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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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      CHAPTER ONE




      I did not set out on life’s great journey with the intention of becoming a demigod. Indeed, when I was a boy growing up on Microworld Achilles in the asteroid belt, it never occurred to me that such a career choice was possible.




      Had I known then what destiny had in mind for me, I might have stayed home and spared myself a great many hazards—an exciting life was not something that I particularly craved. On the other hand, now I know how incomprehensively vast the Great Scheme of Things really is, and how very difficult it is for a single individual to amount to anything within that Scheme, I cannot help but feel a certain sense of privilege in having become what I am.




      I claim no great credit for the fact that out of all the billions of people who happened to be within Asgard at the critical moment of its history, fate selected me for the crucial role; I was desperately unlucky to be saddled with the responsibility, and fantastically fortunate not to make a mess of things. But the impossible had to be done, and circumstance determined that I was the one who had to do it.




      On two occasions in the past I have found it convenient to commit parts of my story to tape, and those earlier slices of autobiography must still exist somewhere in the universe, though I am not sure that it will ever be possible to assemble them in one place to form an eccentric trilogy. I will be brief in summarizing the events described therein.




      In the first of those accounts I described how my attempts to scrape a living as a scavenger, recovering technological artifacts from the topmost levels of Asgard, were suddenly complicated when my fellow human Saul Lyndrach discovered a shaft which gave access to more than a hundred levels which had never been breached by any member of the galactic community. Saul was prevented from enjoying the fruits of his discovery because he was murdered by some of the more barbaric members of the community, headed by the loathsome Amara Guur, but they in turn were frustrated by their inability to read French, the language in which Saul had kept his notes.




      It so happens that I am of French-Canadian descent, and it transpired that I was the one man on Asgard who could read Saul’s notes, so the gangsters who had stolen them set out to entrap me. As things turned out, however, I was not delivered into the hands of my enemies, but into the hands of Earth’s glorious Star Force, who had a very different reason for wanting to locate Saul’s dropshaft. What they wanted was to hunt down and kill an android who called himself Myrlin, who had been manufactured for nefarious reasons by the Salamandrans, lately defeated by humankind in a minor interstellar war.




      Suffice it to say that our expedition into the lower depths of Asgard culminated in an orgy of murder and mayhem, carefully observed by the technologically-sophisticated inhabitants of a level deep inside the center of the macroworld. Confused by the discovery that the universe was much vaster than they had previously imagined, and rather different in kind, these super-scientific machine-intelligences then elected to seal themselves off from further contact with the galactic community.




      In the second chronicle of my adventures I described how turmoil erupted in and around Asgard when the galactic community’s base there was overrun by barbarian invaders from the lower levels, and how the leading citizens of the galactic community, the Tetrax, were led by the fact that these invaders closely resembled human beings to recruit humans to help them in trying to find a solution to their diplomatic difficulties. Naturally, the double-dealing for which the Tetrax are justly notorious precipitated the helpful humans in question—including me—into very deep trouble. This, however, was only a prelude to the development of much greater problems deeper inside Asgard.




      My eventual return to the level inhabited by the machine-intelligences—who called themselves the Isthomi (or, being not very numerous, the Nine)—discovered matters in extreme disorder. Awakened to a new awareness of the mysteries of the universe, the Isthomi had set out to explore the structure of Asgard, trying to make contact with the similar intelligences which they assumed to be running the show. Alas, they suffered considerable injury as a result of the attempt, discovering only the sad truth that if Asgard had ever had great and godlike machine-minds presiding over its vast inner spaces, those minds were either dangerously mad, or embroiled in some kind of conflict whose nature mere humanoids could hardly begin to comprehend.




      The war that was raging through the upper levels unfortunately extended its baleful influence to the world of the incapacitated Isthomi, and the reckless stupidity of the warriors in question resulted in my being forced to interface with the machine-mind while a second contact with intelligences closer to the center was taking place.




      After sharing in that moment of contact—and hearing, I thought, an enigmatic cry for help—I wasn’t quite the man I had been before. My mind hadn’t merely been disturbed, but altered in some as-yet-unfathomable way. To say that I was resentful about this invasion of my innermost privacy would have been understating the case, but there was no going back. I knew that I would have to play my part in the interesting times that had suddenly returned to the lower depths of Asgard, no matter what that part might be.




      It turned out to be a more vital and more peculiar part than I could ever have imagined.


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER TWO




      It began, I suppose, with the haunting.




      I had become used to ‘ghosts’ of a certain kind. Following their near-destruction, the Isthomi had found great difficulty in arranging any kind of manifestation of themselves that would present a reassuring appearance to their humanoid guests. Their attempts to produce the appearance of a human face with which to address me had resulted only in blurred images etched in white light upon the night-black walls of their realm: images that I could not help but think of as ghosts. But those ghosts differed from the one that later came to haunt me in two very vital respects. Firstly, they were in and of the walls of the worldlet; they inhabited the “body” of the Isthomi. Secondly, their appearance, however confusing or disturbing it may have been at first, was not in any way threatening.




      The new ghost seemed very different—and it frightened me very badly.




      I had been having a nightmare—one of many that had troubled me since my forced contact with the denizens of Asgard’s software space. I can remember certain fleeting details of it: a falcon fluttering helplessly because its leg was caught in the jaws of a trap; a sphinx padding softly across the sands of a great desert, following a guiding star; dark gods and fearsome titans taking formation for some awesome, awful battle. All of these things seemed to my dreaming consciousness to be direly prophetic of chaos to come, of a destruction and devastation that would consume both the universe in which I existed and the private universe that was within my mind.




      The memory of a dozen other dreams of a similar kind was still in my mind as I awoke. I remember being quite certain in my mind that I was awake, and that was why I was so very surprised and frightened when I opened my eyes and saw the ghostly entity that was hovering over my bed.




      The room in which I was lodged had no windows, but its internal lighting did not fade to pitch-darkness. The artificial bioluminescence of the ceiling retained a glimmer, reminiscent of starlight, even while I slept. Because of that faint radiance, it was not easy at first to see the apparition, whose own glow was very little brighter. It became obvious neither because of its brightness nor its shape—which was not very well focused—but because it was shimmering slightly, like a shifting haze.




      I realized immediately that what it was trying to be was a face. I’m not speaking metaphorically when I say that it was trying, because I was in no doubt that there was some kind of intention involved. The face seemed to be about two meters away from me, directly above my head as I lay on my back looking upwards, but I quickly concluded that this was an illusion. It wasn’t a thing hovering in mid-air; it was some kind of virtual image, projected there in appearance only.




      Only for the briefest of moments did I toy with the supposition that the Nine were at work. Their image-control had increased so wonderfully in recent days that they were most unlikely to present such a weak appearance, and in any case, their phantasmal appearances always remained confined by the walls. This one was obviously different. I quickly came to the conclusion that its source was in my own brain.




      In short, I was seeing things.




      I did what everyone does when first confronted with such an awareness: I tried to stop seeing it. I blinked, and shook my head, but neither of those feeble gestures accomplished anything, save that they made the image shimmer and waver a little more. Having exhausted that line of approach to the problem, I tried the next obvious course, which was to try to see it more clearly, squinting in the attempt to bring it into better focus.




      Concentrating hard, I realized that it was a female face, but that something was wrong with the upper part of it. The hair wasn’t right. For a moment, its appearance reminded me of the startling halo of blonde hair that was Susarma Lear’s crowning glory, but then I realized that the strands were much too thick—that they looked more like the tendrils of a sea-anemone than actual hairs. Then I looked at the eyes, which were like dark pits, and I felt a distinct thrill of fear.




      The darkness of the eyes was surprising. In my painful and enigmatic moment of contact with whatever it was that lurked in the depths of Asgard’s software space, the Other had become manifest as a group of four eyes, which burned as if with some consuming fire. Ever since the contact I had occasionally had a curious sensation of being watched, as if I were still somehow open to the scrutiny of those eyes. So why, I wondered, should this new apparition—which surely must be reckoned a legacy of my contact—have only empty holes for eyes. These eyes were the very antithesis of the others, which I had called ‘eyes of fire’. These were eyes of vacuum, eyes of awesome emptiness, eyes that promised those whom they beheld a fate so dire and bleak as to be ultimately fearful.




      There was no doubt in my mind that this was a threatening ghost, and that its projection betrayed the presence in my brain—in my inmost self—of something hostile, menacing, and dangerous. Something was lurking inside of me that seemed to wish me harm, and here it was, struggling to get outside of me in order to look back at me, not merely to see what I looked like but, by means the act of observation, to transform that which was observed.




      The conviction grew in me that this dreadful messenger had come to me with a summons—not the plea for help that I had heard in the moment of my first contact with the gods and devils of Asgard, but a more urgent command. Medusa could not possibly come as a supplicant; she was altogether too stern of countenance for that.




      I had no other name to give it but Medusa, and I felt that its gorgon stare was beginning the engagement of a battle of wills whose intended resolution might easily be my petrifaction.




      I sweated with the effort of fighting those eyes, gritting my teeth together to express the determination which I had to defeat this influence. I did not want to be possessed; I was not about to tolerate the presence of squatters in my inmost soul.




      “Damn you,” I whispered, although I didn’t really think that I could hurt it with mere sound. “Leave me alone!”




      The sound didn’t hurt it, of course, and I realized that it was becoming clearer, achieving better focus. I could see the eyes forming on the snakes which grew from the scalp instead of hair, and I could see the flickering of forked tongues issuing from seams that hadn’t been there a moment before. I could see the line of the cheek-bone quite clearly, and knew that its bone-structure, at least, was modeled on Susarma Lear’s—but it didn’t have her hair and it didn’t have her eyes.




      In fact, it didn’t have any eyes. Yet.




      I felt a shock of panic as I wondered what would happen if those empty eyes should become full, and suddenly the awfulness of their emptiness was nothing to the awfulness of their potential fullness, for if it was indeed Medusa, the addition of those eyes might achieve the threatened end, and harden my own soft features into gray, unyielding stone.




      “Get out of here!” I whispered. “Begone!”




      But the mere command was ineffective.




      Now the snakes were beginning to writhe, and to hiss angrily at one another as if they resented their perverse anchorage and didn’t love their neighbors. Several of the mouths were gaping now, to expose the needle-sharp fangs, and the snakes’ eyes were glowing like red coals. The womanly lips were parting too, very slowly, to expose the teeth within—teeth that were not at all womanly, but pointed, like the teeth of a shark. The jet black tongue that lapped over the shark’s teeth, as if savoring the memory of some previous meal, was forked like the snakes’ tongues, but much thicker, and there was something curiously obscene about its writhing.




      And the eyes…the eye-sockets weren’t as dark now, and there was something in those gloomy apertures which looked like the sparkle of distant stars.




      I couldn’t doubt that something terrible was about to happen.




      The face moved then, coming nearer to my own. It was no longer hovering close to the ceiling but descending, with that tongue still spreading poisonous saliva upon the jagged teeth, and those snakes seething with frustrated wrath, and the stars in the eyes were beginning to shine.…




      “Light!” I shouted, breaking the deadlock with a rush of panic. “Light the room, for Christ’s sake!”




      It is said that the story of the universe began with a cry of “Fiat lux!” although the story in question has nothing to say on the question of whether there were artificial intelligences already incorporated into the walls that bounded existence, pre-programmed to answer such a call. I had the advantage of knowing that the autonomic sub-systems of the Isthomi were always at my disposal, and I knew that my call would be instantly answered.




      It was the right move.




      As bright light flooded the room in response to a bioelectric jolt, the gorgon’s face—which was composed of a much frailer radiance—was swamped and obliterated.




      The monster never reached me. Its eyes were never wholly formed. And I was made of anything but stone—there was no mistaking the frailty of my flesh, which crawled as only frail flesh can, when it has had a close encounter with something dreadful.




      “Merde!” I said, with feeling, as I sat up and wiped sweat from my brow with the back of my hand. I groped for my wristwatch, although the time it showed me would be completely meaningless. There was no cycle of day or night here, and for the moment I couldn’t quite remember whether the digital display was set to refer to a human twenty-four-hour cycle, a Tetron metric cycle, or the forty-period cycle devised by the Scarid armies that had brought chaos to the corridors of Asgard. By the time I had worked out how long I had been asleep, the datum no longer seemed relevant. I did not want to go back to sleep.




      I got up and dressed myself, then instructed the kitchen-unit to make me a cup of coffee.




      In accordance with the general improvement of the situation, the kitchen-unit that the Isthomi had put together was now quite clever in serving the needs of my stomach and my palate alike. We were well past the stage of supporting life on manna and water, and I hoped that we might soon make progress in synthesizing a reasonable imitation of good red wine. In the meantime, the coffee was a welcome reassurance that the universe wasn’t completely out of joint.




      As I sipped it, I contemplated my next move. As was my habit, the first option I considered was forgetting the whole thing, or at least keeping it a dark secret. There were reasons why that might be a good idea. I was hoping that circumstances would soon permit me to gather about myself a few bold companions in order to begin my odyssey through the inner regions of Asgard in search of the final solution to its mysteries. I could hardly expect to attract such disciples—let alone reconcile them to the acceptance of my leadership—if they suspected that I was insane, possessed, or otherwise not to be trusted. No one but me had felt the urgency of the cry for help that had come from Asgard’s depths, and no one but me had the strength of my conviction that I had understood it. It was going to be difficult enough to talk Susarma Lear into following my lead—especially in view of the fact that I needed her old adversary Myrlin every bit as much as I needed her—without letting her know that I had been visited by an apparition of a gorgon’s head.




      On the other hand, I had to concede that I had for some time been way out of my intellectual depth. I am no fool, by human standards—and in spite of the opinions of the Tetrax I believe those to be reasonably good standards—but nothing I had ever encountered in my education or my experience equipped me to come to grips with what had happened to me in my moment of contact with whatever it was that was loose in Asgard’s software space. If I wanted to fight this thing properly, I needed the insight and advice of someone much cleverer than I was, and that meant that I had no option but to confide in the Nine. Sick and shattered they might be, but they were the only ones who stood a real chance of figuring out what the hell it all meant.




      So when I had drained my cup, I turned to the nearest blank wall, and said: “I think we ought to have a little chat.”


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER THREE




      The gray wall faded away, to be replaced by what looked like another room. Although it was just a surface image, it looked as if it had depth; I had come to think of it as a mirror-world, like the world beyond the looking-glass into which Lewis Carroll’s Alice stepped. This was partly because it had the color and sharpness of a reflection, but partly because I knew only too well that the world it represented was not at all like ours, but was instead a mad world where the limits of possibility were very different indeed.




      The figure facing me was seated on an illusory chair, which looked rather like an ornate wooden piano-stool; it was backless, but had low side-rails. The Nine presented the image of a single person—a female, clad in a somewhat diaphanous garment recalling (and not by any coincidence) my vague memories of ancient Greek statuary. She seemed to be about twenty years of age, and was very beautiful, although the contours of her face, which were partly borrowed from Susarma Lear, now put me disturbingly in mind of the apparition that had recently confronted me.




      I coughed, in an ineffectual attempt to hide the embarrassment that her appearance caused me.




      “I don’t want to appear rude,” I said, “but could you possibly put some less provocative clothes on?”




      The image changed, without a ripple or a flicker, and she was now clad in a severely-cut Star Force uniform; but her hair was black, not blonde, and she seemed less like Susarma Lear than she had before.




      “Thanks,” I said.




      “Something is wrong?” she observed, interrogatively.




      “Maybe,” I said, unenthusiastically wondering whether this was, after all, the best thing to do. Now the room was bright and I was face to face with what looked like another human being, my experience began to seem much more like a bad dream, and an alarmist reaction seemed absurdly out of place. “I don’t suppose you were monitoring this room a moment ago?” I asked.




      “Of course not. Since you expressed to us your anxieties about privacy, we reserve our attention, and take our place only in response to your summons.”




      I knew that. “I saw something,” I said. “I don’t think it was real, though. Not solid. Perhaps it was just a dream.”




      Her face reflected her interest and concern. It was odd that her mimicry of human mannerisms went so far, but it was something the Isthomi had very carefully crafted into the program that produced her. The Nine had taken great care in the rebuilding of their appearances, and took quite a pride in their simulation of expression and non-verbal patterns of signification.




      “Please describe it, as fully and accurately as you can,” she said.




      I did my best, stumbling over a couple of details, to give her a complete account of the hallucination. When I had finished, she was radiating puzzlement like an over-enthusiastic method actor.




      “Can the silent movie bit,” I told her, with slight asperity. “We both know it was some kind of residue from that interface when I made contact with whatever it was that nearly took you apart. What I want to know is, was it an attack of some kind? Am I playing host to some sort of poisoned programming, or what?”




      “Please tell us everything that you know about this person called Medusa,” she said, calmly.




      “I can’t remember very much about her at all,” I replied. “She was a character in Greek mythology who turned everyone who looked at her to stone. A hero called Perseus cut off her head while watching her reflection in a highly-polished shield. That’s it.”




      “Are you sure?” she countered.




      The inquiry left me feeling rather helpless. I knew that she was prompting me—trying to make me remember something else. She was an alien group-mind who lived halfway to the core of an artificial macroworld orbiting a star a thousand light-years from Earth, and yet she knew more about the mythology of the ancient Greeks than I did. What made it even more bizarre was that her primary source of information about matters human was an android who had been made on Salamandra, whose own second-hand information had been pumped into him by hostile aliens while he was growing at an unnatural pace from embryo to giant in some kind of nutrient bath.




      “As sure as I can be,” I replied, defensively stubborn. “No doubt there’s more locked up in the vaults of my subconscious, but I only have the primitive lever of memory to get me in there. I haven’t got your kind of access to stored data.”




      “Please don’t be disturbed,” she said, softly. “There is a mystery here, but I believe that we can solve it.”




      She had some of Susarma Lear’s features, but she didn’t have Susarma Lear’s voice—which, as even her many admirers would have admitted, did tend to the strident. This voice was much more like Jacinthe Siani’s. There was no point in complaining—Susarma Lear and Jacinthe Siani were the only two humanoid females the Nine could use as models. Jacinthe, who still had the trust of the Scarida on account of being their most loyal galactic collaborator, had been brought down by a team of their negotiators shortly after the end of the war.




      “It’s all very well to tell me not to be disturbed,” I told her, “but I’m not sure that I have much control over that any more. This stupid hallucination was a disturbance, and although I’m pretty confident that I’m not going mad of my own accord, I can’t help worrying about the possibility of having picked up a little hostile software.”




      “Exactly what do you mean by ‘hostile software’?” she asked, in a painstaking fashion.




      I sighed. “As with everything else,” I said, testily, “I’m sure you know far more about it than I do. I’m no electronics expert. Ever since the earliest days of infotech on our world we’ve had things which are called ‘information viruses’ or ‘tapeworms’. They’re programs that can be hidden on a disc or a bubble, which load into your system along with other software. Once they’re established in your equipment, they begin intruding bits of random noise into other programs, and if left to themselves they can turn all your inbuilt software to junk. All our semi-intelligent systems have protective devices—immunizers—which are supposed to keep them out, but the tapeworms just get cleverer and cleverer. They’re used mainly by saboteurs. No doubt you and any other machine-intelligences lurking in the depths of Asgard are far too clever to be infected by the kind of tapeworms we produce—but I dare say you have troubles of your own. What I’m asking you is: did I pick up some kind of tapeworm when I was contacted? Is there something in my brain that’s intended to destroy my mind?”




      She seemed thoughtful, although she’d now corrected the tendency to overact. “What you’re afraid of,” she said, helpfully, “is that when you were forced into the interface with my own software space, where you encountered the alien presence which injured me, your own brain was somehow forced to make a biocopy of an alien program. You now suspect that the biocopy has become fully established, and is beginning to be active. You think that it might be analogous to one of these ‘tapeworms’, and that its purpose may be to disrupt your own intrinsic programming—including the part that constitutes your identity.”




      “That’s about the size of it,” I admitted. “I can’t shake the feeling that something got into me during that contact, and though I don’t know what the hell it is, I don’t like it being there. And I certainly don’t like the idea of it becoming active. You might be used to the idea of having nine identities in one, but I’m not. I’m a solitary kind of person, and I like to have vacant possession of my own brain. So tell me—have I picked up some hostile software?”




      “I cannot be sure,” she said, as I’d been fairly certain that she would. “To tell you the truth, despite the success of my efforts at self-repair, I am not altogether certain whether or not I might have acquired some new hidden programming of my own. I still have no very clear idea of what kind of entity it was that I contacted in the deeper part of Asgard, nor what kind of entity it was that subsequently made the second contact within my own systems. Since I began experimenting with the production of the scions—whose minds are, of course, biocopies of parts of my own collective being—I have pushed back my own conceptual horizons quite considerably. I can easily believe that the entity we contacted was capable of making a biocopy of part of itself within your brain, even though it was operating across a primitive neuronal bridge. That does appear to be the most likely hypothesis that could explain your recent experience. But it is by no means easy to decide whether the entity really had any hostile intent, despite the considerable damage which I sustained as a result of the contact. You have cast considerable doubt on that by your interpretation of the second contact as a cry for help.”




      “I don’t want to be haunted,” I said, flatly. “Not by monsters whose raison d’être is turning people to stone. Nothing would please me more than to decide that any software I’ve picked up is friendly, and that it won’t drive me mad—but Medusa is hardly a friendly image, is it?”




      “It is not plausible that the entity had any independent knowledge of human mythology,” she pointed out. “What you saw just now was mainly your own creation. You were responding to a stimulus, in much the same way that you supplied your own imagery to cope with the contact that you made at the interface. That is why you must ask yourself very carefully what the image of Medusa might mean; it is a symbol that we must decode.”




      “What Medusa means,” I insisted, “is turning people to stone.”




      “Did you take any special interest in Greek mythology in your youth?” she asked, patiently.




      I hesitated, then shrugged. “More than some, I guess. Local connections encouraged it. I was born in the asteroid belt, on a microworld. The microworld moved about a bit, but it stayed within a mass-rich region of space at one of the Lagrangian points that formed an equilateral triangle with the sun and the solar system’s biggest gas giant, Jupiter. For reasons of historical eccentricity, the asteroids near the Lagrangian points are known as Trojan asteroids, and they’re named after the heroes who fought in the Trojan war. One group is called the Trojan group, even though it has one asteroid named after the Greek hero Patroclus; the other is called the Greek group, even though it contains one named after the Trojan Hector. Hector was one of two asteroids in our group that had been hollowed to create a microworld; the other—which was the one where I was born—was Achilles. It was inevitable that a certain friendly rivalry should grow up between the two; at the utilitarian level we were competing for the same resources, but the subtler business of trying to forge some kind of cultural identity for our worlds attached us psychologically and emotionally to the names of our worlds. Achilles and Hector fought a great duel at the end of the Iliad, you see—and Achilles won. The Homeric epics were elementary reading for every child on the microworld, and the rest of Greek mythology was a logical extension. The first humans who came out here obviously had a different cultural background, or they’d have translated the name that the Tetrax gave this macroworld as Olympus, not as Asgard.”




      “In that case,” she said, with a hint of irritating smugness, “you did read more about Medusa than you have recalled.”




      “I know that she never showed up at Troy, and that Odysseus never bumped into her on his travels. Perseus was in a different story. So tell me—what did I forget?”




      She didn’t want to tell me. She wanted me to remember for myself. After all, understanding my strange experience was a matter of coming to terms with my subconscious.




      “Why did Perseus want the gorgon’s head?” she asked.




      I struggled hard to remember. Microworld Achilles was a long way away, and my years there now seemed to be a very remote region of the foreign country which was my past.




      “He’d placed himself under some obligation to a king, and was forced to go after it,” I said, eventually. “Athene helped him to trick a couple of weird sisters who had only one eye between them, so that they’d tell him where to get what he needed—winged shoes and a cap to make himself invisible. When he got back with the head, he found that the king had done the dirty on him somehow…tried to rape his mother, I think…and.…”




      Enlightenment struck as I managed to follow the frail thread of long-buried memories to the punch line. Perseus had used the head to turn the bad guy and all his court to stone.




      “You don’t think it was aimed at me, do you?” I said, softly. “It’s hostile software, all right—but you think it might be some kind of weapon!”




      “There is no way to be sure,” she replied. “But it is a possibility, is it not?”




      I looked at her, pensively. Though her hair was dark, her eyes were gray and pale. They weren’t Susarma Lear’s eyes and they weren’t Jacinthe Siani’s either. In fact, they were more like mine. It was impossible to think of her, sitting there, as a conglomerate of nine individuals, and it didn’t seem appropriate to think of her as bearing the name of only one of the nine Muses after whom Myrlin had impishly named her scions. As she stared back at me, with all the deep concern of a master psychoanalyst, I remembered something else from my reading of long ago.




      The mother of the nine Muses had been Mnemosyne. Mnemosyne meant ‘memory’.




      Another thought that flitted quickly across my mind was that, although the Muses were the inspiration behind the various arts, the supreme goddess of the arts was Athene, who had aided Perseus.




      I wondered how I should name the phantasm that faced me now. Should I call her Mnemosyne, or Athene? But Mnemosyne, I supposed, was a mere abstraction rather than a person, and for all the arbitrariness of her appearance, what I was facing now was a real and powerful being—one who could readily aspire to be reckoned one of the ‘gods’ to which Asgard was supposedly home.




      “I have an uncomfortable feeling,” I said, “that you might be inclined to find rather more meaning in my little adventure than I want to look for.”




      “On the contrary,” she replied, sweetly. “You have already declared your intention of penetrating to the very lowest levels of the macroworld. You are already determined to undertake a journey to the mysterious Center, and have asked me to try to discover a route which would take you there. It may be that this is a search which will take both of us into unexpected realms…let us not discount the possibility that the way to the Center is already engraved in the hidden recesses of your own mind. Whatever cried to you for help may also have given you the means to supply that help.”




      I swallowed a lump which had somehow appeared in my throat.




      “I may be an Achillean by birth,” I said, “but I’m not exactly cut from the same cloth as Perseus. His father, as I recall, was Zeus.”




      “I cannot pretend to have a complete understanding of fleshly beings,” she told me, “despite what I have learned from my scions, but I do not think that the paternity of your flesh is of any significance here. It is the author of the software within your brain that concerns us now. The mind you brought here carries a legacy of knowledge and craft that must be deemed the property of your entire race…and what has now been added to it we can only guess.”




      I wasn’t ready for that. I shook my head, and turned away with a dismissive gesture.




      “Much more of that,” I remarked, and not in jest, “and you’ll be scaring me more than the gorgon’s head did. Hostile software that wants to drive me mad is something I could maybe be cured of—you’re talking about something a hell of a lot more ominous than a tapeworm.”




      “It is conjecture only,” she reassured me. “We must know more before we plan to act, though time is of the essence. We must find out whether anyone else has had such an experience.”




      Although I was the only one who’d consciously made contact during that dark hour when the Isthomi had come close to destruction, I wasn’t the only one who’s interfaced. Myrlin had been hooked up too—and so had 994-Tulyar. I wondered what kind of imagery could be mined from the mythological symbol-system of a Tetron mind.




      “Do you want me to ask?” I said, unenthusiastically.




      “The inquiry would come better from myself,” she assured me. “It may be necessary to be diplomatic, in the case of the Tetron.”




      I readily forgave her the impolite implication that diplomacy was not my strong suit.




      “In that case,” I said, “Perhaps I should try to get a bit more sleep.”




      “If you dream,” she said, before she faded out, “be sure to pay attention, as carefully as you can.”




      It wasn’t the most soothing instruction I’d ever taken to bed with me, but as things turned out, I couldn’t obey it anyhow. Whatever dreams disturbed my mind failed, for once, to penetrate the blissful wall of my unconsciousness.


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER FOUR




      I was awakened from my peaceful slumbers by the delicate trilling of the telephone apparatus which the Isthomi had installed in my quarters. I always hung the mouthpiece above the bed before retiring, so that I could respond to interruptions with the minimum of effort. I didn’t even bother to open my eyes—I just fished the thing from its perch, thumbed the ACCEPT CALL button and mumbled an incoherent semblance of a greeting into the mike.




      “Jesus, Rousseau,” said the voice at the other end. “You’re supposed to be an officer in the Star Force. Why the hell are you asleep at this hour?”




      “Time,” I said, “is purely relative. What you call ‘this hour’ can be any damn hour we care to call it. What do you want, Susarma?”




      “For a start,” she replied, “I want you to call me ‘Colonel’. Also, I would like to invite you to accompany me on a little walk in the garden.”




      I opened my eyes then and held the phone away from my face, staring at it as one tends to stare at an object which has unexpectedly started behaving in a perverse manner.




      “You want me to come for a walk in the garden?” I asked, guardedly.




      “That’s what I said,” she confirmed. She sounded slightly bad-tempered, but there was nothing unusual about that. What was unusual was that she was talking about gardens as if I was supposed to know what she meant. I thought about it for a moment, and had little difficulty figuring out which garden she meant, but couldn’t for the life of me fathom out her reasons for wanting me to go there. One thing was certain, though, and that was the fact that she must have a reason. She was not normally given to circumlocution or to guessing games.




      Something was obviously wrong. I wondered whether it was the same kind of something wrong that I had already encountered, or an entirely unconnected kind of something wrong. Troubles seem never to come singly.




      “Okay,” I said, in an off-hand manner. “The garden. Give me twenty minutes to wake up, and I’ll be there.”




      I was proud of myself for giving no more than the slightest indication that I’d had difficulty working out what she meant, and I further demonstrated my initiative by waiting until I had showered and breakfasted, and was well away from my room, before asking the Isthomi if they could get me to the enclosed region which they’d used as an arena on my first visit to this level, to stage the big fight between the Star Force and Amara Guur’s mobsters, and to fake Myrlin’s death by fire at the less-than-tender hands of Susarma Lear.




      The Isthomi opened up one of their convenient doorways into the hidden recesses of their world, and laid on a robot car, which whizzed me away through curving tunnels at breathtaking pace. It was a longer journey than I expected—though it had never before occurred to me to wonder whether the maze in which my last adventure had taken place was geographically close to the essentially-similar one in which I’d found myself on the earlier occasion. I had nothing to do during the journey but worry about the speed at which I was travelling, and wish that it didn’t seem quite so much like a kind of repeating nightmare I’d suffered from in my youth—a stereotyped dream from which most microworlders are said to suffer.




      Eventually, the car stopped and another doorway opened up beside me, through which I stepped into a hothouse world of gigantic flowers, vivid in hue and sharply-scented. They presented a riot of color—mostly purples and golds in this particular spot, which was dominated by a single vast bush, whose branches were tangled into an inextricable mess, and whose convolvuline blossoms looked like a scene from a surreal bell-factory. Given the host of mythological references which every waking moment now evoked, I could hardly help thinking of the bush as a Gordian knot, though it would have taken a much mightier hand than mine to slash it with a massive sword.




      “Colonel Lear!” I called, mindful of her instruction that military protocol was still to be observed between us. I looked in either direction along the gray wall that curved away to my left and right, with a thin green verge which could serve as a path if only I knew which way to go.




      The door by which I had been admitted had closed silently and seamlessly behind me, but now another opened, a dozen meters away, and Susarma Lear stepped through. She was, as always, wearing her Star Force uniform, the black cloth contrasting in a remarkably pleasing fashion with the dazzling shock of blonde hair surrounding her face. She was also wearing a side-arm—one of the guns she’d taken from the Scarida when she’d come to my rescue while I was making my painful contact with the gods of Asgard.




      The way she was holding her stern jaw made me wince. It wasn’t hard to believe that the icy stare in her bright blue eyes could turn men into stone.




      “Hello, Rousseau,” she said, soberly. “Thanks for being so quick on the uptake.”




      “I deduce,” I said—having had time to think about it—“that some unkind person has taken advantage of the fact that the Isthomi granted our request for personal privacy, and has surreptitiously bugged our rooms.”




      “That’s right,” she confirmed.




      “Finn again?”




      “I assume that he’s involved. 994-Tulyar is behind it, of course.”




      “Why?”




      “If you mean, why are they doing it, it’s probably because they’re a bunch of scheming bastards to whom low cunning comes naturally. I don’t like it, though. I don’t know what kind of game Tulyar’s playing, but I think it’s something I ought to find out about.”




      “Why did you want me to come all the way out here so you could tell me about it?”




      “I don’t know where else they’ve distributed their little listening devices. Since the Tetrax from the prison camp came down here with the Scarid delegation, the entire level is lousy with people I don’t like and don’t trust. The only other authentic human here is Finn—and he’s got the kind of coat that’s ready-cut for turning at the slightest provocation. It looks to me like you and me against the universe, Rousseau, and this is the only place down here that none of the other guys have been.”




      She hadn’t included Myrlin in her list of potential enemies, nor had she included him while numbering the tiny élite who knew about this little Eden. I gathered that she still had him on her list of unmentionable topics, even though she’d made no attempt to wipe him out for a second time.




      “So this is a council of war?” I said.




      “If you like,” she said. “I never expected to end up in a situation where the only person I could trust is you, but that’s where I am now. Read this.”




      She drew a flimsy out of her pocket and passed it over to me. I scanned it quickly. It was in English, and was signed by Valdavia, the diplomat who’s been sent out from the solar system aboard Leopard Shark to represent the UN in negotiations with the Tetrax. The document was an order to Colonel Susarma Lear to return as soon as possible to Skychain City. It was embellished with firm statements to the effect that in the meantime she was still to consider herself, and all her subordinates, to be under the orders of 994-Tulyar, and that she was to co-operate in every possible way with the Tetrax. It didn’t say in so many words that Valdavia knew how cynically the Tetrax had used us to spread their plague for them, but he was obviously assuming that we might have fallen out with Tulyar, and was telling us in no uncertain terms that we were not to take offense at what had happened.




      “He’s got a hope!” I muttered. “The Scarida have been telling us for days that the chaos caused by that damned influenza makes it impossible to transport anyone up or down above level fifty-two.”




      “They got that down,” she pointed out, drily. “And they also brought down a group of top-flight Tetron scientists. Mostly electronics men, plus a couple of bioscientists. They arrived during the night. Our old friend 673-Nisreen is one of them. The Tetrax used us as weapons of war, but now it seems that we’re definitely surplus to requirements. They want us out.”




      “Not exactly,” I said. “They want you out. There’s no mention of your bringing me with you—or Finn, for that matter. I have a nasty suspicion that Tulyar might have other plans for me, and that I won’t like them one little bit.”




      “What do you mean?” she asked.




      It wasn’t necessary to tell her about Medusa. “I’m the one who made the contact with whatever godling kicked the shit out of the Nine,” I pointed out. “Tulyar can’t begin to understand the situation that’s now unfolding, and there’s nothing a Tetron high-number man hates worse than not understanding. What’s more, the fact that he can’t understand doesn’t affect his ardent desire to control things. I think he’s almost as far out of his depth here as the Scarid commanders, and I have a feeling that, for all his velvety Tetron manners, he might react to being out of his depth in much the same panicky fashion. One thing I’m sure of—he means me no good. I never thought I’d say this, Colonel, but I think I’m going to miss you.”




      “Like hell you are,” she said. “I’m not going.”




      I was mildly surprised. I knew how seriously she took the Star Force, and I couldn’t quite see her in the role of mutineer.




      “Do you have a choice?” I asked, raising the paper slightly.




      “Valdavia doesn’t understand the situation,” she said. “My duty is to protect the interests of the human race, and if I can make a better estimate of what those interests are than he can, I’m the one whose obligation it is to make policy.”




      “What policy did you have in mind?” I asked. I remembered, without much enthusiasm, her approach to the problem of finding Myrlin when she’d first arrived on Asgard. She had been making her own policy then, and she hadn’t impressed me with her style. In fact, she’d shown all the sensitivity and diplomatic flair of a wolverine.




      “That’s a little hard to say,” she retorted, “unless I have rather more information at my disposal. You’re the one who knows more than the rest of us, Rousseau. As I said, I never expected to get to the point where you were the only person I could trust, but here we are. What do you think we should do?”




      I was less surprised than I might have been a day earlier. After all, I’d already been presented with evidence that the Age of Miracles had dawned again. Unfortunately, I didn’t have any pat answer ready to hand.




      “That’s a difficult question,” I parried.




      “Well,” she said, testily, “if it was an easy one, I sure as hell wouldn’t have to ask you, would I?”




      I suppose it was a compliment, of sorts, though she hadn’t quite intended it that way.




      “I think you ought to know,” I said, after a brief pause for consideration, “that the situation may be a lot more complicated than you suppose. It seems that while I was interfaced with the Isthomi, and they were involved in some kind of life-or-death struggle, something got into me. Something may have got into Myrlin and Tulyar, too. I think something’s happening deep inside Asgard that makes the Scarid invasion look like a very trivial nuisance. The macroworld itself might be in danger—I can’t say for sure. One thing I am sure of, though, is that if the beings we’re involved with now are determined to make pawns of us, we could be in for a far rougher ride than the Tetrax gave us when they hired us as cat’s-paws. There’s no way out for me—I’m in too deep—but if you aim to come out of this mess alive, you might be better off obeying this order, and getting the hell out of Asgard. You’d be safer out of the system.”




      She looked at me with an expression that was far less easy to read than the ones that the Nine’s simulacrum had worn.




      “You’re going to try to make a run for the Center,” she said, “Aren’t you?”




      “Yes I am,” I told her. “I guess I’ve been here too long—I’ve made myself a thoroughgoing sucker for the big mystery. Anyhow, I don’t want to consign myself entirely to 994-Tulyar’s tender care. If I need any other reasons, I also suspect that whatever’s got into me isn’t going to let me rest unless I do try to get to the heart of the matter.”




      “You were planning to go alone?”




      There was no point in dissimulation. “Actually,” I aid, “I was hoping to take Myrlin. I figured he’s the only one I can trust to the hilt. I think some of the scions will come, too. I did intend to ask you, because I figured we might need your firepower, but I wasn’t sure you’d be willing. I’ve asked the Isthomi to build me a vehicle—a robot on wheels, capable of taking me safely through the levels. They’ve started work already.”




      “You hadn’t bothered to take into account, I suppose, that you’re a star-captain in the Star Force, and that I’m your commanding officer?”




      “I guess I’m a deserter through and through,” I confessed—not without a pang of uneasiness. “But I was going to tell you.”




      “Jesus!” she said, with more tiredness in her voice than disgust. “What the hell did I ever do to deserve this command? Poor Serne got blasted, and all I have left is you and that creep Finn. We might be standing on the very spot where Khalekhan got killed in action, you realize that? Where you go, I go. All the way. Got that?”




      I found that my mouth was a little bit more open than it should have been, although not so much that you could say that my jaw had dropped.




      “You want to go to the Center?” I said.




      “I think that if you have to go, you surely need someone to look after you. You’re not exactly my idea of a hero, Rousseau. Anyhow, running away to the surface would look like cowardice in the face of the enemy, and that’s not my style. We’ll go to the Center, Rousseau—the Star Force way.”




      I wondered which of us was volunteering for the mission; everything seemed slightly cock-eyed, if not entirely upside down. But what can you expect, when you go through the looking-glass into the magic world? I had my reservations about the Star Force way, but it was a way that had saved my neck before.




      “994-Tulyar’s not going to like it when you tell him you’re not going up,” I said.




      “The hell with 994-Tulyar,” she retorted. “In fact, the hell with Tetra and everything it ever spawned. From now on, the ambassadors of the galactic community are you and me, and whatever treasure we find at the bottom of the hole belongs to Earth. When were you thinking of starting out?”




      “The robot should be nearly ready,” I told her. “The main problem is knowing which way to go. We’ve got no map of the levels. The Nine have thrown out a few dark hints about there being more than one way to get to the Center, but they haven’t explained exactly what they mean. I’m hoping they’ll be able to figure out a way to guide us, but.…”




      I never got the chance to discuss the doubts and uncertainties of the matter. The wall behind me exploded, and the shockwave hurled me head over heels into the meshes of the Gordian knot.


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER FIVE




      Although the gravity was low, I wasn’t exactly feather-light, and I hit the plants with a lot of momentum, but the tangled branches turned out to be so tightly interwoven that I didn’t get stuck—in fact, they were so rubbery that I bounced. I was able to roll forward as I hit them, so that I was tumbling like an acrobat as I continued on my ungainly way.




      Shards of the broken wall were flying everywhere, showering the bell-like flowers and lacerating their petals. I felt a prickling sensation in my back, accompanying the sensation of being hit by the shock-wave, and I knew that I’d been cut in a dozen places. The rolling probably didn’t help, but at least I didn’t drive anything between my ribs to administer a fatal stab in the back.




      The noise was tremendous—the big flightless insects that roamed the overgrown wilderness always screamed with panic when they were disturbed, and they were certainly disturbed now. I felt them struggling to get out of the way as I landed on a softer spot, crushing the vegetation down upon them.




      When I stopped rolling I was sprawled on hands and knees shaded by a huge palmate leaf. I came to my feet as quickly as I could and looked back at the spot from which I’d been hurled. What kind of petard had been used to blast the hole I couldn’t imagine, but I saw immediately that it hadn’t been quite big enough, because the thing that was struggling to get through wasn’t finding it at all easy.




      It wasn’t immediately obvious whether it was a living creature or an artifact. In a bizarre fashion, it didn’t seem completely out of place in this world of enormous insects and elephantine flowers, because if it resembled anything I could put a name to, it looked like an immense praying mantis, with great long legs, a small head carried high, and groping arms, though the ‘hands’ on the end of the arms looked like a cross between a crab’s pincers and one of the articulated graspers they put on robots designed to explore places where no human being can go.




      It seemed to be made of metal and plastic, but its joints were as flexible as the joints of a living creature, and the way that the head was moving from side to side as it tried to get its legs through the jagged split in the wall was surely suggestive of something searching for a sight of its prey. The head could swivel through three-hundred-and-sixty degrees, and it was mounted with four shiny black lenses which probably gave it vision in depth in all directions. It also had a rigid proboscis which looked ominously like the barrel of a gun.




      It didn’t have vision in depth in all directions for long, though, because Susarma Lear had been far enough away on the curving path to be shielded from the blast, and she already had the Scarid crash gun in her hand. Whether it was a lucky shot or whether she’d been practicing I didn’t know, but the first bullet she fired hit one of those black lenses smack in the center, and blew it to smithereens.
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