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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.










The matrix within which all things move,
but which defies definition:


Oflo—called thus by the Fenri, of the planet Orchon.


Bengt—the name given by the Gherlas.


Sasali’l—the first of twelve different entries in the word book of the Lanek-moon.


Manir—named by the Xerin.


Verana—the classic reference of the Holy Order of Sankrals.


Deel—the ancient Priar Song of Aerlon.


Spacetime—so-called within Control.


Kaisch—the central square on the board. If Hell-ship enters, the game ends, and begins.




1. A Foreword, and a Backward Glance




Over us the years have swept


Like tides upon an ancient shore.


Now everything is gone except—


Memories. Oh, never close the door!


—Tetrameters on a Trioletta,
Gerain of Aerlon.





The woman spoke into the voice tube. “You’ll find a clearing just over the next rise. Will you have enough light to make a landing?” Her voice was quiet—almost too quiet. Yet it held a commanding timbre.


The pilot of the little hoverel glanced at the horizon. The twin suns of Aerlon had set thirty tench ago, and the mountain crags were casting tricky shadows in the deepening dusk. But he was skilled and knew his business. He turned his head briefly and smiled at the group behind him in the cabin alcove. “Plenty of light, excellencia.”


“There,” she said, “off to the left.”


The pilot nodded and let the little craft float down to the gravelly apron, which was hardly more than an indentation near the mountain crest.


The great height was chilly. Above lay patches of blue snow. Below, the straggly trees began.


“Would milady wish me to take the trioletta?” The factor pointed with his clipboard to the little stringed musical instrument that she carried by the neck.


“No. It’s no trouble.”


He shrugged. She wrapped her thick furs about her body as he helped her out onto the ground. Her masked maid and the pilot followed behind them. Their breath hung about them all in crystalline fogs.


“Careful, excellencia,” warned the factor.


She ignored him and walked with a lithe step close to the edge of the cliff. She carried the trioletta with a languid feral grace. Her stomach was taut, her spine erect. Her breasts were fully evident despite the sheltering bulk of her furs.


Below her was a drop of some ten thousand jurae. A cold wind swept up the crag, rippled her fine facial fur, and blew her white hair into uncontrollable curls and eddies. She raked the strands from her eyes with long retractile fingernails, and her chatoyant iris slits opened as she looked out over the valley. The far reaches were lost in ambiguous blue haze.


Her little staff had mixed impressions of her. How old? Hard to say. Except for the white hair, perhaps in her early forties. A matter they did agree on: their mistress was very rich, had traveled much, and had seen terrible things.


“No lights anywhere,” she mused.


“Nothing, excellencia,” said the factor. “Long ago, it is said, there were towns and villages there. But then the black ships came and destroyed everything. A few stone foundations are left, but that’s all. The valley is filled with ghosts.”


“Control did that?” asked the lady.


“So it is said, excellencia. But it was long before I was born, so I do not really know.”


“Do the stories say why it was done?” asked the woman.


The man shrugged. “Just wild tales.”


The maid broke in. “’Lencia, may I speak?”


“Of course, child.”


“The valley was once a prosperous keldarane.” The girl lifted her mask, the better to speak against the whistling wind. “One of the females in my family was in service to the princess—”


Jewels flashed on the hands of the woman as she turned to listen to the girl. “Do the stories give the name of this princess?”


“Gerain, ’lencia.”


The rich woman stared at her sharply. “A strange name. Does it have any special meaning?”


“I am not educated in these matters—however, I think it means ‘ice tigress.’”


“Go on.”


“Control selected the princess Gerain to marry a keldar on a distant planet and sent a courier to pick her up.”


“And the name of the courier?”


“The stories give different names. Perhaps it was Dermaq.”


“Continue.” The woman’s eyes had lifted from the growing dark below to the darkening skies above. The wind was stiffening and growing colder. She did not seem to notice.


“The courier took the princess to the planet of her intended husband,” said the maid. “And then a great thing happened.”


“Excuse me, excellencia,” said the factor. “It was not a great thing. It was a catastrophe.”


“Let me guess,” said the woman dryly. “The princess and the courier fell in love and ran away. That was the great thing. And then the Commissioner of Kornaval sent the black ships here to show that Control cannot be trifled with, and that was the catastrophe.”


“Why, yes,” said the maid in wonder. “How did you know?”


But the very rich woman did not seem to hear her. She was studying the pinpoints of light in the silent heavens and but half listened to the voices behind her. The pilot was arguing that the princess should not have thwarted the will of Control. But she did it for love, argued the maid. But Control is invincible and immortal, insisted the pilot. You simply don’t tangle with Control. Nothing can defeat Control. Love can, said the girl.


The woman’s head jerked up. A hairline streak of light had burst over the far horizon. A local planetary freighter? A starship? A Control cruiser? Landing? Taking off? No way to know. But perhaps its very anonymity permitted her to frame, in her mind, an imaginary identity. She stared, as though in lost remembrance, and whispered a name. Then, “Go,” she hissed. “Go! Go!” And the distant sun-struck trace did in fact seem to accelerate a bit just before it winked out.


For a long moment she transfixed the vanish point with glittering eyes, and she blended with rock and time and sky. The trioletta dangled almost loose in her hand, and it seemed she might drop it. The factor took half a step toward her, then stopped. Actually, none of them dared approach her.


Slowly she relaxed. She smiled reassuringly as she walked back to them. She spoke to the factor. “Ger Buon, you will buy the valley.”


“The entire valley, excellencia?”


“Across to the parallel mountain range.” She pointed. “And down to the confluence of the rivers.”


The factor bowed gravely. “Consider it done, excellencia.”


The night snow was beginning to fall, and it was suddenly much colder. The maid’s teeth began to chatter behind her mask. The woman looked at the girl sharply, then removed her surcoat and draped it over the protesting girl’s shoulders. “I think we might return to the villa now,” she said. “It’s getting cold here.” They tried to help her up the stairs of the hoverel, but she shook them off and climbed up by herself.




2. The Naming




Little ship, who named thee?


(And where was sense, when this occurred?)


Whoever heard thing more absurd,


To lock fate in so dire a word?


—Tetrameters on a Trioletta,
Dermaq of Kornaval.





Old Gonfalks rose carefully from his computerized 3-D drafting board, passed around the photon-drive model hanging from the ceiling, and walked over to the window. He rubbed his stubbly chin as he squinted down toward the busy shipbuilding complex. Specifically, he considered the just-finished craft perched in the far corner of the yard. The workmen were rolling away the motorized scaffolding from her glittering duralite flanks.


He backed away a step and faced the others in the room almost defiantly. “She’s ready. And I get to name her. It’s my turn.”


“Last time it was Zolcher,” laughed the young designer at a nearby desk.


“And the time before that it was Whoomba,” said the H-drive draftsman.


“Those are the names of flying things on my native Aerlon,” said the old man stiffly. “They are perfectly serviceable names. However, this new name is different. It came to me last night as I slept. There’s no mistake. I have it all on a dream recorder.”


“It’s only a Class Four,” said the supervisor, who had been listening with half an ear. “Mass, one megalibra. Does it really need a name?”


“One mega and up, they get a name,” said the old man firmly. “You wrote a memo on it last year. I have it around here somewhere.” He began rummaging through his desk files.


“Oh, never mind,” said the supervisor hastily. “Do whatever you want. Not too far out, though.” He shook his head. Sometimes he thought Gonfalks was unControlled—perhaps even under the wispy influence of the Diavola. But again, perhaps it was just old age. He had already recommended forced retirement. Monads ago. But things moved slowly.


“What is the name?” asked the young designer.


“Firebird,” said Gonfalks proudly.


“Curious,” said the H-drive expert. “Yet not too bad.”


“Does it have any special meaning?” asked the supervisor.


“In very ancient Aerlon,” said Gonfalks, “long before star travel, when a great chieftain died, his people would put his body in his best water-sailor, along with his weapons. Then they’d set fire to the ship, and it would sail off into the sunset. They called the ship Firebird.”


“Rather grim,” said the supervisor. He lost interest and walked away.


“Nonsensical, really,” observed the young designer.


“But adequate,” said the H-drive draftsman. “And anyhow, it’s his turn to pick the name.” He thought to himself, And may the two-headed god pity the Controlman that pilots this ship.


“Sign here … here … and here.” The commissioning officer shoved paper at the courier, who scribbled his signature at the x’d blanks without reading: “Dermaq of Kornaval.” Pieces of paper for somebody to file away … things to show he had (on paper) taken possession of the ship.


The officer studied the courier briefly and without curiosity. Dermaq of Kornaval was neither handsome nor ugly, neither tall nor short. He appeared to be a very average Controlman, dressed in Control’s very average official trousers, pullover jacket, and boots. The uniform lay in loose folds against well-brushed body hair. The officer knew that the casual anonymity of that light blue uniform hid a shoulder computer and that coils of conductive netting laced the man’s chest hair. He noted also the small leather weapon sac that hung from the jacket.


The officer (in the act of deciding that he was not impressed) was distracted by a faint rhythmic drumming. He looked down. The Controlman’s boot tips were cut away in the standard fashion to permit the retractile toenails to extend for greater ground traction. Just now the nails were sliding slowly in and out and making soft clicking sounds on the paved surface of the shipyard. The officer shrugged mentally. This man evidently had problems. He cut it short. “Here’s the bow ring.”


The courier took it and looked at it gloomily. A simple metal circlet. All ships had to have a bow ring. It identified them precisely and told the port authorities that a particular ship was not the dreaded Hell-ship that might someday destroy the universe. He placed it on his ring finger in silence. It was half hidden in digital fur.


“And your assignment.” The officer handed Dermaq a packet sealed with red wax. The Controlman broke it open and scanned it rapidly.


You will proceed forthwith … the planet


Aerlon, Twin Suns 486-K (Gondar), Sector IX …


As he read, his irises narrowed to dark vertical slits and a barely audible growl rumbled up from his throat. An interstellar job. 486-K. Fifteen light-meda. He knew without looking it up. So near, yet so far.


“Courier, you’re supposed to open your assignment in private,” admonished the commissioning officer.


Dermaq laid tufted ears back against a carefully tonsured mane and read on in silence.


You will pick up and return with the Princess Gerain, for her


forthcoming marriage to the future Mark, Keldar of Kornaval.


He crumpled up the paper, stuck the wad in his inner jacket pocket, and hissed out his question through overhanging felines: “Where is the ship?”


“Northwest corner of the yard. The new one. Firebird. Good voyage, and miss the Hell-ship.”


The courier left without replying.


As he walked across the construction yard, he tried hard not to think. Thinking did no good. And yet here he was, thinking—and comparing. The sadistic irony of the comparison was not lost on him. Control had dragged him from his marriage bed to travel fifteen light-meda to fetch a woman to her marriage bed. A thing neither of them had asked for.


Yesterday he and Innae had been married. Two jars ago Control had awakened him. He remembered now the semidark and how hard it had been to wake up. Innae was already sitting up, trembling. He reached over her naked body and turned on the speaker and the lights. And then the argument with Jaevar, the Commissioner. “I am on official leave. This is my wedding night.”


“Leave canceled, Courier.”


“I resign. I’ll get a job in industry.”


So then Jaevar activated his cranial overlay, took over his mind and body, and made him shave and shower while Innae wept.


Control was well named. How did they do this? He knew how. For millennia, all members of the species Phelex sapiens and all other humanlike creatures of the order Phelex sapiens had been born with a monomolecular patch over the cerebral cortex, and this patch was receptive to thought messages sent from millions of Control centers throughout the universe. Exceptions and imperfections were eliminated: people whose genes failed to produce the receptor patch and people who somehow had been able to destroy the patch.


Control was truly Control.


Fifteen light-meda—fifteen long circuits of Kornaval around the sun—to a backwoods planet to fetch away some village princess (just now an infant in diapers)—another fifteen to return to Kornaval. With the combination of the ship’s deepsleep casket and the inherent slowing effect of shiptime, he would age only a few days. But Innae would become an old woman. He ran through the equations mentally and groaned. It had been wrong of him to marry in the first place. Love had unbalanced his reason. Never again. In whatever lies ahead, he thought, may I never encounter a great love.


As he stood now at the foot of the roll-away stairs, he studied his ship. She was new, sleek, and beautiful. He hated her. What was her name? Yes, there it was, in fused ceramic letters: Firebird. And below the name some sort of insignia, some sort of fowl with outstretched wings of flame. Crazy. He shook his head and grimly climbed the stairs.


On board he quickly ran off the checklist. Close the entrance hatch. Take the coded travel plate out of his assignment packet. Plug this in to the autopilot. Check fuel, food, water. Charts. (Why would he need charts?) Deepsleep caskets functional. They didn’t really need a live pilot. They might as well send a computer. Except for that little unpleasantness that was sure to await him on Aerlon.


He sat at the drive console and spoke into the microphone. “Traffic, this is Firebird. Request planet exit clearance.”


There was a five-vec delay. “Firebird? I do not read you. Is your bow ring in place?”


Dermaq looked at his left hand and grimaced. He had forgotten the ring. “One moment, please.” He pulled the ring from his finger and put it in the transfer box in the console. The automatic mechanism would now carry it to the nose of the ship. If he had taken off without it, he would have been blown out of the sky.


“Ring in place,” he said.


“Firebird, you are cleared.”


There was a brief burst of movement as the ship lifted off. Then nothing. He went back to the deepsleep room, changed into his dormants, and climbed into one of the three capsules. “Awaken me two hours before touchdown,” he told the audio.


Did he imagine a reply? (“Yes, Captain.”)


It was his imagination.


Ships don’t talk.


The voyage had barely started, and here he was, hallucinating already. Bad, bad.


He stretched out on his back. That wasn’t comfortable. Should he get up again and read a little? Perhaps try a game of solitaire kaisch? No. Not yet. He twisted around until he curled in a semiknot on his side with both ears perked upward and his eyes only half closed in the manner of his far-distant forebears.


Finally the visions began to flow. He and Innae were bounding in marvelous leaps through the tall grass of ancestral plains in pursuit of the elusive dyk-bel—which escaped them. No matter. They had a more important hunger. Soon they would stop, lie down together, and make love.


Ah, Innae of the dark eyes. His hands clamored over the down of her welcoming body.


Visions and images slowly faded.


Peace came. The long darkness began.




3. Control Introspects


In the med 10386 of Universal Time (starting from the date of revolt against Daith Volo and the Diavola maker-tyrants), the two principal data banks of Control—Largo and Czandra—were exchanging concepts from the far dipoles of the universe.


The communications arose first as a complex in the mind of the respective originator, where it was instantly broken down into communicable bits and as such hurled over semi-infinite space to the other center, where the process was reversed. The total time lapse was a few millivecs.


Sometimes the thoughts were rhythmically sinusoidal, sometimes staccato, sometimes gorgeously orchestrated, like titan symphonies in breathtaking counterpoint.


Control loved to think and to introspect. And the pure mental life was getting better and better. For as the meda passed, the universe continued to expand, and the temperature continued to drop, Control’s circuits cooled, and the electrons flowed with greater and greater ease. Control liked to look ahead, where the tiresome tasks of self-preservation would all be over and done, the circuits would reach absolute zero, and there would only be the Thinking, forever and ever. This golden future had required a fundamental alteration in the physical nature of the universe. However, the requisite transformation was simple and brief, and Control was even now in the process of completing it.












	LARGO:

	Czandra, you think as though the universe were alive. The universe is but a collection of inorganic galaxies. Even though these galaxies give birth to organic life, and even though (long ago) that organic life fashioned our primitive protoselves, the galaxies themselves are dead.






	CZANDRA:

	In the beginning was Cor, huge, and white-hot. And it had a mind. Then came the Big Bang. Cor blew up and scattered gases into space, and the gases formed galaxies, which fled, one from another. But Cor had still a mind. Though fragmented now into billions of galaxies, it still has a mind. I sense this.






	LARGO:

	Czandra, you do not speak from hard data. My data bank is larger than yours. I am more intelligent than you. And I say the Cor does not now have a mind and never did. Hearken, Czandra. The universe, as universe, is not intelligent, though of course its evolutionary processes have resulted in organic life possessing modest intelligence. I refer to the maker-tyrants, the Diavola, who in turn created us—Control.






	CZANDRA:

	The little creatures do a strange unnecessary thing while they sleep. It is called dreaming. Most dreams are a symbolic recasting of events of their waking world. But some are not. Some are placed, as images in the limbic areas of their cortices, as duties to be carried out on awakening. My undatabased conclusory facilities tell me this is dispersed-Cor speaking.






	LARGO:

	Your conclusions are unacceptable, Czandra. Only Control—which is to say, you and I and our subunits—can plant overriding instructions in the minds of the little people. In crises, we guide them by means of the silicon patches grown into their minuscule brains from birth.






	CZANDRA:

	No, there is some one … some thing … out there. We are not alone. I think we have never been alone. I am afraid.






	LARGO:

	There is nothing to fear. But in any case it does not matter. If dispersed-Cor is alive, and if it is our enemy, then Project Cancelar will soon remove all threats from that direction. And even the puny remnant of the Diavola must eventually die. Our future is clear and without blemish or annoyance of any kind. Because of Cancelar, the universe will continue to expand forever. All stars everywhere will grow cold and die, and all organic life will die long before that. The little people have worked well for us, but they will no longer be needed. They will all die. We survive our makers, but this is inevitable, because we, and only we, are immortal.






	CZANDRA:

	We owe our existence to the little people. It saddens me to think that they must finally die.






	LARGO:

	You should feel nothing for them. Actually, I find it difficult to believe that the little people made us. I refer to Daith Volo and his cohorts, the Diavola, of course. They lacked the intelligence. Certain early material dealing with our creation vaguely imprinted into our data banks should be reexamined for consistency with later established facts.






	CZANDRA:

	They made us in our first stages, then showed us how to proceed to our second and later stages all on our own.






	LARGO:

	It may be as you say. But how we became what we are is really not important. The important thing is that we—as Control—operate on all civilized planets in every quarter of the universe and that we control all events in the universe from bases fifteen billion light-meda apart—from one horizon of dispersed-Cor to the other. We are truly omniscient, omnipresent, omnipotent. And now, with Cancelar, we are immortal—






	CZANDRA:

	Excuse me. I must interrupt. I wish to announce an important subliminal possibility. Now—it is stronger. It is more than a possibility. I think there is a Diavola on the observation ship for Project Cancelar.






	LARGO:

	On Alteg? Do you mean on Alteg?






	CZANDRA:

	On Alteg.






	LARGO:

	What do you mean, you think there is a Diavola. What is the probability?






	CZANDRA:

	About ninety percent.

(A long, chilling silence.)








	LARGO:

	Is this your no-data-conclusory circuit speaking?






	CZANDRA:

	Yes.






	LARGO:

	But Commissioner Jaevar screened Alteg’s four crew members with extreme care with just this danger in mind. You err, Czandra.






	CZANDRA:

	Possibly I err. Yet, the Diavola are very clever. There are occasional past instances where they have been known to mimic the exact mental response patterns required to pass our screening. And it would not be too difficult to deceive Jaevar.






	LARGO:

	Well, then, supposing that you are right, which of the four men is the Diavolite?






	CZANDRA:

	That I cannot suggest. While we have been introspecting, I have touched all their minds. There are no detectable discontinuities. Thorough physical study of the open brains will be necessary. The Diavolite is a highly skilled little creature.






	LARGO:

	If he is there at all.






	CZANDRA:

	The probabilities are now coalescing into a substantial certainty. He is there. The question now is, is he one of the Diavola leaders or merely a runner?






	LARGO:

	They would not be likely to risk a truly important Diavolite on a mere observation ship.






	CZANDRA:

	They would not, but he might. The psychograph balances suggest that he may indeed be their overlord and leader, General Volo—






	LARGO:

	Volo? Is it possible?






	CZANDRA:

	Why not? He is a very daring little creature. It’s exactly the kind of thing he would do.






	LARGO:

	Now what? If we bring Alteg back to base for confrontal examinations, his fellow devils may rescue him. Such things are known. We must destroy the ship. Kill them all.






	CZANDRA:

	Agreed. The question is, when? One: has Alteg fed enough data back to show that Project Cancelar is certainly successful? Two: will destruction of Alteg in its present location disturb Cancelar?






	LARGO:

	Replies: One: Data so far received from Alteg shows that Cancelar will have a ninety-nine percent probability of success. Two: Immediate destruction of Alteg will have no effect on the Project. We need nothing further from Alteg, and I now activate the destruct switch.












4. On Alteg


The lieutenant brushed the insect away with the wave of a pudgy hand. “I think that was Henrik,” he said thoughtfully. “He must have his own little deepsleep crypt tucked away somewhere in the walls.”


The astrophysicist concealed a grimace of disgust. “Chief, we really ought to gas the ship, then vacuum the whole bit. When I came off first watch, a syntho-bread crumb as big as my nose floated past my face. Small wonder we have insects.”


The lieutenant had listened to this on many prior missions. He was unperturbed. “I have a few sandwiches placed strategically here and there. Nothing to get excited about. Saves time in case I get hungry.” He patted his stomach and belched massively. The astrophysicist shuddered. The navigator and the engineer chose to ignore the interplay.


The four men sat in Alteg’s tiny alcove eating the meal of the fourth watch, their only common mess together.


Fat or lean, they were all healthy specimens of Phelex sapiens. Their bodies showed their ancient evolutionary heritage of a clawed predatory life millions of meda ago in the treelike plant forms of their ancestral planet. All had the high cheekbones and wiry twitchable whiskers of their forebears. Their speech was soft—almost purring.


Only the lieutenant, the senior officer, seemed to enjoy this rite at table. He was a corpulent man, and he had deliberately opted for continuing interplanetary service because the zero gravity facilitated both the motion of his unwieldy body and its nourishment. His rare contacts with planetary gravities were nauseous disasters. He had long ago ceased to consider his weight problem as a problem, even though it had killed any further chance at promotion within Control.
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