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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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AUTHOR’S NOTE

THE LAST ACTS of pushing a book out into the world-typing the title page, boxing the manuscript, weighing it in at the post office like a prize fighter—remind me of a parent bidding a reluctant child forward to entertain houseguests at the family piano. For all concerned it’s probably best simply to let the music begin and see who listens.

But with a book which stumbled into view in vastly different form eight years before, I feel some toe-scuffing explanation is necessary. The first version of this novel was hastily written because of other pressing matters. Even so, I thought Well of it. The paperback went out of print. When an editor suggested reissuing it, I assented. Rereading it, I found it dreadful. So I had to rethink what I had imagined was in the text and why none of those fragile images made their way to the printed page.

Hemingway described novels as “getting into the ring with Mister Tolstoy.” Science fiction writers have been conditioned to have no such dreams and that’s probably for the best. But it’s true that you often write your first book while looking over your shoulder at your ancestors. In science fiction that more often than not means a memory of teenage excitements, of vast sweeping imagination, of pill-sized ideas, easily digested. This book was originally designed to lay that ghost to rest in me.

Rewriting it, I found that time-worn path of gaudy space operas slippery and well-nigh impossible. It bothered me that the central eye (and “I”) of these fondly remembered adventures was so certain, so cocksure. I kept asking, where did they come from? Who were their parents, to have such impossible children?

I’m not saying heroes don’t exist. I’m just wondering whether, once they’ve come home from their galactic romps, they have any small talk. (And if so, what does it sound like? Should it be just like ours? Whether you answer yes or no, each choice has interesting implications.)

I suspect these puzzles don’t bother readers nearly so much. Those occasions when a writer meets his readers—often by chance, in my case—seem to bear this out.

The reader comes bearing a fresh, colored, outside impression of a tale the writer recalls from the inside. We have to live through these worlds of ours, over a period of months or years. The reader gobbles them up in hours. To us a grey fog has settled over the work. We remember a blurred intention, some grand designs which now appear as ruined battlements of a distant castle. We recall moments of zest and—more often—troughs of uncertain drudgery, when the fingers fumbled for the thread we once thought was a firm rope, capable of carrying limitless freight. After our long march through the manuscript, there’s that weighing in (with the post office, not with Mr. Tolstoy), the quick note from the publisher followed by a blank silence, then the sudden eruption of a flock of galleys. Then a curious rectangle of paper and ink arrives, a box of words with some remnant of you inside it. You lived through the events described in there, making finally—as for this book you hold—about 75,000 words concerning what you saw. Once the box arrives you spy 75,000 decisions that need rethinking.

The reader has had the same outside experience of the jacket copy—a peculiar brand of literature seemingly always written by dwarves—and the inevitable reviews, but his sense of these things is different. For me, science fiction has a vast attic of machinery that once worked. It can spin and clack again, too, but only with fresh oil and repairs. To set that machinery of old ideas and dusty conventions in motion again, without tinkering and rubbing the rust away, is virtually a form of automatic writing. The machinery clanks awkwardly and may jam up entirely.

When I looked at the first form this novel took, I saw that it was a stamp-press job from the attic. To revise it at all required new cogs and ratchets. I’ve tried to retain something of the old version, though, out of some shadowy sense that I can’t chuck aside the entire past.

Some readers will prefer the earlier work. That’s part of the inside. outside mirror, and that’s fine. The author’s vision of a work isn’t better or deeper than a reader’s, it’s just different. Writers play the God game with their books. Weary, they will see a plastic epiphany where other, fresher eyes sense a true revelation. That’s the business.

I’ve spent a summer trying to set old flywheels in motion here. It’s been, in sum, enjoyable. After the eight years I took to write In the Ocean of Night, delving back into this star-spanning opus has been fun. But I think now I’m done with the habit sf has of making the universe familiar and, essentially, of human scale. A cozy cosmos is a deception.

I’ll grant it takes a certain audacity to parallel the collapse of a galactic empire with a faltering marriage. But, then, one tissue of metaphors is probably as good as any other. What matters most, reader, is that we still have the faith to set out on paths together. And if science fiction means anything, we should prefer the unmarked trails.

—GREGORY BENFORD
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Part I




1

THE PLACE TO begin is at the bottom of the trough. How long I had gone through the motions, living days as alike as beads on a konchu wire, I don’t know. We had been in the apartment—such as it was—a long time.

Something happened, about an hour into the morning shift.

Unlike many, I still worked. In the dark corridors no one would notice the red-rimmed crater like an eye at each shoulder and elbow. And who would care? They were too wound up in themselves, by that year, to raise an eyebrow at what had once been a crime.

I drew the line at my waist: no socketing at hips, knees, ankles. Too many and your body won’t restore the tissue, even under sproc treatments. So I labored at our sim board, hooked into distant machines, visions of far-off places tapped through to my opticals. I was immersed in the jerky thrust of an assembly network, swinging raw and fragrant dirt to the side with my right arm, while the left chunked organiform slabs down into quick-molding foundation fluids. My glance rippled over the grid layout. Every jointed nerve nexus commanded a linkage in the assembly net, processing raw ores into impersonal, blank-walled housing. My sockets linked to machines. I was a neural computer, hired by the hour. The buildings were going up halfway around Earth. I bossed the work through satellite comm.

I’m sure it spooked the kids. There was Dad pinned like a zombie to the board, quivering and jerking and muttering for most of the morning. Then I’d collapse and sit, numb and staring, blank-eyed, enough work done for the day to buy us extras.

Their mother would coax them into watching the screen, and they’d leave me be. But this morning—

“Dad-dy, why do we have to watch this old stuff?” Romana said, jerking her head up with a regal look.

“Um?” (Still dazed.)

“None of the other cubes in this block even carry Schoolchannel any more.”

“Um.”

“And it’s boring,” put in Chark, his thin voice piping. “Everybody knows you can’t learn fast without tapping.”

Romana: “We’re going to turn out to be rennies.”

“Rennies?”

“Renegades, Ling,” Angela said from the kitchen cloister. “It’s the new slang.”

“Schoolchannel makes you a renegade?”

“Well, it really means, you know, out of fashion.”

“Um.”

Angela came into the living room, wiping her hands on a towel, and looked at me with her mouth tightening. I knew what was going to happen.

“Don’t you think they have a point, Ling? Finally?”

“No.”

I looked away from her. Chark dialed the volume down on the screen, and everybody very carefully sat still. I wasn’t going to get away with a quick victory.

“Dad-dy …”

“If you’d seen that counselor at the Center, Ling. Tapping is necessary. You were out there yourself. You—”

“Yes. I was out there. And none of you were.”

Romana, who is nine, began reasonably, “The Assembly says tapping is for the common defense …”

“It’s useless. Pointless. Harmful. There’s—”

I stopped. It wasn’t going to do any good. Their faces were closing up, going blank. I couldn’t tell them the guts of what happened out there. That was buried away in datafile somewhere, sealed against all but high-priority access. Some remnant of Fleet training kept me from talking. That, and a curious inability to focus on that past, a desire to skitter away from it.

Angela broke her silence. I could tell from the brittle edge in her voice that the words had been dammed up for a long time.

“Why do you tell them such things? They—they’ll respect you even less if you try to pretend there’s some big mystery about what you did out there. You were just a shuttle Captain. A pickup convoy, to get the survivors off Regeln after the Quarn hit it.”

“Uh huh.”

“And you didn’t even get many off, either.”

“Something happened. Something really happened.”

I got up dumbly and moved toward a cabinet, thinking to get a drink, and when I reached out for balance my hand came down on something on the cabinet. It was the Firetongue Stet. The fifty-centimeter block felt cool and reassuring. Having it here was an outright violation of Fleet regs. Even though it was out of date now, I could conceivably be executed for keeping my Commander’s Stet after I was court-martialed. But I’d substituted a dud, a blank Stet, when the time had came in the official decommissioning ceremonies. To cling to some last bauble of the Fleet officer I had been?

The children were dead silent, not even swinging a foot with nervous energy, the way they get when they sense that the adults have forgotten they’re around and maybe a fight is about to start. Angela and I both noticed it at the same time; the children were our lines of communication now.

“All right. We’ll talk about it later,” I said.

The kids grumbled a bit and went back to their screen lecture. Angela walked into the bedroom. Probably to pout, I thought sourly. One more nick in an eroding marriage.

We would talk. Oh yes, there would be a plentitude of talk. I had been a man who acted. Now I was a mumbler, a parody. I had lost momentum, and Angela’s coming accusations and complaints would sting. But I couldn’t deflect them. Maybe I didn’t care to.

I sat down. I hadn’t really thought about Regeln for a long time. That seemed all buried now, a subtle and somehow faceless past. I had tried to ride the events as they came to me, to swim between the smashing waves, but in the end I had washed up on this barren shore.

To wait.

And while waiting, to be reborn among the dead.


2

IT WAS SUPPOSED to be a quick, daring run: Loop my ship into the Regeln system, drop planetward, scoop up whatever was left before the Quarn returned.

The crew didn’t take it well. Fleet had already lost many ships. A month before they had taken us off a routine run and outfitted our ships with enough extras—blister pods for defense, mostly—to put the convoy on the lowest rung of warship class.

But men take longer to adjust. Most of them were still nervous and edgy about the changes. They were suddenly oraku, warrior status. They didn’t like it—neither did I—but there was nothing to be done. This was an emergency.

I had us roar out of orbital port at full bore, giving the ships that hot crisp gunmetal smell. That perked them up. But maintenance is only maintenance, the hours stretched long, and soon they found the time to think, to wring out self-doubts, to fidget. In a few days the results began to come up through the confessional rings: anxieties, exclusion feelings, loss of phase.

“I told Fleet we’d have this,” I said to Tonji, my Exec. “These are traditional men. They can’t take a sudden change of role.” I let go of the clipboard that held the daily report Stet. I watched it tumble slowly in the weak gravity.

Tonji blinked languidly. “I think they are overreacting to the danger involved. None of us signed for something like this. They aren’t men who hired on to win a medal—a bronzer, as ship’s slang puts it. Give them time.”

“Time? Where am I going to get it? We’re only weeks out from Regeln now. This is a large group, spread over a convoy. We’ll have to reach them quickly.”

He unconsciously stiffened his lips, a gesture he probably associated with being tough-minded. “It will take effort, true. But I suppose you realize there isn’t any choice.”

Was that a hint of defiance in his voice, mingled with his habitual condescending? I paused, let it go. “More Sabal, then. Require all senior officers to attend as well.”

“You’re sure that’s enough, sir?”

“Of course I’m not sure! I haven’t got all the answers in my pocket. This convoy hasn’t had anything but shuttle jobs for years.”

“But we’ve been reassigned …”

“Slapping a sticker on a ship doesn’t change the men inside. The crews don’t know what to do. There isn’t any confidence in the group, because everyone can sense the uncertainty. Nobody knows what’s waiting for us on Regeln. A crewman wouldn’t be human if he didn’t worry about it.”

I looked across the small cabin at my kensdai altar. I knew I was losing control of myself too often and not directing the conversation the way I wanted. I focused on the solid, dark finish of the wood that framed the altar, feeling myself merge with the familiarity of it. Focus down, let the center flow outward.

Tonji flicked an appraising glance at me. “The Quarn were stopped on Regeln. That’s why we’re going.”

“They’ll be back. The colony there beat them off but took a lot of losses. It’s now been twenty-four days since the Quarn left. You heard the signals from the surface—they’re the only ones we got after their satellite link was destroyed. The correct code grouping was there, but the signal strength was down. Then transmission faded. Whoever sent them was working in bad conditions, or didn’t understand the gear, or both.”

“Fleet doesn’t think it’s a trap?” Tonji’s features, Mongol-yellow in the diffused light of my cabin, took on a cool, distant look.

“They don’t know. I don’t, either. But we need information on Quarn tactics and equipment. They’re a race of hermits, individuals, some say—but somehow they cooperate against us. We want to get an idea how.”

“The earlier incidents …”

“They were just that—incidents. Raids. Fleet never got enough coherent information out of the surviving tapes, and what there was they can’t unravel. There were no survivors.”

“But this time the colonists stood off a concentrated attack.”

“Yes. Perhaps there are good records on Regeln.”

Tonji nodded, smiling, and left after proper ceremonies. I was sure he knew most of what I’d told him, through his own sources, but he’d seemed to want to draw the details out of me, to savor them. Why? I could guess: the better the mission, the gaudier the reports, then all the faster would rise the fortunes of Mr. Tonji. A war—the first in three centuries, and the first in deepspace—has the effect of opening the staircases to the top. It relieves a young officer of the necessity for worming his way through the belly of the hierarchy.

I reached out, dialed a starchart of Regeln’s neighbors, studied.

The Quarn had been an insect buzzing just beyond the range of our senses for decades now. Occasional glancing contacts, rumors, stories. Then war.

How? Security didn’t bother to tell lowly convoy Captains—probably only a few hundred men anywhere knew. But there had been a cautiously worded bulletin about negotiations in the Quarn home worlds, just before the War. But no one had ever seen one face to face. The Council had tried to establish communal rapport with some segment of Quarn society. It had worked before, with the Phalanx and Angras.

Among the intellectual circles I knew—such as they were—it was holy dogma. Sense of community was the glue that held a culture together. Given time and correct Phase, it could bind even alien societies. In two cases it already had.

And it wove a universe for us. A world of soft dissonances muting into harmonies, tranquil hues of waterprints fading together.

To it the Quarn were a violet slash of strangeness. Hermitlike, they offered little and accepted less. Privacy extended to everything for them; we still had no clear idea of their physical appearances. Their meetings with us had been conducted with only a few individual negotiators.

Into this the Council had moved. Perhaps a taboo was ignored, a trifle overlooked. Perhaps. It seemed the mistake was too great for the Quarn to pass; they came jabbing into the edge of the human community. Regeln was one of their first targets.

“First Sabal call,” Tonji’s voice, came over the inboard. “You asked me to remind you, sir.”

It was ironic that Tonji, with all his ancestors citizens of Old Nippon, should be calling a Sabal game to be led by me, a half-breed Caucasian—and I was sure it wasn’t totally lost on him. My mother was a Polynesian and my father a truly rare specimen: one of the last pure Americans, born of the descendants of the few who had survived the Riot War. That placed me far down in the caste lots, even below Australians.

When I was a teenager it was still socially permissible to call us ofkaipan, a term roughly analogous to nigger in the early days of the American Republic. But since then had come the Edicts of Harmony. I imagine the Edicts are still ignored in the Offislands, but with my professional status it would be a grave breach of protocol if the word ever reached my ears. I’d seen it often enough, mouthed wordlessly by an orderlyman who’d just received punishment, or an officer who couldn’t forget the color of my skin. But never aloud.

I sighed and got up, almost wishing there was another of us aboard so I wouldn’t have moments of complete loneliness like this. But we were rare in Fleet, and almost extinct on Earth itself.

I uncased my formal Sabal robes and admired their delicate sheen a moment before putting them on. The subtle reds and violets caught the eye and played tricks with vision. They were the usual lint-free polyester that shed no fine particles into the ship’s air, but everything possible had been done to give them texture and depth beyond the ordinary uniform. They were part of the show, just like the bals and chants.

During the dressing I made the ritual passes as my hands chanced to pass diagonally across my body, to induce emotions of wholeness, peace. The vague fears I had let slip into my thoughts would be in the minds of the crew as well.

The murmur in our assemblyroom slackened as I appeared. I greeted them, took my place in the hexagon of men, and began the abdominal exercises, sitting erect. I breathed deeply, slowly, and made hand passes. At the top of the last arc the power was with me and, breathing out, I came down into focus, outward-feeling, koda-kani.

I slowed the juggling of the gamebals, sensing the mood of the hexagon. The bals and beads caught the light in their counter-cadences, glancing tones of red and blue off the walls as they tumbled. The familiar dance calmed us and we moved our legs to counter-position, for meditation.

My sing-chant faded slowly in the softened acoustics of the room. I began the Game.

First draw was across the figure, a crewman fidgeting with his Sabal leafs. He chose a passage from the Quest and presented it as overture. It was a complex beginning—the Courier was endowed with subtleties of character and mission. Play moved on. The outline of our problem was inked in by the others as they read their own quotations from the eaves into the Game structure.


For the Royal Courier rode down from the hills, and being he of thirst, hunger, and weariness, he sought aid in the town. Such was his Mission that the opinion he gained here of the inhabitants of the village, their customs, honesty, and justice (not only to the courier, but to themselves), would be relayed to the Royal Presence as well. And then, it is said, to Heaven. Having such items to barter, he went from house to house …



After most entries were made, the problem maze established had dark undertones of fear and dread. And rippling them slowly through my fingers, began the second portion of Sabal: proposing of solution. Again the draw danced among the players.

It comes to this:

You are one of two players. There are only two choices for you to make—say, red and black. The other player is hidden, and only his decisions are reported to you.

If both of you pick red, you gain a measure each. If both are black, a measure is lost. But if you choose red and your opponent (fellow; mate; planet-sharer) votes black, he wins two measures, and you lose two.

He who cooperates in spirit, he who senses the Total, wins.

Sabel is infinitely more complex than this description, but contains the same elements. The problems set by the men ran dark with subtle streams of anguish, insecurity.

But now the play returned to me. I watched the solution as it formed around the hexagon. Rejoiced in harmony of spirit. Indicated slight displeasure when divergent modes were attempted. Rebuked personal gain. And drew closer to my men.

“Free yourself from all bonds,” I chanted, “and bring to rest the ten thousand things. The way is near, but we seek it afar.”

The mood caught slowly at first, and uncertainty was dominant, but with the rhythm of repetition a compromise was struck. Anxiety began to submerge. Conflicting images in the Game weakened.

I caught the uprush of spirit at its peak, chanting joyfully of completion as I brought the play to rest. I imposed the dreamlike flicker of gamebal and bead, gradually toning the opticals until we were clothed in darkness. Then stillness.

The fire burning, the iron kettle singing on the hearth, a pine bough brushing the roof, water dripping.

The hexagon broke and we left, moving in concert.
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