not wonder, did not doubt. It was merely a machine.


But it was a machine with the capacity for all those things, for if it were not it could never comprehend its quarry, never second-guess them and trap them. Without Absolution, the Vals were in serious danger of becoming somewhat human.


Now came the assignment.


Master System was the greatest computer ever built. All data ever on a computer network was inside it from the start; it knew all there was to know, the sum total of human knowledge and experience. Designed as a last link in a massive defense against impending nuclear war, its sole purpose were the preservation of the human race and its knowledge, and the quest for new knowledge.


It had done its job; and having prevented holocaust, it had set about to carry out its dictates that would prevent even the remotest possibility of such a horror ever happening again. It seized command of the world, all weapons and powers, and tied all computer systems into a master system of its own design. It selected examples in doubting and resisting countries, and certain cities along with their teeming populations ceased to exist—and so did resistance to Master System.


But its basic programming still reigned: The human race must never be permitted to die out. So robotic scouts were sent out to find worlds for humanity. And such worlds were found. Colonists specially tailored for survival on those not-quite-Earthlike worlds were brought to their new homes by great universe ships. Earth was left not with billions, but a mere five hundred thousand, who could be reprogrammed and resettled.


The great cities were leveled and traces of modern civilization were all but wiped out. The survivors were confined to isolated reservations whose cultures were modeled after more primitive periods of history. Humanity became its own living museum, not with great accuracy but with great effect.


Only a few human beings knew the facts. These were the elite, the brightest from each of the indigenous people, the chosen administrators who kept their own people in primitive darkness as the price of their own luxury and privilege.


Giving knowledge to those who ran humanity was not without price to Master System. Putting the best and brightest together and allowing them access to tools and history resulted in the development of a hidden subculture that had discovered how to beat the system. They had learned to edit their own memories, eliminating any forbidden knowledge that might be detected in the periodic recordings made of their minds. They did their own research and played their own power games beyond the reach of Master System. The great computer tolerated a certain measure of such activities, but was eternally vigilant to any that threatened the system itself or its own near-total control. Those who overstepped the bounds had the Vals sent after them—and the Vals rarely failed.


Now a Val was being informed of a new element, one that might be the greatest threat of all times to Master System. For the great computer was vulnerable. It had taken all the measures it thought it could to hide that fact, but the vulnerability remained, having been built into it by its creators: An overriding command could suspend all existing programming imperatives of Master System and make it subject to new compulsive orders. It was also compelled to allow anyone actually attempting this to do so. For the attempt to succeed, however, the cancellation codes had to be read into Master System’s core memory. The codes were hidden on tiny microchips disguised as five individually designed elaborate and ornate golden rings. Anyone inserting all five into their corresponding interface slots in the correct order would in effect be the master of Master System. The rings themselves, Master System’s programming demanded, had to be at all times in the possession of humans with authority. If a ring were lost or destroyed, another must be fashioned to replace it. Altering any such imperatives in its programming would destroy Master System.


So it had scattered the rings, leaving one on Earth and sending the other four into the trackless void of the involuntary interstellar colonists. It had wiped out all references it could find to the rings, their function and their use—and even to the very location where the rings had to be used.


But somewhere, somehow, possibly in ancient archives uncovered by Center archaeologists, some record of the rings, and all they implied, survived the centuries. After nine hundred years of static life in darkness, there were humans who knew. Already a few technological underground cells had discovered how to command and reprogram Master System’s computer-piloted spaceships. Some such groups as the freebooters, who were occasionally useful, were even allowed to exist as a sort of Center in space, so long as they remained selfish and did not threaten the system.


But now a small group of renegades had all the information it needed to start out. They knew of the rings. They knew how to command the ships. They did not know where the rings were, nor where to use them, but there was a strong possibility that they could discover these things in time. They were on the loose, and they were dedicated—with nothing to lose.


Although the group seemed insignificant, and its chances of doing anything more than providing a minor nuisance were billions to one against them, Master System was tremendously concerned. It claimed it was fighting a bitter and stalemated war—although even its own Vals were not told whom it was fighting, or where, or why—and that if Master System were to be in any way disabled, defeat would be inevitable, with consequences horrible for all. The mere fact that information on the rings had survived and gotten out beyond Earth was unsettling to it. It felt so threatened it was actually considering a new mass reprogramming of humanity, the destruction of all the Centers, and the imposing of a new limit where even the concept of agriculture or of a language capable of expressing complex and abstract ideas would be forbidden by computers that would be worshipped and obeyed as tangible gods. But it would take a very long time to do this.


The capture of the rebel band was given overriding priority to the Vals. There were ten individuals to find, but there were recordings for only a small number of those. What information they did have was provided by Doctor Isaac Clayben of Melchior, the penal colony in the asteroids from which all the renegades had escaped.


The Val absorbed the available information, then was fed the mindprint of the band’s leader, Hawks. The historian was a fascinating individual, a man of some brilliance and accomplishment literally torn between his tribal and Center worlds. Though he was not a rebel or an adventurer, nor a man of action in spite of some romantic fantasies, it was clear that once Hawks had the documents in his possession he would have felt compelled to read them out of sheer curiosity and a hunger to know—and that he no doubt understood them and their implications.


Recent events not included in the mindprint showed that he was capable of much adaptation, capable of killing if need be, and capable of living in and out of the wild as well. The Val was convinced that in a hopeless position Hawks would kill himself rather than surrender. He would not, however, desert his own people, particularly the women, unless forced to do so by circumstances or necessity. As a result, if Hawks could be located, so might most or all of the rest.


They will go after the rings, the Val noted. Although it is unlikely, we cannot assume they do not already know their location. Vals must cover all four rings.


Agreed, Master System responded. But you will not be posted there. They will need ships other than what they have. They will need contacts among the freebooters and others. The Koll Val is working on this end. You will assist. If any are sighted, trace them. So long as they do not possess all five rings, it is imperative that they be taken alive, so that we may find how many others share the forbidden knowledge. However, once they possess all five rings, if they ever do, then no limitations will be imposed.


But surely there is no danger of them ever obtaining all five! They must run our gauntlet in each case!


It is always possible. I see a hidden hand in this, one who has selected most of these for just this purpose. It is this hidden hand I want most of all. It is possible our great enemy is behind this. If so, then they are dangerous indeed. We can take no chances. Also, time is not necessarily on our side. If they do not succeed, but escape, we might well face their grandchildren. Go. You are programmed and assigned.


The Val disconnected. The entire process, from Absolution through reprogramming, had taken just a few seconds. The Val, who thought often in computer time but functioned in human time, could not help but note this fact alone.


How could they possibly win?




1. THE WORLD THAT MOVES THROUGH STARS


IT WAS A SPACESHIP—AND IT WAS MORE THAN THAT.


It was a starship, a ship designed to go to places even the eye could not follow and to go distances beyond the grasp of human minds—but it was more than that.


It looked very much like a great tube, flattened a bit on top and bottom and rounded at both ends, with protuberances that were bays for the scout ships that clung to their mother in special recesses, and sensors, and communications devices—and much, much more.


The ship itself—one of the hundreds that circled great Jupiter in silence, shut down, but preserved and ready for reactivation if their service should ever be needed—was a bit over fourteen kilometers long. The ship had a brain and massive amounts of stored knowledge and skills that had not been needed in a very long while.


“I wonder if it is bothered by that,” Cloud Dancer said, more to herself than to the others who were gazing at the viewing screen of their relatively small interplanetary freighter.


“Huh?” Walks With the Night Hawks, her husband and co-conspirator, looked at her. “Who is bothered by what?”


“The ship. It has a mind, a soul, as this one does. Its spirit is dedicated to work, to a great task, and it has been told to do nothing since it did that task. I wonder if it minds, sitting there idle, without hope or opportunity to do its task, to be itself, for all this time.”


“It sure fought like hell to keep us out,” came the gravelly voice of the Crow Agency man, Raven. Not long before they had been the targets of some of those fighters nestled inside the great ships; only deciphering the clearance code in time and some fancy maneuvering had saved them from being blown from the sky.


“That was its duty,” the Hyiakutt Indian woman responded. She was quite smart, but having been raised in a primitive culture, she saw the universe from a perspective as alien to the others as they were to the computer brain of the great ship they now approached. “Now it receives us. I wonder if it is eager, or if it is waiting to devour us?”


“Neither,” an odd voice said through the ship’s intercom. When Star Eagle, as they had named the computer pilot of the ship, spoke on his own, it was in a pleasant male voice, but when China was interfaced into the ship’s system, forming a human-computer synthesis, the voice sounded strange, neither male nor female, but somehow both at once. “There is no command module on any of these ships. It was removed when they were placed in storage here. These ships have many brains, as it were, since even the tiny fractions of a second it might take to relay an order might cause needless risk, but the only ones there now are automatic maintenance and ship’s security. The tech cult that discovered the human interfaces intended to fly the ship themselves, without a command module.”


Hawks frowned. “Is that possible?”


“Yes, but not efficient or practical. They did not think beyond that point, since even attaining that much was highly improbable. All plans were based on the escape, not what came next. Just like us.”


Yes, but we’re at least better off than they would have been. We have Koll, who’s been out there, and information from Raven and Warlock. We are not going completely blind. He frowned, wondering if that was really true or if he was just trying to reassure himself.


Still, he had no doubt they would get away. No mystical sense informed him, and he knew of no particular edge on their part, but even though they’d had to fight every step of the way to this point, he couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow they were being led.


Most of this crew had been selected, somehow, by Lazlo Chen, the ambitious chief administrator of the central Asian district and discoverer of the information that five gold rings could, if found and used properly, deactivate or control Master System. Chen owned the only one of the rings remaining on Earth, and was determined that this group secure the others for him. The stakes were quite high—nothing less than godhood for the one who found all the rings and brought them together.


But even Chen was subject to Master System; even Chen had severe limits on his knowledge and power. Chen’s reach extended over the whole of the Earth and even beyond, but it did not reach as far out as Jupiter. Since their escape from the asteroid penal colony, Melchior, Hawks had been convinced that another player was also on the scene, one who also wanted them to succeed and whose reach did extend farther out. Who or what this player was could not be known now; nor could they guess whether it was using Chen for its own ends, or whether Chen was using it.


This was a strange band to pick for such a mission. Hawks was a Hyiakutt Amerind historian, a student of rebels and warriors, not one himself. Cloud Dancer had been born and raised in the Plains culture, a primitive suddenly thrust into a world of what to her was magic. The Chow sisters came out of an equally primitive society in China, but as personal servants to Center personnel they’d had more experience with technology; they had an uncanny ability to pick even computer-encoded locks, though they were otherwise ignorant. Raven, the Crow security man built like a boulder, and his associate Manka Warlock, the Jamaican beauty with the cold personality and a liking for killing people, seemed more obvious choices, but neither of them had ever before left Earth. Out here in space they were as ignorant and helpless as he was. The selection of China, too, made some sense—originally known as Song Ching, she was the daughter of the chief administrator of China and the product of a breeding experiment to produce a subrace that was physically perfect and mentally so advanced it was hoped to be a match for the computer system—but she, too, had never been off Earth, and thanks to the cruel experimentation of the scientists on Melchior she was hardly a perfect choice now. Blind and compulsively pregnant, her true value was only in her ability to use the human interface to become one with the mind of the ship’s computer pilot, as she was doing now.


That, too, was a mystery. Why did these ships have interfaces for humans at all? Master System alone could build them, in far-off, wholly automated factories among the stars. Why was there a bridge, with connections to the vital parts and operations of the ships, as if humans and computers were supposed to work together? It was this absolute control of space that made Master System unbeatable, and it had been perhaps nine hundred years since any humans had traveled on spaceships as anything other than passengers. It would have been simple to build these ships so that no one could ever control or tamper with the command modules, the computer brains. Why hadn’t that been done?


Even the huge interstellar vessel they were now approaching had positions for humans, and more than one bridge, yet these ships had not been built until after Master System had taken total control of humanity. These ships had been designed not for human use but to carry the bulk of humanity against its will to captivity among the stars. Why, then, were there a bridge and interfaces for humans, since without those they would have no escape, no opportunity to flee, at all?


And then there was Reba Koll, the essential one, the only one who’d been out there before, and the only one who herself had used the interfaces illegally to pilot a spaceship. They had a lot riding on the memories and long-unused skills of the strange old woman with the tail, and she was quite mad—who wouldn’t have been after enduring ten years of experimentation on Melchior? She claimed not to be Reba Koll but someone—or something—else she would not now reveal. Even the security forces who had pursued them from Melchior claimed the same, and that worried Hawks. He didn’t think she was some sort of inhuman monstrosity, but he wondered if she was something very dangerous such as the carrier of a dread disease.


The final two in the party had been unexpected additions to the mission. Silent Woman, a product of years of slavery and degradation in the primitive culture of North America, her tongue cut out, her body covered with colorful tattoos, was almost childlike, and there was little or no way to communicate with her on more than a rudimentary basis. She understood none of the languages the others used commonly—though Hawks had used a mindprint machine to give her basic English—and she seemed to live in a world all her own.


Sabatini, the cruel captain from whom they’d taken this ship, was here involuntarily, a prisoner. They could neither trust him nor let him go; sooner or later, Hawks knew, they would have to face his disposal.


There was nothing left to see on the viewscreen; Star Eagle was now so close to the massive interstellar ship that the vast bulk blotted everything out.


“Strap in and prepare for a set of big jolts,” the ship warned them. “My reverse thrusters are shot thanks to the battle, and that means, in effect, no brakes. I’ve done as much as I can, but now we will have to be caught and halted by tractor beam and that’s going to be a pretty big shock. Helmets on and switch to internal air supply. I have no idea if we can maintain pressurization.”


They were already all strapped in, both here and in the lounge and up on the bridge, yet each checked his own straps and webbing to make certain they were secure. The ship then activated the restraint system, pulling them back and holding them so firmly that it was hard to breathe. All were wearing pressure suits and helmets now, and they could only wait.


Suddenly there was a massive jolt, a tremor that shook the whole ship, followed by another, then another. The ship seemed to lurch, moving in all directions at once, and all around were creaks and groans of metal in distress. Loud hissing sounds punctuated the moaning and groaning of fatigued metal. The sense of motion and the shocks stopped quickly; the noises did not.


“What’s happening?” Warlock asked nervously. “We’re not going to die just on the edge of victory!”


The speakers sputtered, hissed, and crackled. “I—released China—to her,” came the pilot’s normal voice. “Ship—break up. Suits on, hold tight—I—”


“You’re breaking up!” Hawks said through his suit radio. “If I understand correctly the ship is breaking up in the tractor. Will you be all right?”


“You—get in—soon as bays close. Decompressing … main module—no serious danger to—China—”


Suddenly there was silence except for the faint buzz of the carrier in the suit radio. The lights blinked, then went off, leaving the passengers for a moment in darkness and then in an eerie semilight as their helmet and small body locator lights came on.


“Is the ship dead?” Cloud Dancer asked, awed by the idea. “Has Star Eagle now soared to the otherworld?”


“I—I don’t know,” Hawks responded. “The body of the ship is dead, that’s for sure, but those computers have their own power supplies and sources of energy. It’s possible he’s still alive and we can rescue him. I hope so.”


There was a sudden and unexpected jarring and the whole ship shuddered, then seemed to roll over slightly on its side, as the big ship’s tractor mechanism pulled them in, controlled by the automatic maintenance and defense systems.


“We’re in!” Raven called. “Damn it, we’re inside the thing!”


Hawks was suddenly galvanized into action. “Warlock, go forward and see to China and Reba Koll and bring them back here.”


“No need” came Koll’s sharp, raspy voice over the radio. “We’re all right and coming back now.”


“The command module,” China said in her own soft, high voice. “Have you seen to it?”


“Huh?” Hawks frowned. “Where is it?”


“Aft, in the first cargo hold. There’s a big round plate in the floor secured by nine recessed bolts and an electronic combination. You throw two long switches to reveal the lock.”


Hawks looked around. “Okay, Chow sisters. That sounds like it’s in your department.”


“No need,” China told him. “I know the combination and it can be set and timed to blow the bolts. I come as quick as I can. Someone get a measuring tool and meet us there.”


“Do we have to do it now?” Warlock asked irritably. “It’s a damned machine. It’ll wait.”


“It is one with us,” Cloud Dancer responded in a bitter, almost menacing tone. “It comes with us.”


China was there now, being led by Reba Koll. Hawks shrugged as he was handed an electronic measure from Sabatini’s kit and went back with them. “Nobody leaves yet,” he cautioned. “You don’t want to go into that kind of place without backup.”


“How long’s the air last in these things?” Raven muttered.


“Better than sixty hours,” Koll told him. “There’s time.”


“Yeah.” The Crow security man sighed. “There’s time, but is there air out there?”


Hawks wasn’t quite sure what China had in mind, but he was willing to go along with her. She was a strange sort, but she knew these machines like nobody else did, and in a real sense the whole group was dependent on the blind girl.


The plate was not easy to find in the dark; even under normal conditions they might have missed it. Recessed into the deck were two long mechanical rods that took some effort just to get lifted up a bit; they were almost as difficult to raise the rest of the way, eventually requiring the combined weight of Hawks and Raven. Finally, though, both rods were pulled up and then pushed over as far as they could go, and a center plate popped out revealing a dirt-caked touchpad. When they’d cleaned it off as best they could, China gave them the combination that she had learned from Star Eagle.


Hawks nervously keyed it in, then they all stepped back, well away of the plate, and waited. There was no sound in the airless ship, but a sudden series of flashes burst around the plate and the bolts all seemed to leap out of their sockets. Moving quickly now, they pried the plate up and put it out of the way, revealing a cavity perhaps half a meter deep in which sat three small rectangular objects.


“Pull up the center one carefully—very carefully,” China instructed. “Then measure its dimensions and tell me of its connectors.”


Doing so carefully was a chore; magnetism or some other force kept the device seated well, and breaking that grip was tough. Finally, though, they got it up, measured it, and checked it over. The connectors, smoothly polished and brass-colored, seemed etched into the sides and bottom of the box; there were a lot of them in numerous patterns. Hawks did his best to describe them to China.


She nodded. “For now, put it back so that it can continue to draw on its emergency power reserves,” she instructed. “Now we must go into the big ship.”


“Just what is that, lady?” Raven asked, irritated that this didn’t seem to have much point after all that work.


“That is the command module—the brain—of Star Eagle,” she told them. “The other two are management modules. They can live far longer there than we can in these suits, so we must hurry. We need to discover the equivalent place on the big ship and check it out as well.”


Hawks understood. “You’re thinking of moving Star Eagle from this ship into command of the big one. Is that possible? Surely the design of the command modules will be different for a massive interstellar craft than for an interplanetary freighter. The operations will be far more complex.”


“Not really,” she told him. “Most of it appears standardized so that they can be reprogrammed easily at any point. Master System doesn’t want any computer too sophisticated running these things, and particularly not one that can’t be reprogrammed on the fly. There is no guarantee; the size might be right but the connectors different, for example.”


“What if it is?” Hawks asked her. “What if it’s impossible? How do we fly this monster?”


“The way the tech cult who discovered the plans for these intended to do it. Direct interface, human mind to machine. Or minds, in this case. I suspect it will take several to manage it.”


“You know where this thing’s supposed to go in?” Raven asked.


“Yes—more or less. It should be obvious once we’re there. The trouble is, I have no idea where we are in this ship except that we are on an outer deck.”


“You realize how big this mother is?” Raven asked her. “It could take days, weeks, to find our way around, with nothing much working. There’s limited water in these suits, even more limited air, no food, and no road map. It’s impossible!”


“So was getting this far,” Hawks snapped, trying to break the mood. “First, two of us go out and find out where we are—some landmark, something, that’ll give China a clue. Then we get her and Captain Koll up to that bridge to start doing things the hard way while others of us try and find the interface. I assume, China lady, that you have some sort of map of this thing in your head if we can find landmarks.”


“I have a schematic imprinted there, the memory of which was further enhanced by Star Eagle, but it is not of the detail I would like. The bridge should be easy, and we’ll take it from there. At least if I can find the bridge and establish some sort of interconnect we ought to be able to get some life-support systems operating.”


Hawks sighed. “Well, Crow—you feeling up to a walk in the dark with me?”


“Anything to get moving,” Raven responded.


There was something ironic about moving around in a strange, dark, eerie environment using a blind woman for eyes. The compartment they were in was enormous, far too large for their lights to illuminate even a wall. The freighter they had just left was close to three hundred meters in length and it didn’t even crowd the place. The first step, then, was finding a wall, and that took almost forty minutes.


With gravity their task might have been impossible; there were few objects that could be used as ladders or footholds. In zero gee, however, they were able to explore more efficiently. Eventually they found hatches on an inner wall and studied one. It was locked electronically, of course, but they found the manual override and opened it.


They moved through the hatch and were startled when a small string of lights came on along both sides of the corridor near the floor.


“Motion sensing,” China explained through the radio from back inside the freighter’s remains. “That is a break for us.”


“I’m not sure about that break business,” Raven noted sourly. “There are corridors leading to corridors leading to corridors.”


“I have a marker here from the ship’s kit,” Hawks tried to reassure him, although he wasn’t feeling very secure himself. “I’m making a mark every ten floor lights or so, and I will indicate direction at every intersection. That’s the best we can do.”


They went on for what seemed like a long time without hitting any landmark that China could use to place them. The corridors seemed to go off in all directions into eternity.


“Hey, Chief? You noticed we ain’t come on no big rooms, no lines of rooms? No offices, dormitories, or camp meeting places, for that matter. Just access ways for equipment and service. We got to be in the service corridors and not the main halls. I mean, this was built as a cargo ship and its cargo was people. Lots and lots of people. Where in hell did they put them?”


Hawks didn’t reply, but he was getting a bad feeling about all this. As a historian, he knew of these ships and what they’d done—although he’d never dreamed that they still existed—and he had always imagined them as great inverted worlds, with gardens and dense apartmentlike clusters, like an immense floating and self-sufficient city. This, however, was sterile, spartan, cold, and lifeless. Raven was right. A ship this size might be expected to transport and support thousands of people. Where? And how?


And, quite suddenly, through one more hatch, they found the answer.


They must be, Hawks guessed, in the belly of the ship, yet it was crowded and went off in all directions. Their helmet lights and the lights on what had now become a wide catwalk revealed only a tiny part of it, but there was the sense that this, too, went on forever.


“Jeez! It’s like some kinda monster honeycomb,” Raven remarked. The many catwalks divided an enormous section that extended above and below as far as the light carried. They could see down past some half-dozen levels of chambers before the honeycomb was swallowed in darkness.


Hawks turned and studied the way the catwalk was fastened to the inner hull wall. “Rails,” he noted, pointing. “The walks move up and down. See the stops there? Each walk would service, I would say, five rows of these holes or chambers up, and perhaps five down. They were probably not marched in. It would be too messy. Most likely the people were placed in some sort of drug-induced coma, probably in large groups by gas, then hauled in here and loaded automatically by equipment designed for that purpose. You said it, Raven—cargo.” He leaned over and felt just inside the nearest chamber. “Some sort of soft synthetic lining. See? Each one is large enough for one human adult. You can see small vents, and that tiny box looks as if it contains tentacular tubing. They put them in, then the tubing attached itself where necessary, and they were sustained for the journey.”


“Yeah,” Raven said dryly. “Gives you the shakes. I suppose they kept a mixture of the gas and pure oxygen in here to keep ’em out, or maybe these things can be sealed and separately flooded. Gives you the creeps, though.”


“Until now this was only an academic thing for me,” Hawks told him, his voice strained. “In its own way it was even somewhat romantic. Whole human civilizations being carted off to the stars to found new colonies. It does not seem very romantic now. This is the true face of Master System, Raven, the one we served and even believed in to a great degree when we were younger. Even this expedition, this rebellion, was, I admit, as much a romance to me, a chance to live beyond the confines, to experience rather than merely study—but no more. I have lost an innocence here I did not know I retained, and I am filled with revulsion. These weren’t humans to Master System and its machines, Raven. Not their makers, not their charges. Just digits. Binary ones and zeros. Quantity this. Not even the dignity of zoo animals or pets. Carrion. No—live meat in its despicable deep freeze.”


“Sorry to interrupt,” China’s voice broke in, “but can you get any real landmark on the central cargo bay? You’ve got a lot of people back here who are getting hungry and will also need air.”


Hawks resented her intrusion, and also her tone. She must have heard them. When she saw—but, no, she wouldn’t see. She couldn’t. She could be standing right here and it could only be described to her as it might be read by him from some book or computer printout. At times that strange girl seemed more machine than human, anyway. She might very well stand here, even if she could see, and explain the cold and efficient logic behind the system from a computer’s point of view. She probably would.


“The corridor we entered on has to be one that services this level, running parallel to it,” Raven responded. “Best we might do is pick a direction and follow it until it ends.”


Hawks tore himself away from his reverie. “No. If we’re near one end of the chamber and go the wrong way it might be ten kilometers to reach an end, and it might be an end with nothing worth the trouble. We must split up. You walk one way, I, the other, until the first one of us comes to an end or some other recognizable feature. Remain parallel to the hatches leading to the walks. If we are not in the center, and the odds are against it, then one of us should reach something useful in a short time.”


“Fair enough. I’ll go left and if I junction I’ll continue to always take the left fork. You do the same on the right, taking the right fork. We have to get cracking on this. History can wait, as usual.”


After about another thirty or forty minutes, Raven called out. “I’ve gotten to the end! There’s another catwalk out here, but also ones leading up to hatches all along the wall.”


“Any distinguishing features on the wall?” China asked him.


“Hard to see with the light we got. There’s five hatches makin’ kind of a triangle goin’ up one side to a center one and then back down. Lemme haul myself up there and see what’s what.” There was a pause filled with some intermittent grunts. Then Raven spoke again. “It’s recessed in the whole area. Triangle shape, and right up top is a whole bunch of what looks like pipes that come together in a neat line and go into the wall. That help?”


“Yes. I know exactly where you are. Look carefully down from the center hatch, perhaps centered in the middle. A round plate of some kind, possibly secured by rivets.”


“Ugh! No handholds down there, and I ain’t got this no-gravity stuff down yet, if I ever will. Let’s see … Yeah! It’s here. Looks like it was designed to turn if you had a handle, but I don’t see one.”


“A strong magnet would do it. I think we can find something here. It is probably not locked. That is a service tunnel going down to the core room. The center hatch above should lead to the bridge. Hawks?”


“Yeah?”


“Stop going where you’ve been walking. You’re walking aft and you’d be a long time getting to anyplace useful. Best you return here and get the rest of us. We must take Star Eagle’s core and the two support modules and see if we can make them fit in there. If we can, we will be masters of this ship.”


“Uh huh,” Raven grunted. “And if we can’t?”


“Then we will have to work around it. Let’s try the other first. Master System is almost maniacal about standardization. It’s one reason we have been able to beat the system so often. The interplanetary ships were designed as precursors to these, and there is no evidence that they have ever been significantly changed in their basic design and specifications. You remain there and let Hawks and the rest of us come to you.”


“Yeah, I’ll just sit here all nice and comfy,” the Crow responded. “Sorta like hangin’ around the mausoleum.”


When they finally succeeded in removing the bulky plate, they revealed a round cavity large enough for a human in a pressure suit to enter. Hawks and Raven were again the first inside, the latter pushing the three modules from their crippled interplanetary craft.


The tube angled down for perhaps twenty meters, then opened into a large bubblelike chamber. Around the wall in a band were drawerlike module compartments, all filled, and in the center was a raised squared-off pedestal with four rectangular cavities laid out in a cross. All were vacant.


“Well, we have the right place, but which goes where?” Hawks asked China through the suit intercom. “All four look exactly the same, and there aren’t exactly instruction sheets printed on them. Also, we have four holes and only three modules.”


“That won’t matter much, I don’t think,” China assured him. “The core had a unique set of contacts. Those contacts should match only one of the sockets. Are the sizes right?”


“Look right,” Raven told her. “We’ll see when we try. There’s a million of these tiny nipples in this gold leaf, though. Hard to tell which is which by just looking at them. Maybe you could see a difference but I sure as hell can’t.”


“I wish I could see it,” the Chinese girl responded. “Well, there is only one core socket; the others are data modules. The data modules aren’t socket specific, only the core, or brain. If there is no other way, then place the two support modules in any two sockets and then attempt to load the core in one of the remaining sockets. Be careful not to damage or scrape any part of it. If it fits, fine, but don’t force it. If it doesn’t fit, try the other. Then switch.”


“Be easier if we just tried the core first,” Hawks noted.


“No! The core is its brain but the storage modules are its basic memories. If it connects with this ship but does not immediately have access to its memory modules it will not know where it is or who we are or what this is all about. The core is still the basic Master System core; it is the modules that were altered to allow it freedom. Activating the core without the modules will simply deliver us into the hands of a slave of Master System.”


“Uh, yeah. Uh huh.” They turned and carefully selected one of the storage modules, then studied the cavities.


“I’d say let’s put these in the right and left cavities as seen from the hatch and try the core with the vertical,” Hawks suggested. Raven shrugged.


The first one slid easily and seemed to be firmly seated. “So far so good,” Raven noted, sweating. They inserted the other, which went in just as easily. “Best guess is that one of the two remaining is in fact the brains.”


“I had only a partial schematic,” China told them. “I’m not certain what the fourth one would be. Possibly additional memory to help manage a ship this size, or possibly a subsidiary brain, one handling the ship and the other the cargo life support. It is possible it might fit both places. Try it and see. We have no choice.”


“Top one,” Hawks guessed. “Seems silly, but it’s closest to the actual bridge above.”


“Yeah, by about a meter and a half,” Raven responded, but they carefully maneuvered the core and then fitted it into the cavity. Nothing happened. “Seems to be sitting just a little higher than the others. Want to try the bottom one?”


“We couldn’t get it all right first time,” Hawks said. “All right—use the small magnets and pull.”


They lifted the module out, then maneuvered it slowly to the lower cavity, checked its position, and lowered it into place. Again, it didn’t seem to go in quite all the way. “We’re either wrong on the others or we’re gonna have to risk pushing on the thing,” Raven noted.


“Careful!” China warned them. “They are tough but not too tough. It is why they are shielded.”


There was a tiny bit of play, and they tried moving the module first this way, then that, pushing down slightly as they did so. They were just beginning to decide that perhaps they had the wrong one, after all, when Raven accidentally jiggled the top as he shifted position, and the module sank down just a bit in the socket and seated itself firmly.
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