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The Bl ood Red Gane
by M chael MOORCOCK

PROLOGUE

Renark was a wanderer in the galaxy for two years - but he was not |onely. Renark could never be

| onely, for the galaxy was his omipresent friend and he was aware of its novenents. Even the
pecul iar control exercised on it by forces, which he could not sense, was as conforting as its
presence. He noved about in it and contai ned awareness of every atomof it in his |long, thin-boned
skul | . He wandered purposely through the teemng galaxy for two swift years and then, when ready,
journeyed out towards the Rim..

ONE

The three of themnmet, at last, in a terrible town called Mgaa on the harsh, bright edge of a
wi | derness. Both town and planet were called Mgaa and it was the Last Chance planet for the
gal axy's fugitives.

Renar k di senbarked fromhis cruiser, unconfortable under the glare of the dianond-bright sun. He
threaded his way through the great |oom ng shapes of a hundred ot her ships, his mnd searching the
town ahead for his two friends. Hs skilled brain probed the shapes of streets and buil di ngs,
peopl e and objects until at last he had |located them half a nile away on the other side of the

t own.

He strode briskly fromthe spaceport and there were no Custons officers to stop himhere. He kept
his friends' forns firmy fixed in his mind as he hurried in their direction. They were agitated
and he guessed they might be in trouble.

Peopl e stared at himas he passed a very tall, very gaunt nan with deep-set black eyes in a | ong
skull a brooding face in repose. But they didn't stare at his face - they thought himremarkable
mai nl y because he wore no apparent weapon. Al nost all the nmen and wonen who came to M gaa cane
hurriedly - but they al so canme arned.

Only Renark wal ked purposefully along the netal -paved streets, through the glinting stee
bui | di ngs. The others nmoved ainm essly, wearing dark |l enses to ward off the glare of the desert
reflected in the steel and chrome of the buildings. He noted little transport on the streets, and
what there was noved |l azily. He thought the town had an exhausted air - yet at the same tine it
possessed an at nosphere of expectancy. It was a peculiar nood - and it snothered M gaa.

He noted al so a shared quality in the faces of the nmen and wonen, a set expression, which tried
vainly to disguise the hope lurking in their eyes. They seened afraid of hoping, yet evidently
could do nothing else. Mgaa - or what Mgaa offered - was their last chance. It was Renark's too,
but for other, less selfish, reasons.

When he reached the building where he sensed his two friends were, it wasn't the tavern he'd
expected. This was called The Drift Inn, Iike hundreds of other taverns throughout the gal axy, but
this one's nane had a special significance.

He wal ked in to find tunult.

A fight was going on. He recognised several, who could be either thieves or spacehands judgi ng by
the white, netal -studded plastileather overalls they wore. They were thick, brutal shouting nen
and they were attacking two others, not of their kind.

Renark recogni sed the pah". Paul Tal fryn and young Asqui ol of Ponpeii, their backs against the far
wal | of the noisy, overcrowded public room For a noment he felt the urge to |l eave themto it,
confident that they would survive, but then he decided to help them He wanted themto be as fit
as possible for the forthcom ng journey.

As he noved forward, a spacehand, using the whole of his netal-studded body as a weapon | aunched
hi nsel f at Renark. The spacehand had obviously | earned his fighting techniques aboard ship or on a
lowgravity planet. Mgaa wasn't a |lowgrav world and the man's nethod of charging in an attenpt
to buffet Renark against the far wall didn't work. Renark skipped aside and the hand bl undered
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past. Renark kicked against the base of the man's spine with a pointed boot. The spacehand
col | apsed backwards and Renark kicked nun sharply in the head knocki ng hi mout.

Swi ftly Renark pushed towards his friends.

Tal fryn | ooked al nost panic-stricken as he warded off the blows of his attackers, but Asquiol -
fl anboyant, grinning and vicious - was enjoying hinself. A set of knuckle-spikes gleaned on his
right fist, and there was blood on them One of Asquiol's opponents blundered back into Renark
clutching at a bl eedi ng eye-socket.

"W're wasting tine!' Renark shouted as the others saw him

He noved into the crowd, pulling the tunbling spacenen aside with his large, ugly hands. Toget her,
Tal fryn and Asqui ol punched their way towards him

A growl ing giant swung a pocket-nace at Asqui ol who ducked, crouched, then shot out his spike-
covered fist deep into the spacehand's belly. The giant shrieked and the nace dropped fromhis
hand as he fell to his knees.

The trio burst fromthe tavern and ran up a narrow side street until they saw t he spacehands
abandon the chase, shouting catcalls frombehind them They turned into an alley, running between
the backs of the buildings, their boots ringing on the netal

"Which way to the Sal vation | nn?' Renark said.

' Thanks for breaking that up,' Asquiol grinned. 'l thought you Guide Sensers could tell where
anything was. It's this way. Not far.

Renark didn't bother to use his space sensing ability. The inage of what he had done to the
spacehand was still sharp in his mnd. He didn't |ike violence.

Asqui ol led themback on to a main way. As they wal ked, Talfryn turned to Renark, his expression
enmbar r assed.

"Sorry about that,' he said. 'Those hands were | ooking for trouble. They picked on Asqui ol because
of his clothes. W had to fight. W managed to avoid a dozen others, but couldn't get out of this
one. The whol e damed town's the sanme - tense, nervous, inpatient.’

"I"'mafraid | encouraged them' Asquiol said. 'Really, one can't have one's dress insulted by such
a vulgar breed!' He collapsed his knuckl e-spikes and put them away.

Lonely and tinme-begrimed for all his youth, Asquiol dressed with careful flanboyance. He wore a

hi gh-col l ared, quilted jacket of orange ny-fur and tight slacks of purple stuff, which fitted over
his pointed, fibreglass boots. Hi s face was pale and tapering, his black hair cut short in a
fringe over his forehead. He carried a slender, anti-neutron beaner - an outl awed weapon.

Asqui ol had once been a prince - independent Overlord of Ponpeii, before the Galactic Lords
enforced their powers and brought the planet into the Union

Renark remenbered that Asquiol had lost his title and estates for protecting him and he was
grateful.

He noticed that the younger nman had | apsed into a brooding nmood. It was his usual reaction and
because of it many peopl e thought hi munbal anced, though Renark knew that Asquiol was the very
opposite. His was a fine, delicate balance which only his will naintained.

Tal fryn, lean-faced like his two friends, sensitive and bearded, was an unlicensed explorer and

therefore a crimnal. He was dressed conservatively - sleevel ess jerkin of unstained hide, blue

shirt and black trousers. He carried a heavy power-gun. He | ooked curiously at Renark, but since
he sai d nothing Renark remained silent.

Then he smiled. His thin, grimlips quirked upwards and he strai ghtened his back, turning his |ong
head and | ooking hard at Tal fryn.
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Tal fryn seemed di sturbed by the ook, and felt obliged to speak, so he said: 'Wen do we |eave?
I"minpatient to get started.'

Renark did not respond for a nmonent, and just kept | ooking.
Talfryn said: 'l can't wait.'
“I"' mnot sure yet,' Renark said.

As they reached the tall, many-w ndowed structure of the Salvation Inn, on the edge of town,
Talfryn said to Renark: 'You told us we were wasting time back there. How nuch tinme have we,
roughl y?'

"Maxi nrum thirty-six hours,' the Guide Senser replied.
Asqui ol | ooked up, startled out of his nobod. He seened troubled. 'Is that all?

"That's all - probably less. | can feel it conming closer to this continuumall the tine, but it's
difficult to keep a fix on it always. It takes nost of my energy.'

They entered the wi de, high-roofed public hall of the Salvation Inn. Asquiol |ooked around him
seeki ng soneone in the crowd, but was di sappoi nted. The huge wi ndows, which stretched up one high
wal |l lighted several tiered galleries and | ooked out on to the bright black and white carbon
desert of the planet.

They pushed t hrough the crowd of men and wormen of nmany types. There were richly clad nmen; ragged
men; nen who drank heavily and men who sipped at a single drink; vociferous men and qui et men.
Here, as in the rest of the town, there was an air of tired, tense expectancy - an atnosphere,
which had lasted, this era, for thirty-seven years. Al the residents glanced often at the big
scanner screens suspended in the mddle of the hall.

The screens would cone to life only on particul ar occasions - when what they awaited entered the
area of space on which they were al ways focused. Wen that happened - if it happened - there would
be a rush for the spaceport and M gaa woul d be deserted again. Sone people had been waiting in

M gaa for over thirty years; others had died before their chance cane.

The three clinbed a narrow, winding stair until they reached a gallery occupied by a table and
three chairs. They sat down.

"I had this reserved,' Asquiol said as he craned his neck to | ook down into the public hall.

Renark | ooked at himquizzically. 'I'mhaving the ship checked and re-checked,' he said. 'It's got
to be ready very soon. The Snifter could materialise well before the maxi mumthirty-six hours |
menti oned. Though it shouldn't be here for another twelve hours - judging by the rate it's been
movi ng towards us since | contacted it twenty days ago.'

Renar k paused, staring out across the terrible desert, screwing his eyes against the glare, which
penetrated even the polaroid w ndows.

"We've got to be ready,' he said. 'I can't tell howlong it will remain in this continuum There's
al so the possibility that it will go through the conti nuum at speed and we won't have a chance to
get there before it travels on.'

"So we could have cone to Mgaa for nothing,' Talfryn shrugged. 'Wll, ny tune's nmy own.'
"Mne isn't,' Renark said - but he didn't expand on that remark

He was the only man in the entire gal axy capabl e of knowi ng when the Shifter System woul d
materialise. Others who canme to M gaa took the chance that the bizarre, continuumtravelling
system woul d appear in the space-tinme during their owmn life, but it was a ganble. This was the
only reason M gaa existed, built on the nearest hal fway, habitable planet to where the Shifter
woul d materialise. So the outlawed and the dammed, the searching and the hunted cane to M gaa when
there was nowhere else to go. And they waited.
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Renark knew he did not need to wait, for he was a Guide Senser with a peculiar instinct, devel oped
to the level of a science. He could |locate, given only the vaguest direction and description
anything in the galaxy, whether it was a planet or a | ost penny.

Needi ng no maps or co-ordinates, he could | ead a person anywhere they wanted to go. He was a human
direction-finder, and because of this he knew the Shifter was coming closer, for he had trained
hinmself to see past his own space and out into other dinensions |lying beyond, where there seened
to be hazy ghosts of planets - and suns al nbst, but not quite - |like his own.

He had trained hinself to see them to prove a theory concerning the nature of the weird Shifter
Syst em whi ch had been known to materialise - just suddenly appear in space and then vani sh again
wi thout trace - only five tines since nankind had reached the rim

Little el se was generally known about it.

The few explorers and scientists who had managed to reach the Shifter before it vani shed agai n had
not returned. It was inpossible to say howlong it would stay at any one tinme. The mystery system
seened to have a wildly erratic orbit, and Renark's theory that it noved on a course different
fromthe rest of the universe - a kind of sideways nmoverment - had been postul ated years before
when, as Warden of the RRm Wrlds, he had been given the responsibility of sensing it - as he
sensed the world and suns within his own continuum

The tine of the Shifter's stay varied between a few hours and a few days. It was never certain
when it woul d appear or di sappear. The desperate nmen who canme to M gaa were optinists, hoping
agai nst hope that they would have the luck to be there when the Shifter arrived.

Though the Shifter received its title fromRenark's own theory, it had several other names - Ghost
System was a popul ar one - and certain religious-m nded peopl e ascribed sone nore dramatic
significance to the system declaimng that it had been cast fromthe universe for sone sinits

i nhabitants had commtted. These fanatics also had a name for the system- the Sundered Worl ds.

And so a whole framework of nyth had devel oped around the system but very few dared investigate
it for fear of being stranded. For the nobst part only crimnals were willing to take the risk

Renark stared down at the seething public hall. The Galactic Union's governnent machi nery was near
perfect, its institutions difficult to abuse. This meant they could allow a greater degree of
personal freedomfor their citizens. But, because the government worked so well, crimnals were

hard put to escape the Union's laws. Mgaa was their only hope. From M gaa they had the chance of
escapi ng right out of the universe - unless the Galactic Police - the CGeepees - nmde one of their
sudden swoops on the town. For the nobst part the Geepees were content to | eave well al one, but
sonetinmes they hunted a crimnal when he possessed sonme particular itemor piece of infornmation
whi ch they wanted. Then, if he eluded them | ong enough, they would come to M gaa | ooking for him

Renark knew the Cee-lords sought him that Lord Mrdan, Captain in Chief of the Galactic Police,
had his nen scouring the galaxy for him He wondered how long it would be before Mrdan thought of
M gaa.

Asqui ol put his head in his hands and stared at Renark

"Isn't it time we had your reasons for this trip, Renark? He turned his head and searched anong
the crowd bel ow. 'Wat nade you quit your position as R m Warden? Wiy wouldn't you tell the Gee-

| ords what you |l earned fromthat strange spaceship which | anded on Golund three years ago? And why
the passion to visit the Shifter?

‘I don't want to answer yet,' Renark told him 'In fairness | should, but if |I did it would give

rise to further questions | can't possibly answer yet. Al | can tell you right nowis what you've
guessed - |'ve been waiting three years to get to the Shifter, ever since | |earned sonething of
great inportance fromthe crew of that spaceship on Golund. Wat they told me indirectly caused ne
to resign as Warden. As for the answers | don't have - | hope the Shifter will give ne them'

"We're your friends, Renark.' Talryn said, "and we're willing to go with you for that reason
alone. But if you don't find the answers you want out there, will you answer the origina
questi ons?'
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"There'll be nothing to lose if |I do,' Renark agreed. 'But if you decide you don't want to cone,
then say so now. It's dangerous, we know that nuch. W mght perish before we even reach the
Shifter, and once there we nay never be able to return.'

Bot h men noved unconfortably but said nothing.

Renark continued: 'I owe you both debts of friendship. You, Paul, helped me in ny research on
variable tinme flows and were responsible for finally crystallizing ny theory. Asquiol saved ne
fromthe attentions of that police patrol on Ponpeii, sheltered ne for six nonths and, when the

Gee-lords found out, was forced, under the terns of his agreement, to give up his birthright. You
have both made big sacrifices on ny behal f.'

"“I"mcurious enough, anyway, to explore the Ghost System' smled Talfryn, 'and Asqui ol has
nothing to keep himhere unless it's his newfound attraction for WII| ow Kovacs.'

W1l ow owned the Salvation Inn. She was reputed to be beautiful

Asqui ol appeared di spl eased, but he only shrugged and smiled faintly. '"You're right, Talfryn - if
tactless. But don't worry, I'Il still go when the time cones.'

' Good.' said Renark
A woman came up the narrow stair leading to the gallery.

She moved in full know edge of her slimbeauty and her Iips were curved in a soft smle. She was
wearing the spoils of her conquests - her eneral d-col oured dress was covered with jewels nined on
a thousand planets. They flashed brightly, challenging the very brilliance of the desert. Her
hands, heavy with rings, held a tray of hot food.

As she reached the table, Asquiol |ooked up at her and took the tray, making sure he touched her
hands as he did so.

' Thanks,' she said. 'And hello - you nust be the fanmous Warden Renark."
' Ex-Warden,' he said. 'And you're the young worman who has so di sturbed our proud friend here.'
She didn't reply to that.

"Eat well, gentlenen,' she said, then returned down the staircase. 'W'I||l neet later, Asquiol,'
she cal | ed over her shoul der as she made her way across the crowded floor of the great tavern

Renark felt slightly troubled by this new intrusion. He hadn't been prepared for it. Al though his
loyalty to both his friends was great, he wanted Asquiol on the trip nuch nore than he wanted
Tal fryn.

Asqui ol was young, reckless, inclined to vindictive acts of cruelty at tinmes; he was arrogant and
selfish and yet he had a core of integrated strength which was hard to equate with his outward
appear ance.

But a wonman. A worman coul d either conplenent that strength or destroy it. And Renark wasn't sure
about W | ow Kovacs.

Phi | osophically, and for the nonent, Renark accepted the situation and turned his mnd to the
probl em i n hand.

"I think we should give the ship another check,' he suggested when they had eaten. 'Shall we go
out to the pads now?

Tal fryn agreed, but Asquiol said: '"I'Il stay here. I'Il either join you out there or see you when
you return. How long will you be?'

I've no idea,' Renark said, rising. 'But stay here so that we can contact you if necessary.'
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Asqui ol nodded. 'Don't worry - | wasn't thinking of leaving the inn.'

Renark restrained an urge to tell Asquiol to be, wary, but the Quide Senser respected his friend -
it was up to the Prince of Ponpeii to conduct his own affairs w thout advice.

Renark and Tal fryn wal ked down the stairs, pushed their way through the throng and made for the
door.

Qut side there was a buzz of excited conversation. The two men caught sone of it as they wal ked
al ong the netal - paved streets.

"It seens there's a rumour that the Geepees are on their way in,' Talfryn said worriedly.
Renark's face was grim 'Let's hope they don't get here before the Shifter.
Tal fryn glanced at him 'Are they after you?

"They' ve been after me for three years. Oh, it's not for any crine. But the Cee-lords came to the
conclusion that | nmight know sonething of use to them and have been trying to get hold of ne.'

" And do you know sonething of use to then?'

"I know somet hing,' Renark nodded, '"but it's in their interest and mne that they don't find out
about it.'

"That's part of your secret?

Tart of the secret,' Renark agreed. 'Don't worry - if we reach the Shifter, 1'll let you know it,
for better or worse.'

He et his mnd reach out into the void beyond the RRm It was out there, coning closer. He could
sense it. His mind trenbled. He felt physically sick

It was so wong - wong!

I mpl acably, the inpossible systemwas shifting in. Wuld it stay |ong enough for themto get to
it? And could they reach it? If only he knew a little nore about it. It was a big ganble he was
taki ng and there was just a shin chance of it paying off.

Only he knew what was at stake. That knowl edge was a burden he had had to strengthen hinself to
bear. Most nen could not have done so.

As he wal ked al ong, glancing at the wetches who had so hopefully conme to M gaa, he wondered if it
was worth the attenpt after all. But he shrugged to hinmself. You had to accept that it was worth
it, he told hinself.

There were none there who mi ght have been properly described as extra-terrestrials. One of the
di scoveri es Man had nade when settling the gal axy was that he represented the only highly-

devel oped, intelligent life-form There were other types of aninal life, but Earth, throughout the
gal axy, had been the only planet to bear a beast that could reason and invent. This was an
accepted thing anongst nost people, but philosophers still wondered and marvell ed and there were

many theories to explain the fact.

Two years previously Renark had suddenly resigned fromhis position as Warden of the Rim Wrlds.
It had been an inportant position and his resignation had given rise to specul ati on and gossi p.
The visit of an alien spaceship, supposedly an intergalactic craft, had not been admitted by the
Gal actic Lords. When pressed for infornation they had replied anbi guously. Only Renark had seen
the aliens, spent much tine with them

He had given no explanation to the CGee-lords and even now they still sought himout, trying to
persuade himto take over a job which he had done responsibly and i nmagi natively. Space-sensers
were rare, rarer even than other psi-talents - and a CGui de Senser of Renark's stature was that
much rarer. There were only a few GS. nmen in the entire galaxy and their talents were in demand
For the nost part they acted as pilots and guides on difficult runs through hyper-space, keeping,
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as it were, an anchor to the mainland and giving ships exact directions how, where and when to
enter normal space. They were al so enpl oyed on mappi ng the gal axy and any changes which occurred
init. They were invaluable to a conplicated, gal axy-travelling civilisation

So the Cee-lords had begged Renark to remain Warden of the RRmeven if he would not tell them who
the visitors to Golund had been. But he had refused, and two years had been spent in collecting a
speci al know edge of what little informati on was known about the Shifter. In the end they had
resorted to sending the Geepees after him but with the help of Talfryn and Asqui ol he had so far
evaded them He prayed they wouldn't conme to Mgaa before the Shifter materialised.

Renark had fitted his ship with the best equi pment and instrunents avail abl e.

This equi pnment, in his eyes, included the dynamic, if erratic, Asquiol and the easy-going Pau
Tal fryn. Both had hel ped himin the past because they adnmired him He, in turn, responded to the
sense of loyalty for themthat he felt - and knew he could work best with these two nen.

Several hundred ships were clustered in the spaceport. Many had been there for years, but all of
them were kept in constant readiness for the tinme when the Shifter m ght be sighted.

Certain ships had been there for a century or nore, their original owners having died,
di sappointed and frustrated, never having achi eved their goal

Renark's great spacer was a converted Police Cruiser which he had bought cheaply - and illegally -
rebuilt and re-equipped. It could be ready for take-off in half a mnute. It was al so heavily
armed. It was against the lawto own a police ship and also to own an arned private vessel. The
Uni on owned and | eased all commercial craft.

The spacer required no crew. It was fully automatic and had roomfor thirty passengers. Already,
since | andi ng, Renark had been pestered by people offering huge suns to guarantee them passage to
the Shifter, but he had refused. Renark had little synpathy for nobst of those who gathered in

M gaa. They woul d have received nmore nercy fromthe enlightened Legal Code, of which the Union was
justly proud, than from Renark of the R m

Al't hough Mgaa itself was thick with crinmnals of all kinds, there were fewin relation to the
huge human popul ati on of the galaxy. For nearly two centuries the gal axy had been conpletely at
peace, although the price of peace had, in the past, been a rigid and authoritarian rule which
had, in the last century, thawed into the liberal government which now had been el ected to serve
t he gal axy.

Renark had no hatred for the Union which pestered him He had served it loyally until he had
acquired that certain know edge which he had withheld fromthe Galactic Lords. They had asked many
tinmes for the information he possessed, but he had refused; and he was cautious, also, never to

I et his whereabouts be known.

He gl anced up into the blazing white sky as if expecting to see a CGeese patrol falling down upon
t hem

Slowy, the two nen wal ked across the pad towards the cruiser

Mechani cs were at work on Renark's ship. They had | ong since conpleted their initial check and
found the ship conpletely spaceworthy. But Renark had not been satisfied. Now t hey checked again.
Renark and Talfryn entered the elevator and it took theminto the centre of the ship, to the
control cabin.

Tal fryn | ooked admiringly around the well-equi pped cabin. He had the scientist's eye that could
appreci ate the ingenuity, the skill, the energy, the pure passion which had gone into its
construction.

Once, a year before, Renark had said in a tal kative nonent: Take note of these instrunents,
Talfryn - they represent nman's sal vation. They represent the power of the nmind to supersede the
limtations of its environment, the power of every individual man to control, for the first tinme,
his own destiny.'
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Renark hadn't been referring to his own particular instrunents and Tal fryn knew that.

Now, Tal fryn thought, the nystique attached to science had nade it at once a nonster and a
sal vation. People believed it capabl e of anything, because they had no idea any nore what it was.
And they tended to think the worst of it.

More nen |ike Renark were needed - nen who could not take the sinple workings of a turbine for
granted, yet, at the sane tinme, could take the whole real mof science for granted.

Just then another thought occurred to Talfryn - a thought nore inmediately applicable to their
present situation. He said:

' How do we know that our drive - or any of our other instruments - will work in the Shifter

Renar k?' He paused, |ooking around himat the tall, heaped banks of instrunents. 'If, as you think
m ght be possible, different |aws of space and tine apply, then we may find ourselves conpletely
stranded in the Shifter's area of space - cut adrift without control over the ship.'

"I admt we don't know whether our instrunents will work out there,' Renark agreed, 'but |I'm
prepared to risk the fact that we may share certain laws with the Shifter. Maybe I'Il be able to
tell when it's closer, but my judgnent won't be infallible.'

As a space senser, Renark needed no equi pment to heighten his powers, but he did need to
concentrate, and he therefore used an energy-charger, a machine which replaced natural, nervous
and nental energy as it was expended and could, if used wisely, give a man an extra boost if he
needed it especially. It was equipnment normally only issued to hospitals.

Now, as Talfryn studied the recordi ngs which had been nade of the Shifter and became increasingly
puzzl ed, Renark got into a confortably padded chair and attached el ectrodes to his forehead, his
chest and other parts of his body. He held a stylus and a plastic witing block on the snmall | edge
in front of him

CalmMy, he switched on the nachine.
TWO
Renar k concentr at ed.

He could feel the presence of the gal axy, spreading Inwards fromhis own point in space; |ayer
upon layer of it, tinme upon tine.

He was aware of the galaxy as a whole and at the sane time felt the presence of each individua
atomin its structure - each atom each planet, each star, nova and nebul a. Thorough space, where
matter was of mininmumdensity, little cores of denser matter noved. Spaceshi ps.

Faintly, beyond the linmts of his own gal axy, he sensed the | esser density of intergal actic space,
and beyond that he picked up faraway inpressions of other gal axies.

There was not hi ng unpl easant happeni ng out there - sonething he already knew about. Sonething he
was pl edged to alter

Then he adjusted his mind so that, instead of sensing the conponents of the gal axy, he sensed it
as a whole. He widened his reception to take in a small area beyond the galaxy and i medi ately the
entire structure of time and space, as he knew it, was flawed.

There was sonething there that was alien - sonething that did not fit. It was as if a body had
noved through that small area and had torn a hole in the very fabric of the universe. Hs mnd and
body trenbl ed as he sought to adjust, as previously, to his new, unnatural factor. It was a binary
star with eleven planets equidistantly encircling it.

It did not exist. Not in relation to the universe Renark knew. He could make no cl ose assessnent
of its conponents - as yet. It was wong! Renark controlled his mnd against the thought and
concentrated on judging the systemis progress. It was, in relation to itself, travelling through
space in the sane manner as ordinary stars and planets travelled. But it also travelled through a
series of dinensions of which Renark had no experience whatsoever. And its course, its orbits
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t hrough the dinensions was bringing it closer to Renark's own conti nuum
He opened his eyes, gasping.
Qui ckly, he jotted down an equation; closed his eyes and re-adjusted his nind.

It continued towards them It shifted through nmyriad alien dinensions, noving through a whol e
series of continua, progressing inperturbably onwards in an orbit as constant as the orbits of its
pl anets about its stars. Soon now it woul d be passing through Renark's conti nua.

But how long would it stay there? Renark could not tell without knowing a little of the universes
whi ch [ ay beyond his own - and of these he had nuch to find out. H's future plans depended on it.

In less than twenty minutes, Renark was finished. He | ooked over Talfryn's shoul der at the
records.

'She's coming closer,' he said. 'Between twelve to fifteen hours and shell be here. That's if mny
calculations are right. | think they are. As far as | can tell, she's travelling at a regul ar
rate. | can't explain why the periods spent in this conti nuum have varied so nuch, though, if her
speed is as constant as it seens to be.'

"Well, you' ve narrowed it, anyway.' Talfryn's body seened to tense.
‘"Yes.' Renark nmoved about the control roomreadi ng gauges.

"And you're certain it won't miss this space-tine altogether?
"That's possible - but unlikely.'

Renark stared at a bank of gauges for a nonent and then he noved towards a chrome and vel vet chair
whi ch had a whol e bank of levers and switches in front of it, a |aser-screen above it. This was
t he gunnery control panel

Agai n he began to nove uneasily about the great cabin. Again he vol unteered a suggestion

"W don't know all the directions in which our own universe noves,' he said. 'It may al so, for al

we know, have a "sideways" novenent through the dinensions at an angle different fromthe Shifter.
This would explain to sone extent any inconsistency in the length of tinme the systemstays in our

space-tinme continuum'

Tal fryn shook his head. 'I've never been able to grasp any of those theories about the system |
don't even understand your ability to sense its approach. | know that, with training, space
sensers can | ocate planets and even snaller bodies in normal space-tinme, but | wasn't aware that
they coul d sense things outside, beyond, in different dinensions - wherever it is.'

"Normally they can't,' Renark said, 'but nany who have probed the perineter of space outside the
gal axy have nentioned that they have sensed sonething el se, sonmething not in keeping with any
recogni sed natural laws. Qthers have had the illusion of sensing suns and worlds within the gal axy
- where suns and worlds just can't be! This has given rise to the theory of the "nmulti-verse", the
mul ti-di mensi onal universe containing dozens of different universes, separated from each other by
unknown di nensions. ..

He paused. How could he explain in calm |ogical words the sense of apartness, of alienness, he
had received? How coul d he describe that shock, that experience which contradicted all he accepted
with every sense he possessed, something that struck at the id, the ego, the enotions -
everyt hi ng?

He opened his nouth, trying to find words. But the words did not exist. The nearest way of
expressing what he felt was to give vent to a shout of horror, agony - triunph. He didn't fee
inclined to try.

So he shut his mouth and continued to pace the cabin, running his ugly hand over the firing arm of
the big anti-neutron gun which had never been used. It was a savage weapon and he hoped there
woul d never be need to use it.
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Nucl ear weapons of any sort made hi munconfortable. H s strange sixth sense was as aware of the
di sruption of atonms as it was of their presence in natural state. It was an experience close to
agony to sense the disruptive blast of atom c weapons. The anti-neutron cannon, beaning particles
of anti-matter, was an even nore terrible experience for him

Once, as a child, he had been close to the area of a multi-negaton bonmb expl osion and his whol e
m nd had bl anked out under the strain of the experience. It had taken doctors a year to pull him
back to sanity. Now he was stronger, better co-ordinated - but it was still not pleasant to be in
a space flight.

Al so, he | oathed violence, considering it was the easy way out and, |ike many easy ways out, not a
way out at all but only continuation of a vicious circle. So whenever possible he avoided it.

However, he was prepared, in this case, to use it - if it neant using it against anything in the
Shifter which attenpted to stop himin his avowed objective.

Renark had geared hinself to drive towards one aim and one only. Already he was driving towards
it and nothing - nobody - would stop him He was dedicated, he was fanatical - but he was going to
get results if that was possible. If it wasn't possible, then he'd die trying to nmake it possi bl e.

Soon, now - very soon - the Shifter would enter their area of space. He was going there. The
Shifter offered the only chance in the universe of supplying himwith the information he needed.

He gl anced back at Tal fryn, who was still studying the records.
"Any clearer? he asked.
Tal fryn shook his head and gri nned.

"l can just understand how the Shifter orbits through di mensions hitherto unknown to us, in the

same way as we orbit through tine and space, but the inplications are too big for nme. I'm
bewi | dered. 1'm no physicist.'

"Neither am|,' Renark pointed out. '"If | were | mght not be so affected by the Shifter. For

i nstance, there's sonething peculiar about any system conprised of a Gtype binary star and el even
pl anets all equidistant fromit - something alnost artificial. If it is artificial - howdid it
happen?’

"Maybe it's the other way about,' Talfryn suggested vaguely. 'Maybe the planets all being the sane
di stance away fromthe parent suns has sonething to do with the peculiar nature of the system |If
they area natural freak, could this have caused the Shifter's orbit?'

Renark nodded. He thought for a nmonment before he said:

"If you take for granted that Tine is cyclic in accordance with the other known | aws of the

uni verse - although, as you well know, ny own experinments seemto prove that there is nore than
one particular time flow operating in our own universe - if you take that for granted, however, we
can describe the rest by neans of circles.'

He wal ked to the chair where he had left his stylus and pad, picked them up and noved over the
chart table

"The Shifter orbits this way' - he drew a circle - 'whereas we progress this way.' He drew a hal f-
circle cutting horizontally through the first circle.

"I magi ne that we have a finite nunber of space-tine continua each with some nutually shared | aws.
He drew a number of other half-circles bel ow and above the first. They're all, like us, travelling
this way. There is no contact between us but we exist side by side w thout being aware of each
other's presence, all revolving in different sets of dinensions.’

Tal fryn nodded.

"I magi ne that the normal continua, as we understand the word nornmal, are orbiting horizontally, as
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it were. Then imagine that the Shifter is orbiting vertically. Therefore, instead of going its way
wi t hout ever touching other alternate universes, its course takes it through them'

"But wouldn't it take mllions of years to conplete a cycle |like that?

"Not necessarily. We know it doesn't, because we can't use tenporal and spatial values and apply
themto sonething as different as the Shifter. It has rules of its own which seemerratic to us
but are probably as ordered in relation to itself as ours are to us.'

"You've got to take quite a bit for granted,’ Talfryn sighed.

"Qur scientists have been doing extensive research into the "nultiverse" theory. They're pretty
convi nced. '

"Life and the universe,' said Talfryn, seating hinself in a chair, '"are getting too conplicated."'

Renark | aughed shortly. '"One thing's clear, Talfryn - there "are going to be a |ot of nysteries
sol ved and a | ot of new ones started when we reach the Shifter. No one has ever returned fromit.

He gl anced up suddenly. A light was blinking on the control panel

"That's the intercom' he said. 'Mght be Asquiol or one of the engineers. Could you deal with it,
Paul ?'

Tal fryn wal ked over and picked up the instrument He flipped a switch but no picture appeared on
the screen. He listened briefly and then turned back to regard Renark

"Asquiol's here - and he's brought that girl with him'
"What ?' Renark for a noment lost his equilibrium 'Wy?

"That's the other thing - that's why they came here so fast. The Geepees have arrived - they're
| ooki ng for you!'

Renark pursed his lips. He should have been ready for a police raid but he had been so busy
explaining the Shifter to Talfryn that he hadn't been on the | ook out for them

Asqui ol and WI I ow Kovacs stepped out of the el evator
Asqui ol said nervously: 'Sorry about this, Renark - but these are ny terns.'

Renark shrugged. 'Ternms?' He | eant over the control panel adjusting dials. 'Wat's happeni ng out
t here?

' The Geepees are scouring Mgaa asking if you're there. | got out as fast as | could. They'd be
likely to recognise ne and connect ne with you.'

' Good. '
"You're willing to have WIlow along on the trip?

"You've told her the risks?

"Yes.'
Renark sighed. 'I thought this m ght happen - knowi ng you. But | want you with us - and even if
she's included in your conditions, I'mwilling to concede to them

Renark forced away his irritation. There was no roomfor petty enpotions in his plans. Only he knew
what hung on his reaching the Shifter and discovering its nature and its cause.

Matters of personalities could not be considered. Action, not argunent, was required of himnow

He had to pray that the CGeepees wouldn't discover himbefore the Shifter materialised. They'd have
to sit tight and wait it out. Wth any luck the Geepees woul dn't make a search of the ships on the
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pads until after they had scoured the town.

Renark beanmed a nessage to the engineers, telling themto clear away their equi pnent and | eave the
ship in readiness for take-off.

Then he sat in his chair and waited.
An hour passed.

W Il ow seened unconfortable, sitting there in her inmrmacul ate sheath dress, listening to the nen
tal ki ng and goi ng over the equations Renark had nade, the records of the Shifter, theories which
had been put forward.

Renark said: 'Runour has it that this planet has a large human colony. | think we should head for
that - nunber eight by ny reckoning. You can see |'ve marked it.'

He gl anced at WIIow, who appeared pensive - not used to being ignored, evidently.

She moved nervously on her seat, |ooking about her disinterestedly. Normally there seenmed to be
not hi ng that could break her usual self-contained attitude - an attitude that had been necessary
inatow like Mgaa. But here, for the first time, she was in the conpany of nmen even nore self-
contai ned than she was. And it obviously disquieted her

At | ast Asquiol saw her disconfort and said half apologetically: 'Anything troubling you?

She sniled without anusenent, obviously piqued: 'A wonman's place is in the galley,' she said.
"VWere is it?

If she had intended to throw Asquiol off balance she had not succeeded.

"You might as well," he said. "I guess I'll be quite busy fromnow on. | expect we'll want
sonmething to eat soon.' He pointed to a door, then bent again over the charts.

Shruggi ng, she left the control room

"WIIlow had al ways been curious about the Ghost System living as she had in its shadow all her
life. But she had never seen it. For sonme reason it had all owed her to dominate all the nmany nen
in her life, for they had seened to have a hunger which she could not satisfy - though they had
sought in her that satisfaction and had, therefore, put thenselves in her power, thinking she had
a secret she did not, in fact, possess.

Now she was going to the Shifter ... on Asquiol's instigation. She was gl ad. These nen, all three,
of fered her sonething she was unused to. A strength of character, perhaps, that she had never
found in all the others who had cone to M gaa.

Renark, Talfryn and particularly Asquiol offered her calm controlled strength - a peculiar
m xture of detachment and passion. She busied herself preparing the food, finding a well-stocked
| arder - for Renark enjoyed food.

Tal fryn | ooked up fromthe charts, glanced at the scanner screen. He swore and noved towards the
control s.

" Sonet hing's gone wong with the laser. I'lIl try and...'
"Don't touch those controls!'’

Renark's brain seemed to swell within his skull, excitenent pulsing through him his body
poundi ng. He paused for a second, frowned, controlled hinmself and then said calmy:

"It's comng, Talfryn.'

He sent his nmind out, probing. He felt the sudden presence of the alien systemgrow as it nerged
into his own space-tine - a whole system plunging towards them out of the hazy twlight of the
uni verse, rupturing time and space on its rogue orbit. Elation flooded through himas he ran
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towards the | aser screen.
The other two stood close behind him

He watched as visible lines of energy swept across the area of space where his cal cul ations
i ndi cated the Shifter woul d appear

Space seenmed to peel back on itself as great, blossoning splashes of col our poured through as if
fromthe broken sides of a vat, merging with the darkness of space and nmaking it iridescent so
that sections shone |ike brass and others |ike silver, gold or rubies, the whole thing changing,
changi ng constantly, erupting, flickering, vanishing, reappearing.

Then, faintly at first, as if through rolling, multi-coloured clouds, the Shifter itself began to
materialise, growing clearer and clearer, comng into sharper focus.

And then it was hanging there, as solid as anything else in the universe, the clouds which had
heral ded its approach fadi ng away. A new system had joi ned the gal axy.

But for how | ong, Renark wondered, would the el even planets hang, equidistant, around the bl azing
bl ue binary star?

He rushed back to the control panel, pressed a single stud activating the ship's automatic
circuits.

The ship lifted. It shrieked away fromthe spaceport, away fromthe Geepee vessels, and within
m nutes was in deep space straining towards the shifter.

Moving to a single-mnded, prearranged pattern, Renark acted |ike a zombie, his eyes fixed on the
wei rd system ahead, his body one with the streaking ship which | eapt the space between the edge of
the gal axy and the nystery worlds.

W1l ow cane out, startled, saw the screen and began to trenble.
Asqui ol | ooked at her, but she glanced away and hurried back to the galley.

Renark seated hinself in the control chair, his arns outstretched over the conplicated contro
board, checking every slight tendency for the ship to veer away fromthe Shifter

At this distance the planets seemed, apart fromtheir ordered positions around the suns, to be no
different fromany other systemin the gal axy.

Yet they glowed like carefully set dianonds around the sapphire suns. The ship sped cl oser and
Renark coul d observe the rotation of the planets around the twin star. They seemed to be noving
very slowy. Yet the closer they canme the faster the planets seened to nove

The other two had taken their places. The ship's drive, buried in the core of the ship, could be
heard now, hunmm ng with the strain.

Renark shouted: 'Talfryn, keep all communicati on equi pment on Receive. Asquiol, don't use those
guns at random - wait until | order you to, if it's necessary.

He turned in his seat for a nonent, stared at Asquiol. 'And don't, on any account, use the anti-
neutron cannon.'

Asqui ol grimaced.
Tal fryn flipped switches.

W | ow reappeared, bew | dered by the suddenness of events. She was frustrated, wanting sonething
to do. The men worked, with concentration and efficiency, to their prearranged plan. Again Asquio
was oblivious of her presence.

The pl anets cane cl oser. There was sonethi ng peculiar about several of them particularly one at
nadi r - sout h-east of the binary.
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As the Shifter got larger on the screen, the communi cati ons panel began to squeal and noan.
"We're picking up its static, anyway,' Talfryn conment ed.

' They nust be panicking on Mgaa,' Asquiol grinned. 'The quicker we nove the | ess chance we've got
of getting caught up with the nob when they cone out.'

"They' Il be fighting the Geepees right now,' Renark said. 'They won't even let a fleet of battle-
wagons stop themreaching the Shifter after waiting so long.'

"That' Il delay both sides for a while,' Asquiol said.

"Let's hope the delay will be a long one.' Renark stared at his screen. 'VWat's ahead of us to
starboard, Talfryn? Looks like a small fleet of some sort.'

Tal fryn noved dials. '"You re right - spaceships of a kind | don't recognise. We'd better head for
the nearest planet and try to escape them The way they're com ng up, they don't look friendly.'

The twin star was very close and bright now, blacking out the planets on Renark's |aser screen
Asqui ol broke the energy seals on the guns with the key Renark handed him

About ten of the weird ships cane jolting closer, the nmetal of their hulls giving off a peculiar
yel l owi sh glint. They pul sed through space and there was sonet hing nenacing in their approach
Then they veered away, describing a long curve, and began to circle the area through which
Renark's crui ser woul d have to pass

Then, with a jerk which seemed to tug at their nerves and nuscles and threaten to turn their

bodi es inside out, they entered alien space. They were in the Shifter's territory now - that was
why the other ships had conme no further, but awaited them Their senses bl anked nonmentarily, they
felt dizzy, sick. Renark, feeling his senses going, sent out a desperate tendril of nental energy,
anchoring hinself to the Shifter ahead. Also he felt the presence of the darting alien ships. The
metal of their construction was unfanmiliar to him

Then, suddenly, his whole mnd seened to explode, as the fabric of space was ripped apart.

He gasped with the agony, forced his eyes open. He | ooked at the screen, and the planets, no
I onger whirling so rapidly around the binary, were noving at a nore |eisurely pace.

An i nhuman growl runbl ed through the control room Talfryn worked the receiver, trying to pick up
a picture, but couldn't. The growl cane again but the | anguage was unrecogni sable. The | eading
vessel of the yellow fleet noved.

It seemed to turn over on itself, described a couple of sonersaults, and then sent a Coiling bl ast
of energy before the humans' ship

Renark bl ocked his mnd and tensed his body. 'Screens!' he yelled.
But Asquiol had already raised them

The ship shuddered and the screens proved effective against the alien weapons - but only just
Asqui ol ai ned the energy-1laden guns on the |eading ship.

' The anti-neutron cannon woul d di spose of them qui ckly enough,' he said wistfully.

"And probably the systemas well," Talfryn added as Asquiol's rapid shots bit into the alien ship,
and it exploded to form alnost inmediately, nothing nore than a ball of ragged netal

Now t he ot her ships cane on in formation. But Asquiol bent over his guns and grimy pressed his
fingers down on all studs. The ship took the eneny retaliation, but shuddered horribly. H s own
fire damaged two, which then spiralled away fromtheir conrades

Then the whole fleet sailed up in the strange, sonersaulting notion and fired together.
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"W can't take this attack!' Talfryn screaned.

Asquiol's eyes were intent on the eneny craft. He sent another great blast of energy slamming
t hrough space as the force of the joint attack hit the cruiser

The ship shook, shuddered, groaned and came to a dead stop. Lazily it began to spiral through
space while nore of the alien ships came flooding up fromthe nearest planet. Asquiol did what he
could to stop them but with the ship out of control it was difficult to aim

Renark was fighting the controls.

"W took it,' he shouted, '"but it's thrown our circuits crazy. Talfryn, get down there and see
what you can do with the Master Co-ordinator!’

Tal fryn scuttled fromhis seat and entered the el evator, dragging a space suit with him
Asqui ol , eyes narrowed, ained his guns carefully, cursing.

He cut down several nore, but these ships didn't seemto care whether they were destroyed or not.
Moment arily Asqui ol wondered if they had |iving crews aboard.

Sonmet hing was wong with the quality of the void. It did not have its normal sharpness. Rivers of
colour, very faint, seened to run through, and shapes seened to nove just beyond the Iint of his
vision. It was tantalising, it was naddening..

Wl low, pale and tense, clung to a bul khead, her eyes fixed on the big | aser screen. Space was
alive with boiling energy. It swirled and coiled and | ashed t hrough the di sturbed vacuum To her
it was as if the binary had suddenly gone nova, for she could not see through the nulti-col oured
patterns of force which obscured everything but the yellow, darting shapes of the eneny ships.

Slowy the patterns faded, but the alien vessels cane on, Renark realised that the hi deous nature
of the void was not created by the force released in the battle. It was sonething el se. Sonething
much nore om nous.

Asqui ol kept up a rapid continuous fire. The screens took the brunt of the energy, but suddenly
the ship was agonisingly hot.

Renark spoke into his nike.
"Tal fryn, are you down there now?'

Talfryn's worried voice groaned back to him 'I'mdoing what | can. Wth any luck | should have
fixed up nost of the masters in five ninutes.'

"Do it sooner,' Renark ordered, 'or you'll be dead.’

What were these aliens? Wiy were they so savagely attacking a ship when they hadn't even bothered
to di scover whether it was friend or eneny?

They canme on with inplacable ferocity.

Asquiol's lean face ran with sweat. WIIlow was on the floor now, her eyes wide, still fixed on the
screens.

"CGet into a suit, Wllow,' he shouted. 'Get into a suit!"'

She staggered up and wal ked unsteadily towards the | ocker from which she had seen Tal fryn take a
suit. Slowmy she opened it, hissing with pain as the netal burned her hand, struggled to rel ease a
suit and clanber into it, its fabric automatically adjusting to the shape of her body.

Renark pulled on heavy gauntlets. The controls were now too hot for himto manipulate with bare
hands.

Again and again the alien craft sonersaulted and sent charges of energy towards the ship.
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Asqui ol felt his skin blister as he returned the fire and had
the satisfaction of seeing another three alien ships collapse into scrap

Then Renark felt the ship responding again to the controls. Talfryn had fixed the Master Co-
ordinator. He sent the ship veering away fromthe alien vessels.

Tal fryn came rushing fromthe elevator, tearing off his helnmet. He flung hinself into his seat.
"Christ!' he shouted. 'More of thent'

Anot her fleet, larger than the one that had already attacked them was coursing in to join the
fight. As it got nearer, Talfryn noticed that the ships were not of the sanme design as the first
fleet. In fact not one of these ships was of identical design. The weirdly assorted fleet fanned
out - to engage not their ship but the eneny fleet!

Pal e rays | anded out and tw ned around the eneny craft, which vani shed.

"By God, they're on our side!' Asquiol cried joyously as Renark eased his ship away fromthe area
of the fight.

Suddenly a clear voice cane over the speakers. It began giving directions. Talfryn noved the

dials. 'l can't find the source,' he said. The voice, speaking their own | anguage, although a
slightly archaic version, began to repeat the directions in exactly the sane tone as before -
velocity, trajectory and so forth.

The ship was beginning to cool. The people inside rel axed somewhat .

"Don't bother finding the source,' Renark said. 'It sounds |like a recording, anyway - an autonmatic
instruction to visitors. W'll do as it says.'
Fol I owi ng the directions they found thensel ves shooting towards an ochre planet - snall, omn nous.

The ships which had ai ded t hem now surrounded them a notley assortnent, but fast enough to stay
with Renark's speedy cruiser.

When they were on course, a new voice broke into the taped instruction recital

"Wl come to Entropium W saw that you were in trouble and sent help. Forgive us for not doing so
earlier, but you were then beyond our boundaries. You put up a pretty good fight.'

' Thanks,' Asquiol said softly, 'but we could have done with that help sooner.' Except in rare
i nstances, Asquiol was not a grateful young man.

'That was out of the question,' the voice said lightly. '"But you're all right now, barring
acci dents. ..

They sped down into the glow ng red shroud of the planet.

barring accidents ..

Agai n and again they went through the sanme action, unable to do anything, trapped into it, as if
they were on a piece of filmbeing run many times through a projector

Every tine they appeared to reach the planet's surface they found thensel ves headi ng t hrough the
red nmi st again.

Then they were in the m st and notionl ess, the voice speaki ng anmusedl| y:
"Don't worry, this will probably last a short while.'

Exhausted as he was, Renark had to use his special space sense to get sonme kind of grip on the
situation. But it was virtually inpossible. One nonent he felt the presence of the red planet, the
next it was gone and there was nothing in its place.
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Several tinmes they repeated their action of dropping down towards the surface until, quite
suddenly, they were flashing through the fog and energed into daylight - pinkish daylight -
observing the jagged face of a sonbre-coloured planet which, inits wild texture, was like a
surrealist |andscape painted by an insane and degenerate artist.

Wllow lay on the floor in her space suit, her eyes closed, and even the nmen fought to contro
their mnds and enotions as they jarred and shuddered at the sight of the alien planet. It was
unli ke any other they had ever seen, unlike any planet in the gal axy they knew

Why ?

It wasn't sinmply the quality of the light, the texture of the surface. It was sonething that made
them unconfortable in their bones and their brain.

It seemed unsafe, insecure, as if about to collapse beneath them to break up like a rotten nelon
"Follow the scarlet vessel,' said the voice on the intercom

Then Asquiol, WIlow and Tal fryn had vani shed and only Renark was in the ship noving down once
again into the red fog of the planet.

Where were they?

Desperately he quested around himwith his mnd, but the madness of disordered space and tine was
all about him- a whirlpool of wongness. Talfryn reappeared.

Renark said: 'Were were you - what happened?’ Then WI | ow reappeared, and Asqui ol reappeared.
And suddenly they were back over the surface of the planet again.
"Fol low that scarlet vessel,' the voice instructed.

This time they noted a sardonic quality. Asquiol sniled, sensing that out there was a fell ow
spirit, as nmalicious as hinself.

W1l ow had been seriously affected by the phenonenon, particularly when she had found hersel f
monentarily alone in the ship. How many ships had there been in those few nonents?

The scarlet vessel was at the point of the phalanx of slim round, squat or square spaceships
surrounding them 1t broke away fromthe main fleet and headed across the planet in a south-
westerly direction. Renark turned his own ship after it. The scarlet vessel slowed and Renark
adj usted his speed. There was a break and for a few seconds the ship travell ed backwards then

| urched and was noving forwards again after the scarlet ship. Ahead of them now they coul d nake
out the towers of a city.

The whol e situation was taking on the aspect of a confused nightnare. Wether it was illusion or
sonme physical distortion of reality, Renark sinply couldn't tell

Even the outline of the city ahead did not remmin constant but wavered and changed.

Per haps, Renark guessed, these hallucinations or whatever they were, were the effect of adjusting
to the different laws which applied to the Shifter system Their senses had been thrown out of
gear by the change and were having to adapt.

He hoped, for the sake of his nmission, that he coul d adapt.
"Entropium' said the voice on the | aser

The scarlet craft arched upwards until it was vertical over the planet, and began to shudder
downwards on an invisible repulsion field. Renark followed its exanple.

Cautiously, he nursed the ship towards the ground, still not sure that the planet would not
suddenl y di sappear from around them and they would be once again in the thick of battle with the
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alien ships. The experiences of the past half-hour had shattered his nerves, alnost sapped his
confidence. 'They landed on a mile-square field which was bare but for a collection of small
buildings at its far end.

"VWhat now?' W/ I ow sai d.

"W disenbark - we got here conparatively safely and we were aided. They'd be unlikely to go to
all the trouble they did if they wi shed us harm Also |I'mcurious to find but about the people of
"Entropiun'."' Renark pushed his big frame into a space suit and the others followed his exanple.

"What happened back there?' Talfryn said a trifle shakily.

"l should imagi ne we experienced sone sort of spacetinme slip. W know nothing of this systemto
speak of. W nust be prepared for anything and everything - we can't even be certain that actions
we nmake here will have the results and inplications they would have in normal space-tine. W
could, for instance, walk forward and di scover that we were one step backwards, could junp and
find ourselves buried in rock. Be careful, though - | doubt if anything as drastic as that will
happen here, particularly since human beings seemto inhabit the world and have built a city here.
But we rust go warily.'

THREE

The scarl et spacecraft was the only other ship on what was obviously a landing field. They
wondered where the rest of the fleet had gone. As they cautiously disenbarked, they saw that the
crew of the scarlet ship were doing the same. Sone of the figures were hunan.

And, for the first time, they were seeing alien and obviously intelligent life forns.

Renark checked his wist gauge. 'Looks as if we don't need suits,' he said, '"but it's just as well
to be careful.

He was tense as he wal ked across the charred ground towards the other group. He studied the aliens
nmngled with the human beings.

There were two sextupeds with four arns each and conpletely square heads containing a row of tiny
eyes and beneath thema snmall nouth; several hopping creatures sinilar to kangaroos but obviously
reptilian; a long-Iegged creature who towered over the others with a body proportionately snaller
a round body supporting | ong, swi nging armtentacles and a round head.

The | eader of the six human bei ngs was young, smiling, fair and dressed in a style which had been
out of fashion in the galaxy for two hundred years - a |oose blue shirt, baggy trousers tucked
into green gaiters, and with mauve punps on his feet. Over the shirt was a pleated coat fanning
out fromhis waist and dropping to his calves. H s weapons included an unfam liar pistol and a
rifle slung over his shoul der. He swaggered.

' Move high, you load,' he said in a peculiar accent. 'How strong goes gal axy - sane?

"It's changed,' replied Renark, recognising in the youth's archaic slang a patois once used by the
old CMG - the Criminal Musician's Quild which, two hundred years before, had been conposed of nen
out | awed because they refused to play the specific kinds of music deermed ' healthy' by the nusic
censors.

But, two hundred years ago, the Shifter had been unheard of and M gaa not settled. Renark was
curious. He could understand that two centuries hadn't passed as far as the young man was
concerned, the flow of tinme being different here. Yet there was sonething w ong.

"You're after nme, aren't you?' the young nan said. 'l blew the |ong note around two-twenty WW
Three. You?

"This is now four hundred and fifty-nine years after World War Three on Earth,' Renark said. 'We
use a new reckoni ng, though. How did you get here? Mankind had only just reached the Ri mwhen you
wer e around.

"Accident, com W were on the run - chased by Geepy ships - ran straight here. Found strange
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m xture, man - | informyou - and everyone fromfuture. You're the farthest into the future |'ve
met Kol Manage is ny nanme. Let's go.

' Go where?'
"Entropium' He pointed at the city. 'Come on, it's a long blow'

The city could be seen about two miles away, scarring the skyline with a peculiar assortnment of
massi ve structures, sonme horribly ugly. But at least its outline now seenmed firmand definite.

"Haven't you got ground transport?' Talfryn asked.

' Sometinmes, com- not today. W scrap it all. Too square...'
"Way was that?'

"It palled, you know - we build something different sonetimne.

Renark fumed inwardly. This casual attitude was aggravati ng when he needed clear, definite answers
to the questions concerning him

There was little time to |l ose. Now they were here he wanted to get started on his investigations.
Yet the careless attitude of the Entropites threatened to sl ow hi mdown, even though they didn't
deliberately try to curtail him

"Who runs the planet? he asked Kol Manage as the group began to straggle towards the city.

"W all do. | guess you' d call Ragner O esson boss. That's where we're going now - he wants to see
you. He likes to see all newconers.'

"Can't we get there faster? I'min a hurry.

"Well, stop hurrying, man - you've conme to the end of the track. Ease up - there's nowhere to
hurry to.'

"What do you nean?' Renark's tense nobuth was grim

"What do you think? You didn't like it there - you'll have to like it here. Sinple.' And Ko
Manage refused to answer any further questions.

They reached the suburbs of the city and were watched incuriously by some of the inhabitants,
human and unhuman.

The popul ati on and the buildings conprised a disordered rabble which Renark found di stasteful

They wal ked through dirty streets which didn't seemto | ead anywhere and it was nearly dark before
they got to a square skyscraper, alive with light in its many w ndows.

The peculiar apathetic atnosphere of the city was as strong here as anywhere, but Renark hoped
that at | east some answers to his questions would be forthcom ng. The atnopbsphere, he noted, was
simlar to Mgaa's - only ten tinmes worse.

The youth's conpani ons di spersed but Manage | ed Renark and the others into the skyscraper and up a
coupl e of nights of grubby stairs. They came to a door and Manage pushed it open

The four people stayed uncertainly in the entrance to the big chanber, which was an untidy
conbi nati on of control roomand living quarters. Manage wal ked across it.

Two nmen | ooked up coolly at his approach. Both were m ddl e-aged. One was rugged and handsone.

Renark gl anced in distaste at the place. Conputers and other equi pnent |lined one wall of the room
The floor was littered with carpets of clashing designs, papers, clothing and various objects - a
couple of rifles, a flower vase, cups, files and books. Tables, chairs and couches were placed

here and there in apparent disorder. The two nmen sat on a |ong couch near the | argest conputer. A
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door behi nd them opened onto anot her room

"Enter,' said the handsone nan casually to the four. 'W watched you cone in - you nmade the
qui ckest start |'ve ever seen. The rest shouldn't be here for a little while yet.'

"They' re probably having trouble with a police patrol,' Renark said, entering with a degree of
cauti on.

"I'"'m Ragner O esson,' said the big nman. He | ooked hard at Renark, obviously seeing sonething
unfam liar in the Guide Senser's stern expression - perhaps, erroneously, sensing a rival to his
| eader shi p.

"Renark,' said the ex-warden, 'these are ny friends.' He didn't introduce them

"Wll, Mster Renark, all you need to knowis this. Don't try to change things here. W like it as
it is. You can do what you want in Entropium anything you want at all - but don't interfere with
us.'

Renark frowned, feeling hinself growi ng increasingly angry. This wasn't the reception he'd
expected, and casual ness and di sorder of the kind he saw was annoying in his present franme of
m nd. H s whol e bei ng was geared to one thing, one object.

He said ' Are you the boss of Entropiun®

"If you like. But | don't push anyone around as |long as they keep to thensel ves any ideas they've
got of taking over or changing things radically. Get it?

"Now, listen,' said Renark. 'I'mlooking for information, that's all. Mybe you can help ne.'

The man | aughed, then sneered. He got up and swaggered closer to Renark, seenming a trifle
agitated, however, as if Renark's statenment was unprecedent ed.

"What kind of information, nister? W've got plenty of space to nove around here, so go and | ook
for it sonewhere else. | don't |ike being disturbed. If you try to nake troubles you can get off
the planet' - he smiled sardonically - '"or get killed. Your choice.'

Controlling hinself, Renark said calmy: 'So what's expected of us now?
"Look, you do what you like - so long as you don't bother anyone. Ri ght now you're bothering ne.'

"Aren't you interested in why we're here? You hel ped us fight off the fleet that attacked us. Wy
did you do that?

"You're here |like everyone el se, who cones, because you don't like it where you cane from Right?
W sent our fleet to help you because the nore of us there are and the nore ships we've got, the
| ess chance the Thron - it was their ships that attacked you - have of invading us. Sinple.'

"I"'mhere,' said Renark inpatiently, 'to discover the nature of this system- what makes it work.
I"'mnot a criminal on the run and I'mnot just a casual explorer. The very future of humanity nay
wel |l hang on what | discover or fail to discover here. Is that clear?

A esson's conpani on got up. He was an intelligent looking man with a tired face. H s whole
attitude was one of weariness and boredom

"I"'mKlein - | used to be a scientist of sorts. You won't find out anything about the Shifter, ny
friend. There's no line of enquiry you can follow that | eads anywhere. Every fact you uncover is a
contradiction of anything you've |earned previously.'

Renark's voice was savage. 'I'mgoing to force the truth out of this system Mster Klein.' - Hs
conpani ons noved unconfortably and Asquiol's slender right hand rested on the butt of his anti-
neutron beamer. They were well aware that they were outnunbered here. They didn't feel Renark's
anxi ety and were therefore less ready to alienate their hosts.

But Klein smiled slightly, showi ng no annoyance.
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' There have been nmany who've tried - and all failed. The concept is too alien for us to grasp
don't you understand? It isn't a question of your capacity for reasoning or anything else. Wiy not
just accept the fact that you're safe fromthe cares of the universe - the nmultiverse. Find
yourself a niche and settle down. You can be quite confortable here - nobody expects anything of
you.'

' There nust be sonme questions you can answer to give ne a clue, a starting point?

"Harry,' O esson said inpatiently, 'forget these buns, will you? Let them do what they like so
Il ong as they stop worrying us. Let them nmake their "investigations". They won't get anywhere.'

"I"'measy,' Klein said to Renark, ignoring his conpanion. 'But there's not nmuch | can tell you.
VWhat do you want to know?'

"For a start, tell me something about the Shifter as you know it fromliving onit.'

Kl ei n shrugged and sighed. 'W pick up all kinds of intelligent Iife forns as we travel. Usually
fugitives, sonetines explorers. They've settled on planets - if you can call it settled - that
suit them best. Once on a planet, only a fool leaves it.'

' \My?l

"Because if the planets are wild, then space outside is wilder. Atrip outside the atnosphere
sends anyone quite nmad. Why do you think nobody | eaves the planets? Only the Thron are insane
enough already to do it. You've seen it at its best - when it's been calnmer. That's why we had to
wait so long before sending out help - not many people dare to risk travelling in space nost of
the tine. It's usually worse near the perinmeter, too. You were lucky to get help at all.’

"What's wrong with it?'

" Nobody knows - but nost of the time space out there is filled with chaos. Things appear and
di sappear, tine becomes neani ngl ess, the nind breaks...'

"But it wasn't too bad nost of the time while we were com ng here.'

"Sure. The Thron had sonething to do with that, | guess. They seemto know a bit nore about
controlling whatever it is.'

"Then, if that's so, there nust be sone neans of discovering the real nature of the Shifter.’
"No. | reckon the Thron have just been | ucky.'

Klein stared with curiosity at Renark.

"What exactly do you want to know - and why?

"That's my business.'

"You' ve got a bigger reason than mere curiosity. You said so. You tell ne and maybe |'Il decide to
go on. If not, |I don't want to bother. | want to see what you' re |leading up to.'

"You can tell us now, Renark, surely,' urged Talfryn.
The ex Warden si ghed.

"All right. About two years ago | nmade contact with the crew of an intergal actic spaceshi p. Though
it had come from another galaxy, it wasn't so very different fromours - and the crew was human.
This in itself was astonishing. They had not know edge of our history, just as we had none about
theirs. They | anded on Goul and, a backwater planet under ny jurisdiction. | went out to neet them
We | earned one another's | anguage and we tal ked. One of the things they told ne was that, in their
gal axy, human beings were the only intelligent life-form"

"Just like ours,' Klein nodded.
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"And, | suspect, just like any other galaxy in our particular universe. Tell me, Klein, where do
the aliens we've seen cone fronf

"Different space-tine-continua. Every STC seens to have only one dominant, intelligent life form
I can't explainit.'

"It must mean sonething. That's what | suspected, anyway. A phenonmenon natural to every STC
uni verse. But what isn't happening, | hope, in every STC, is what is happening in our particular
uni verse.'

' Happeni ng?' Tal fryn spoke.

"The visitors fromthe other galaxy cane to warn us. Their news was so terrible that | had to keep
it to nyself. To have released it would have been to start gal axy-w de panic.'

"What the hell is happening? Even O esson becane interested.

"The end of the universe,' Renark said.

"What!' Tal fryn gasped.

"The end of the universe - so far as hunmanity's concerned, at any rate.'
"And the Gee-lords don't know?' Asquiol said. 'You didn't tell them- why?
'Because | was counting on the Shifter to offer a clue that m ght save us.

"Not just the end of a galaxy,’ Klein said softly, 'but an entire universe. Qur universe. How do
you know, Renark?'

"The visitors gave nme proof - ny own space-sensing ability did the rest. I'm convinced. The
uni verse has ceased to expand.'

"That's a problenP' d esson said.

"Ch, yes - because, not only has it ceased expanding, it is now contracting. All matter is falling
back to its source. Al the galaxies are rapidly drawing together - and at a far greater speed
than they expanded. And the speed increases as all matter is drawn back to the hub of our

uni verse! Soon all the galaxies will exist as a single nmote of matter in the vastness of space.
Then even that nmote may vani sh, |eaving - vacuum So far this inward novenment is restricted to the
gal axi es, but, soon, when they all cone together, it will involve the stars, the planets -

everyt hing."'

"This is theory,' Klein spoke softly.

"Fact,' said Renark. 'My visitors' experiments are conclusive. They have tested the theory in
their laboratories and found that when the matter has contracted as much as it can - and it forns
a pellet of astounding density - it just disappears. They believe that when it reaches the fina
stage it enters other dinensions as a photon, possibly in some greater universe - the one
enconpassing the nultiverse, itself, perhaps.’

"So it disappears - like the shifter?

"That's right.'

"I still don't know why you cane here,' Klein said. 'Because it's safe? W are safe, aren't we?
"l came here,' said Renark, nore calmy now, 'in the hope of discovering a nmeans of travelling

i nt o anot her uni verse.'

"You think because the Shifter travels through the nulti-verse that you can find out how it works
and build sonme kind of nachine that will do the same - is that it?' Klein seened interested, even
ent husi asti c.
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"That's it. If | can discover the Shifter's secret, | may be able to return to our universe. As a
GQuide Senser | could probably find it - and warn them of what's happening and of fer them a neans
of escaping into a universe which isn't undergoing this change.'

O esson put in: 'Watever happens, we're all right eh?

Renark nodded. 'Yes. But that doesn't appeal much to ne.'

The others didn't reply. Although horrified, they also seened relieved.
Renark sensed this. "You' re still with ne?" he said to his friends.
"W've nothing to lose,' Talfryn said unconfortably.

"Not hi ng,' agreed Asqui ol

The equi pnent besi de them squeal ed. O esson nmoved ponderously towards it, tuned in the receiver,
got sound and a picture. 'Yes.'

The face on the screen said: 'Mre visitors, Ragnar - a big load from M gaa are coning in now.'
'The usual routine,' said Oesson, shutting off the receiver
FOUR

Renark and his conpani ons watched the screens as the shoals of craft from M gaa entered the
Shifter's area of space.

Then the Thron ships cane slashing upwards fromtheir planet - |ike sharks. There was an insane,
i nexplicable anger in their ferocity.

Fromother directions a large, notley force of Entropi umwarships hel ped the M gaan craft dispose
of the outnunbered Thron vessels. The fight was nuch shorter than Renark's.

"They're just in tinme," commented O esson, watching the screen. 'The systenis due to begin
transition again pretty soon. Better wave your universe goodbye, Renark. You won't be seeing it
again for sone time if at all.' He grinned callously.

I gnoring the big man, Renark turned to his friends.

"W'll have to split up. There nust be people here who aren't just crimnals - people who' ve nade
sonme attenpt to explore or analyse the system They can help us. Myve about the city - ask
questions.'

There was a peculiar note in Klein's voice. 'Go to see Mary the Maze, Renark. | can't guarantee
she' Il help, but she'll serve as a warning to you. She was an ant hropol ogi st, | hear. She expl ored
as much of the Shifter as she was able. But go and see where her curiosity got her, Renark.'

"Where is she?

"I"'mnot sure - but everyone knows her on Northside. You'll find her soon enough if you ask.’
"Ckay, | will." He said to the others: 'You take other parts of the city. Don't ignore any piece
of information, speculation or rumour - it could all be useful. W've got to work fast!' ' But

fast,' sneered O esson as they left.

Wal ki ng out of the untidy building, they saw the bright arrows of fire searing down on the |anding-
field two mles away. They split up.

Renark had chosen the worst possible tine to | ook for anyone.

As he went fromhotel to hotel, frombar to bar on the north side of Entropium the nmen and wonen
from M gaa began to pour exuberantly in.
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They got drunk quickly and the whole city cane alive and excited. Not only human bei ngs cel ebrated
the new 'shipnment's' arrival. Aliens of many kinds joined in with their own forms of merry-nmaking.

Once, a creature like a giant cross between a slug and a caterpillar addressed himin high-pitched
Terran, but he ignored it and noved on, searching, asking questions, getting incoherent or
facetious replies.

And then the nightmare really began

Quite suddenly Renark felt nausea flood through him felt his vision blur and sent out a nind-
probe which took in the whole of the systemand part of the galaxy beyond it. H's mnd just
refused to accept sone of the information it received - he couldn't take it in.

The gal axy seened distant, and yet retained the sane point in space in relation to the Shifter

Then the whol e pl anet seened suddenly engul fed by a weird, greyish mst. The darkness gave way to
it.

For an instant, Renark thought he saw the buildings of the city begin to fade again. He felt

wei ghtl ess and had to cling to the side of a house. The house seened solid enough, but its
conmponents noved beneath his hands and his own body seened diffused, lacking its normal density.
As his mind swirled, he returned it to the conforting reality of the gal axy, as he habitually did
in tunes of stress. But the gal axy was no | onger real

It seened ghostly, he was losing touch with it. He very nearly panicked, but controlled hinmself
desperately.

Then he under st ood what was happeni ng.

They were | eaving the galaxy - |eaving the universe Renark |oved, that he was prepared to die for
He had an unreasoni ng sense of betrayal - as if the galaxy were leaving himrather than the
reverse. He breathed heavily. He felt |ike a drowning man and sought for sonmething to grab -
physically and nmental ly. But there was nothing. Nothing constant. Nothing that did not change as
he sensed or saw it.

The grey city seemed to tilt at an angle and he even felt hinself sliding. He staggered on down
the crazily angled couch ripped fromsonme ship and evidently used as a bed by the mad wonan.

"Mary?' he said to the nmuttering weck. 'Mary?
She stared at himand the ook in her eyes repelled him

" Adan? Ah, no. Conme in, Castor, but |leave Pollux outside. O is it Ruben Kave, Hero of Space, cone
to visit ne?" Her mouth broadened, the |lips curving upwards. She made a vague, graceful gesture
with her hand. 'Do sit down,' she said.

There was nowhere to sit He remai ned standing, disturbed, nonpl ussed.
"I"'mRenark,' he said. 'I want information. It's inmportant - can you help nme?

"Hel p...?" The voice was at first detached. Her fingers noved constantly over the keyboard.
"Hel p...?" Her face twi sted. Then she screaned.

" Hel p!'

He took a step forward.

The hands noved nore swiftly, agitatedly over the board.
"Hel p!' She began to emit a kind of soft scream

"Mary,' he said urgently. He could not touch the snooth shoul ders. He | eant over the drooling
worman. 'It's all right They say you' ve explored the Shifter - is that true?
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"True? What's true, what's fal se?
"What was it like, Mary? What did this to you?

A groan, masculine and desperate, cane fromthe wonan. She stood up and wal ked unsteadily towards
the couch, lay down on it, gripping the sides.

"What's the Shifter, Mary? What is it?' Hiys face felt tight, as tight as his rigidly controlled
enoti ons.

' Chaos...' she munbl ed, 'madness - super-sanity - warnth. OCh, warnth... But | couldn't take it, no
human being could - there's no anchor, nothing to recognise, nothing to cling to. It's a whirl poo
of possibilities crowding around you, tossing you in-all directions, tearing at you. |I'mfalling,
I"'mflying, |I'"mexpanding, |'mcontracting, I'msinging, |'"mdunb - nmy body's gone, | can't reach

it!

Her eyes stared. Suddenly she | ooked at himw th sonme sort of intelligence.
"Renark you said your nane was?

"Yes.' He was steeling hinself to do sonething he didn't want to do.

"l saw you once, perhaps - there. Here. There.' She dropped her head back and lay on the couch
munbl i ng.

He sensed the chaos of the Shifter braw ing about in the back of his mind. He thought he knew how
it could have turned her mad - felt sone synpathy with what she was tal ki ng about.

He turned all his attention to her, using his sensing ability to sort her out into her conposite
atoms, concentrated on her sensory nerves and her brain structure in an effort to get sone clue to
the effect which the Shifter had had on her

But there was little physically wong, although it was obvious that the quantity of adrenalin
floodi ng her systemwas abnormally high and that this, perhaps, was the reason for her al npst
constant novenent.

But her mnd wasn't open to Renark. He was not a tele-path and was al nost glad at that nonent that
he couldn't see into her wenched-apart mnd. Neither was he tele-kinetic, but nonethel ess he
hated even this formof intrusion as he studi ed her nuscle responses, her nervous system in an
effort to find some clue how to pull her together |ong enough to get some answers to his

guesti ons.

He felt her nove.

"Asquiol!' she said. 'Isn't that a nane - sonmething to do with you? Aren't you dead?

How coul d she possibly know of Asquiol ?

"Yes. Asquiol's the name of ny friend. But I'malive...'

He half cursed the introduction of this new elenment of nystery in an already difficult situation.
"What about Asqui ol ?'

But there was no response fromthe mad wonan, who had now resuned her vacant staring at the
ceiling.

He tried another tack
"Mary - where did you go? What did you di scover?

' The ragged planet,' she nuttered. 'l go there - went there - last - the lattice planet. Stay
awnay. '

Now he wanted to shake the informati on out of her but he had to coax.
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"Why?' he said nore gently. 'Wy, Mry?

"Doesn't travel with the Shifter - not all of it, some of it - exist in other dinmensions,
travel i ng i ndependently? The Hole is there - the dwellers lurk in the Hole. They know everything -
they mean no harm but they are dangerous. They know the truth, and the truth is too rmuch!'

What truth?

"I forget - | couldn't hold it. They told it to nme. It wasn't fair.' She stared at himagain and
once nore intelligence was in her eyes. 'Don't believe in justice, Renark - don't for an instant
take its existence for granted. It doesn't exist. You learn that in the gaps, you can nake it -
but it breaks down in the real universe. You find that in the gaps.'

'Gaps? What are they?' He wondered at the peculiar accent she put on the word.

" The ragged planet's gaps' She sighed and fidgeted on the couch. 'That's where | finally forgot -
where every theory, every scrap of informati on gathered on the other planets was neani ngl ess. And
| forgot - but it did ne no good. | was curious... |'mnot now, but | want rest, peace, and

can't have it. It goes on. They know, though - they know, and their hate has kept them sane...'

"Who are "they", Mary?

"The Thron - the horrible Thron. And the Shaarn know, too, but they are weak - they couldn't help
me. The beasts. Don't |et them push you into the... untine... the un-space. Their weapons are
cruel. They do not kill.

' Thank you, Mary,' Renark said, at a loss to help her. 'I will go to Thron.

She rose fromthe couch, screaming: 'l said not, spiral, magenta, irri-bird, night. Not, sight of
droan - not: Ch, no...'

She began sobbing and Renark left the room

He wal ked down the corridor, brooding, dissatisfied with the little he had |earned, but with a
definite plan of action now He nust go to Thron and discover the truth of Mary's statenent.

What ever happened, the Thron woul d be of nore help - assuming they could be encouraged to help -
than the decadent inhabitants of Entropium who refused to know anything. Though he could hal f
synpat hi se with anyone who didn't wonder or question. The boiling chaos of the Shifter as it noved
t hrough the dinensions of the multiverse was enough to disturb anyone.

He wal ked out of the hotel and found, to his relief, that the planet seemed to have qui etened down
and was presumably in normal space again, but in an alien universe.

Ah he wal ked swiftly towards the building, he allowed his mnd to put out tendrils and was

reli eved when he sensed, beyond the insane perinmeter of the Shifter, the solid, ordered planets
and suns of a wide, spiral galaxy like his own in general conponents, although here and there he
cane across organi ¢ and chenical formations which he did not recognise.

When he got back to the control roomin the skyscraper, Kl ein said: 'Half the new M gaa-load are
dead. As usual, they panicked and caused trouble while we were in transit, so we cleaned them up
The rest are settling down or running back to the launching pads... How did you get on with Mry?

'She said that the Thron knew about the Shifter's nature - or that's what | believe she said."'
Asqui ol and WIIlow, both pale, walked in. He nodded to them
"Wre the Thron the race who initially attacked us?' he asked Kl ein.

Far away he heard ships blasting off. Klein cursed. 'They were warned. That's another lot on their
way to death.
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"What do you nean?

"Every time there are newconers who try to use the Shifter as a transport fromtheir own universe
to another, we warn themthat once they're here they' re stuck. But they try. Maybe one or two nake
it - I don't know. But | think not. Something stops you |l eaving the Shifter once you're here.'

"It's inpossible to get off?" WIlow said worriedly.

Renark gl anced at Wllow. It was funny, he thought, how crisis took different people in different
ways. W1l ow sounded as if she was going to break down. Asquiol evidently hadn't noticed it. He
was curious to see how Tal fryn woul d | ook and act when he came back

Klein was talking. That's right, honey. It's harder to get out than in. You don't exist entirely
in the space-time matrix of the universe which the Shifter is currently in. W kind of overfl ow
into other dinensions. So when you try to leave, you hit the dinensions at a slight angle and -
whoof! You break apart. Some of you goes one way, sone of you goes another. No, you can't get
out.'

"Renark - you have nore problens,' Asquiol said, fiddling with his gl oves.
"And nore coming, fromwhat |'ve learned,' Renark said tiredly. 'Wiat did you find out?

"Not nuch of anything definite. The el even planets are called a variety of nanes by a variety of
human and non- human people. There are a mllion theories about the Shifter's nature, mainly based
on fol klore and superstition. They say the Thron were here first and mght be native to the
system This could explain sone of their resentment of alien ships entering.'

" Anyt hi ng el se?

"There's some race called, colloquially, the "jelly-snellies", who are supposed to know t he
history of the multiverse. There's a planet call ed Ragged Ruth which is supposed to be the epitone
of Hell in this hellish system

'That seens to confirmwhat Mary told ne,' he nodded.

Tal fryn came in. H's body was | oose, worn out. He sat down on the couch

Renar k paused for a nmonent.

"There are questions which we've got to answer. And we can't take our time getting those answers.

"Whay does the Shifter followthis orbit? How does it do it? If we can discover the principle,

there nmay be a chance of adapting it to build ships to evacuate our galaxy. The logic - if that's
the word - is abhorrent to us, but it nust be nmastered. Are all the universes contracting at the
same tine, | wonder?

He asked this last question alnost hesitantly, bringing it into the open for the first tine.

"If so, there is virtually no chance of evacuation. On the other hand, what we di scover may enabl e
us to...'

Klein |laughed: 'To stop a universe in its natural course of decay or reorgani sation? No, Renark!'
"Yes, Klein - if that has to be done!

"What the hell are we all talking about?' Talfryn said tiredly fromthe couch. 'W're only three
men - against the natural universe. Not to nention the unnatural universe - this terrible place.’

He shook his head. 'Frankly, the little information |'ve picked up makes ne feel hel pless,

usel ess, ineffectual in the face of what's happening. | feel ready to give up, not to fight

agai nst sonmething that is, judging by all the facts, an i mense and i nescapabl e novenent of the
forces of nature which nust logically result in the end of the human race - of all organic life
both in our universe, and in others. The human race has had its day - we nmight as well face it. If
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you can answer that, Renark, |'d be grateful...’
Suddenly, Renark didn't want Talfryn with himany nore

"I doubt if I could give you an answer which would satisfy you,' he said sadly. 'You're
fatalistic. And a fatalist, if you'll forgive ne, is also a m santhropist.

"The quality which humanity has, unlike any other formof life in our universe, is its power to
control nature. It is the mark of hono sapiens that he has, for millennia, refused to let his
environnent control himto any real extent. He has adapted to it, adapted it, conquered it. This
i mm nent disaster facing the race is on a larger scale - but the rule still applies. In this case
we may be forced to | eave our environment and start to work adapting to, and controlling, a new
one. |If Man can do that, he will have proved forever his right and his reason for existence!’

Tal fryn, taken aback by the force of Renark's reply, couldn't answer. He shook his head again and
remai ned broodingly silent. Renark had sensed the man's weakness |ike a nechanic senses that a
pi ece of equi pment, driven beyond its inherent endurance, is due to fail.

So he said: 'Then you'd better stay here.'

Tal fryn nodded. 'I've failed you, Renark. But, honestly, it's too big - far too big. Some of us
can be optimistic for just so long. But facts nust be faced.'

"Facts can be altered,' Renark said, turning away.
"You're giving up?" Asquiol blinked. 'Wy?

"I'"'ma creature of circunstance,' said Talfryn with a bitter half-smle. He got up and left the
room

Asqui ol turned to Renark.
"Way has he done that? |Is there sonmething | don't know about?
"Let's hope so,' Renark said quietly.

He watched his friend who, disturbed and disorientated, turned to | ook for a | ong nonent at
W11l ow.

Her eyes began to fill with tears.

"I couldn't face it,' she said. '"Not any nore - not after what we just went through...
"You' ve stopped loving nme, is that it?

"Ch, no, Asquiol - I'lIl always |love you. You ... you could stay here with ne.'

Asqui ol | ooked sharply at Renark

"W go to Thron,' he said.

"If you wish to cone."

"Look after yourself, WIllow,' said Asquiol. 'I may return - who knows?' And he wal ked away from
her.

He and Renark left the room left the building and the city and nade for the pads, for their black
shi p, bound for horror and perhaps deat h.

"He was a fool,' said Wllow calmy to Klein. 'There are many who refuse their responsibilities.
Fool i ng thensel ves they search for a 'higher ideal.' He was a fool.'

"What are responsibilities? said Klein laconically. 'He knows. Responsibility, ny dear, is
anot her word for self-survival.'
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She | ooked at Kl ein unconprehendi ngly.
"I wish he had stayed,' she said.
Fl VE
Renark flung over the ship's master-switch, bringing the whole conplicated vessel to life.

He could not be satisfied with thoughts and theories now. He wanted decisive and constant action -
dynam ¢ action which would bring himto a source that would answer the questions crowding his
m nd.

As he charted his course to Thron, he renmenbered sonething and turned to Asquiol sitting noodily
in the gunnery seat, staring at his instrunents.

"Did you ever know of Mary the Maze before you cane here?" he asked.
Silently Asqui ol shook his head.

Renark shrugged. He felt badly for his friend, but couldn't afford to | et his personal enotions
i nfluence his chosen course of action

From what he had gathered, fewer |laws than ever applied in the interplanetary space of the Shifter
than on the planets thenselves. Therefore he was going to have difficulty in sinply navigating the
conparatively snall area of space between them and Thron

He said without turning, 'Once in space | nust not be disturbed, and amrelying on you to perform
all necessary functions other than the actual piloting of the spaceship. | have to anchor ny m nd
to Thron, and nust steer the ship through altering dinensions as well as space and tine. Therefor
in the event of attack you nust be ready, nust nmeet it as best you can. But | will not be able to
afford to know. Do you understand?

"Let's get started, for God's sake,' he said inpatiently.

"And don't be too ready with those anti-neutron cannon,' he said as he pressed the take-off
but t on.

The ship throbbed spacewards.

And then they hit horror

Chaos

It had no business to exist. It defied every instinctively accepted | aw that Renark knew
Tur noi

It was fantastically beautiful. But, as far as he was concerned, it had to be ignored, nmastered or
destroyed, because it was wong, evil - unlawful

Agony

The ship coursed through the nyriad, nmulti-di nensional currents that swirled and whirled and
how ed about it, that rent the sanity of the two brave nen who battered at it, cursed it and, in
control l'ing thensel ves, nmanaged sonmehow to stave of f the worst effects.

Terror

They had no business to exist here. They knew it, but they refused to conprom se. They made the
di sorder of the tiny universe bend to their courage, to their strength and the wills, creating a
pocket of order in the screanm ng wongness of unchai ned creation

Tenpt ati on

They had nothing but their pitiful know edge that they were human beings - intelligent, reasoning
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bei ngs capabl e of transcending the limts which the universe had striven to set upon them They
refused; they fought, they used their ninds as they had never used them found reserves of reason
where none had previously been.

And, at last, because they were forced to, they used every resource of the human m nd whi ch had
lain dormant since man had created 'human nature' as an excuse to let his aninmal nature order his
life.

Now they rejected this and Renark steered the ship through the nal evol ent currents of the
unnatural area of space and how ed his challenge to it. And the three words 'I am human!' becane
his mental war-cry as he used his skill to control the netal vessel plunging on the random spatia
and tenporal currents and forcing its way through blazing horror towards the angry world of Thron

Al'l about him Renark was aware of other dinmensions which seened to lie in wait for his ship, to
trap it, to stop it fromever reaching its goal. But he avoided them and concentrated all his
powers on keeping a course for Thron

Four hours the two men fought against insanity, fought the craziness that had turned Mary the Maze
into an idiot.

Then, at last, Thron appeared on the | aser. Wak, trenbling but exuberant, Renark coasted the
spaceship into Thron's atnosphere and, although the broodi ng pl anet offered new dangers of a nore
tangible kind, it was with relief and hope that he arrived there.

They coul d not speak to one another just then. But both were conscious of the welding
conpani onshi p whi ch had conme about during their journey.

They had been fused together, these two nmen, by nutually shared horror and victory.
Br eat hi ng deeply, Renark dropped the ship down and began a cautious reconnai ssance of the planet.

Apart from one doned city at the Northern Pole, it appeared deserted. There were cities,
certainly, but uninhabited. They picked up no signals, their scanners observed no obvi ous signs of
life. Wiere were the ferocious Thron? Surely not all at the small city on the Northern Pole?

"The hell with it," Renark said. 'Let's go right in and see what happens. |'ve staked everything
so far on one throw, and haven't, as yet, lost by it. Are you willing?

"I thought | was supposed to be reckless,’ Asquiol snmled. 'Good. W can land in that big square
we saw in the largest city.'

Renar k nodded agreenent, adjusted the controls of the ship and flewin over the big city. He
brought it flam ng down on the hard, rocky substance of the city square.

They landed to find only silence.
"Shal | we di senbark?' Asquiol asked.
"Yes. There's a | ocker over there, beside you. Open it, will you?

Asqui ol swung the door back and raised his eyebrows. There was a snall arnoury of handguns in the
| ocker. Renark had never been known to carry or use any weapon designed to kill

"G ve nme the anti-neutron beaner you see there,' Renark said.

Asqui ol didn't question Renark but took the bol stered gun fromthe place and handed it over
Renark | ooked at it strangely.

' Desperate nmeasures,' he said softly. 'l have little synpathy at the monent with the Thron

al though they may have justifiable reasons for their seem ngly unreasoning belligerence. But our
m ssion transcends ny noral code, much as | hate to admit such a thing possible, and our lives
are, as far as the human race is concerned, inportant.'

‘"Let's go,' said Asquiol
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Renark sighed. They suited up and took the elevator to the airlock

Al t hough bi zarre and obviously created by alien intelligence, Renark and Asqui ol could work out
the function of nost of the buil dings and nachi nes they observed as they padded through the
deserted streets of the apparently deserted city.

But they couldn't explain why the city was deserted, where the inhabitants had gone. Cbviously
they had not been gone for any length of time, for there were no signs of erosion or encroaching
nat ure.

Wth his mind, Renark quested around, searching the buildings for life, but he could only sense
pecul i ar di sturbances in the tenporal and spatial |ayers spreading out beyond the Shifter
conti nuum

Life hovered out there |like a ghost, sonetinmes apparently close, sonetimes further away. It was
wei rd.

They toured the city and were just returning to the square where the ship reared when sonet hing
happened.

"CGod, | feel sick...' Asquiol said, screwing up his eyes.

Renark felt the same. He had nonmentary doubl e vision. He saw faint shadows flickering at the edge
of the structures about them shadows of the sane shape, size and appearance as the nore solid
bui | di ngs and nmachi nes. These shadows seened to nmerge with the nmaterial structures - and all at
once the city was alive, inhabited.

The place was suddenly full of doglike, six-legged beings using four |Iegs for notion and two as
hands.

The Thron!

Shocked, they pulled their pistols fromtheir hol sters and backed towards the ship as the Thron
saw the humans in their mdst.

Al was consternation.

Thron soldiers levelled weirdly curled tubes at the two nen, levelled them- and fired. The humans
were flung to the ground as their suit-screens absorbed or repelled the worst of the charges.

' Shoot back or we've had it!' Renark yelled.
They rai sed thenselves on their bellies and fired their own dreadful weapons.

Beans of dancing anti-matter went spreading towards the Thron troops, met them nade contact and
seethed into their bodies.

Those bodi es inpl oded, crushing inwards and turning to m nuscul e specks of shattered matter before
vani shing entirely. The backl ash shivered agai nst the hunans' protective suits. And the beans

wal tzed on, fading slightly as they progressed, entered one group after another, destroying

wher ever they touched, whether organic or inanimate matter, until their power faded. Only a few
Thron were left in the inmedi ate area.

"They don't seemready to talk,' Asquiol said sardonically over the suit radio. 'Wat now,
Renar k?'

"Back to the ship, for the neantine.'

Inside the control cabin their communications equi prent was nmeking all sorts of noises. Asquiol
attenpted to tune it in and eventually succeeded in getting a regular series of high-frequency
signal s which he could not quite interpret as being coded signals or actual speech. He brought the
pitch down | ower and realised with astoni shnent that he was listening to stilted Terran. Renark
was busy keeping the scanners trained on the Thron, who were coming out into the open around the
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square again. But he |istened.
‘'Beware the Thron... Beware the Thron... Beware the Thron

VWhether it was a warning or a threat, he couldn't tell. Asquiol said, careful to adjust his
outgoing signal to the frequency involved: 'Who are you? | amreceiving you.'

‘"W are enemies of the Thron. We are the Shaarn, whose ancestors consigned the Thron to this

exi stence. But they have machi nes which you are not equi pped against - forces which will hurl you
out of this systemaltogether and into Linbo. Take off i mrediately and head for the Northern Pol e.
We saw you pass over us but have not, until now, been able to discover your neans of conmunication
and the formit takes. W apol ogi se.

"How can we trust then?' Asquiol asked.

"The frying pan or the fire - it makes no difference,' Renark replied. '"I'mlifting off. Tell them
we' re com ng.

Asqui ol rel ayed the nessage.

"You nust hurry,' the Shaarn spokesman said, 'for we are small and have few defensive devices
agai nst the Thron. You nust reach our city before they do, since we will have but a short tine to
spare to let you in and cl ose our barrier again.

"Have it ready - we're comng,' said Asqui ol
The ship soared upwards again, |levelled off and headed at high speed for the polar region

They made it in under a nminute. They saw the done flicker and fade, entered its confines as it

cl osed over them again, and canme down gently on a snall landing field within the city. It was nore
atown, with few buildings taller than three stories, enconpassing a snall area conmpared with the
expanse of the Thron cities. Overhead they observed the Thron shi ps cone rushing over the pol ar
city and were half blinded by the bolts of energy which sprayed the force-dome above them

They stayed where they were and waited to be contacted.

Eventual | y the conmuni cati ons equi pment spoke: '| am pleased that we were successful. There is no
point in waiting until the Throns have expended their rage. The force-shield will hold off their
nmost ferocious attacks. W are sending out a vehicle for your assistance. Please take it to the
city when you are ready to do so.'

A few nonments later a snall air-carriage, open-topped and made of thin, golden netal, floated up
to the ship and hovered by its airlock.

"Wll, let's see if these Shaarn are friendly or not,' said Renark

They descended to the airlock, passed through it and entered the little airboat which turned on
its axis and returned to the city at a nore |eisurely speed.

Renark felt fairly confident, fromwhat Mary the Maze had said, that these people would be
friendly.

They entered the city proper and the airboat cruised downwards, |anding gently outside the
entrance to a snall, un-ornanented, unpretentious building.

Two figures cane out. They were dog-like, having six appendages. Asquiol gasped and instinctively
reached for his pistol in an unthinking response. Then he saw that these creatures, so |like the
Thron, were unarnmed and he cal med hi nsel f.

The Shaarn, |ike the Thron, were extrenely pleasing to the human eye - perhaps because they | ooked
so alike to friendly dogs.

The two figures, with peaceful gestures, beckoned Renark and Asquiol to |eave the airboat. They
did so. They passed through a series of sinply furnished roons containing no recognisable
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equi prent, and out into a courtyard which, like the city, was covered with an iridescent force-
dorre.

Here was a | aser transceiver not unlike their own. One of the Shaarn went up to it and spoke into
the transmitter. It took them several nonments, to tune into the humans' suit wavel engths and, for
an instant, before they adjusted their own controls, they were blasted with the high-pitched

noi ses they had heard before.

Then the Shaarn spokesman said: 'W regret, sincerely, that our wel cone could not have extended to
the whol e planet, but as you will have realised, we control little of it. | amNaro Nuis and this
is my wife Zeni Quis. You are Renark Jon and Asqui ol of Ponpeii, | believe.

"That's so, but how did you know?' Renark replied.

"W were forced - and you nust forgive us - to intrude on your ninds in order to discover the
means to build the comruni cati ons equi pnent. We are telepaths, | amafraid...'

' Then why the need for the | aser?

"W had no idea how you would take telepathic interference in your mnds, and it is against our
code to intrude except in the direst emergencies.

"l should have thought that's just what we were in,' Asquiol said sonewhat rudely.

"I see,' said Renark. 'Wll, as far as | am concerned, tel epathic comunication would be
preferable. W have tel epaths anong our own race.

"So be it," Naro Nuis said

"You have obviously some inportant reason for braving the dangers of Thron,' said a voice in

Renark's skull, 'but' we avoided investigating it. Perhaps we can hel p?

" Thank you,' Renark said. "Firstly, | amcurious to learn why the Throns are so belligerent;
secondly, whether it is true that your race was the first to cone to this system Mich hangs on
what | learn fromyou.' He told the Shaarn how his race faced annihilation

The alien appeared to deliberate. At length he 'pathed:

"Woul d you object if we intruded still further on your ninds for a while by means of a telepathic
link? By this nmethod you will see sonmething of the history of the Shaarn and will discover how
this systemoriginally took this sonewhat unusual orbit through the nulti-dinensional universe.'

"What do you say, Renark?' Asquiol's voice canme over the suit-phone.
"I think the suggestion is excellent.

They were led into a sem -darkened room where food and drink were served to them They felt
rel axed for the first tine in ages.

This place is sinply to aid your receptivity to what we are about to do.'
"And what is that?

"W are going to reconstruct for you the history of the war between the Shaarn and the Thron. The
hi story began many nillennia ago, when our ancestors were conpleting their explorations of our own
space-time gal axy...'

At Naro Nuis' request they blanked their mnds, and the history began..
SI X

They were the golden children of the galaxy. The Shaarn - the searchers, the wanderers, the
enquirers. They were the magnificent bringers of gifts, bestowers of w sdom dealers of justice.
In their great star-travelling ships they brought the concept of nercy and law to the pl anets of
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their galaxy and formed order out of chaos, cut justice fromthe stuff of chance.
The Shaarn hurled their ships inwards to the Hub, outwards towards the Rm

Proud, wi se and nerciful, self-confident and self-critical, they spread their sons to inhabit
pl anets in many different systens. The | aughi ng darlings of an ancient culture, they poured
out war ds, al ways searching.

The Shaarn ships sang and hurtled through the bew | dering regi ons of hyperspace, avoiding war,
recogni sing privacy, but bringing their wi sdom and know edge to anyone requesting it. They had
cone, also to accept that all intelligent races took the sane form as thensel ves.

The mighty Shaarn were cynics and idealists, innocent and ancient - and their ships coursed
further towards the worlds of the Rm

The starship Vondel, captained by Roas Rui, burst into normal space half a light-year froma

bi nary star the Shaarn called Yito. Around Yito circled el even worlds, each follow ng a w der
orbit than the next - eleven nysteries which Roas Rui and his crew of scientists' and sorcerers
regarded with excitenent and curiosity. Eleven balls of chemicals and vegetation, organic and
inorganic life. Wuld they find intelligence? New concepts, new know edge? Roas Rui hoped that
t hey woul d.

The Shaarn, in their early days of space-travel, had known fear when encountering foreign

cul tures, but those tinmes were gone. In their power and their confidence, they were unable to
conceive of a race greater than their own, a technology nore highly devel oped. On sone worl ds near
the RRmthey had come across traces of a star-roving people, but the traces were incredibly
ancient and pointed to a |long-dead race - their ancestors, perhaps - who had travelled the stars
and then degenerated. Thus, it was not with fear that Roas Rui regarded the fourth world nearest
Yito when his ship, its reactor idling, went into orbit around it.

Roas Rui reared hinself effortlessly on to his four bind linmbs in order to see better the purple-
cl ouded world which now filled the view ng-screen. H s shaggy, dog-like head craned towards the
screen and his nouth curved downwards in an expression of pure pleasure. He turned his head and
showed his long, slimteeth to enphasise his delight.

"It's a huge planet, Medwov Dei,' he released to his |lieutenant who stood by the screen contro
board, manoeuvring dials in order to bring the world into cl osed perspective.

Medwov Dei thought, without noving his head, 'The gravity is alnopst identical to that of Shaarn.'

Rui thought. 'Noui Nas was right in his hunch again. He always picks the planet which nost closely
approxi nates Shaarn in gravity and atnosphere. He's one of the best sorcerers we have in the
Di vision.'

Medwov made a clicking sound with his nouth to indicate agreenent. He was very big, the |argest
menber of the crew and every inch of five feet high. He was dedicated to the Exploratory Division
even nore than the other nenmbers. Wth regard to his work, he was a fanatic, probably due to the
fact that, because of his i mense size, he had little success with the female Shaarn. At |east he,
personal Iy, blamed his height, but it was well known that, as a young cadet, he had once killed a
donmestic beast in anger. Naturally, this had led to his near-ostraci smand had precluded his ever
rising above the rank of Lieutenant. Medwov inhaled wetly and continued to work at the contro
panel , deliberately blocking his mnd to any but the nost urgent thoughts which m ght emanate from
hi s comander .

Al nost childishly, Roas Rui |aughed the high-pitched whine of the Shaarn. His excitenent nounted
as he directed his. two pilots to prepare for descent on to the planet's surface.

"Prepare defence screens.' He sent out the traditional commands as a matter of course. Some of his
orders were obeyed by the control operators before he even thought of them 'Switch to gravity-
resisters.' Machi nes nobaned delicately throughout the huge bul k of the starship. 'Descend to two

t housand feet."'

The Vondel plunged through the atnosphere of the new planet and hovered two thousand feet above
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its surface. Now the screens showed a vast | andscape of forest |and conprised predomninantly of
wavi ng i ndigo fronds which stretched like, a sea in all directions, broken occasionally by clunps
of taller vegetation coloured in varying shades of blue. It was beautiful. Roas Rui's |ong body
shook with enotion as he beheld it. To the Shaarn all new planets were beauti ful

"Begin testing,' he said.

The conputers began their intricate job of classifying all the conponents of the planet. At the
same tine, the sorcerers began to put thenselves swiftly into trance-state, seeking to di scover
intelligent life of any kind, whether natural or supernatural, and also its attitude or potenti al
attitude to the Exploratory Division

The findings of conmputers and sorcerers were relayed instantly to Roas Rui, hinself nowin sem-
trance. Both parts of his brain received the information and assenbled it into an ever-increasing,
detailed picture of the newly di scovered pl anet.

Woui Nas:

I have found a nmind. Bew | dered. Uncertain. Passive. More mnds. As before. New Mnd. High
intelligence. Anger. Controlled. Uge to destroy very strong: directed at (possible) Rulers or
Representatives. New Mnd. Low |Q Msery. Bew ldered. Passive. New Sonething bad. Very bad
Evil here, but amfinding resistance to probes.

Pause. . .

Power. Evil. Great resistance to probes. Amforned to fight or retreat. Require orders!
Pause. . .

Repeat. Require orders!

Roas Rui beamed a nessage to the controllers to continue recording the data and concentrated al
his attention on making a full link with Wui Nas, who had 'pathed the urgent request.

"I amw th you now, Wui Nas. Can you bring me in?
"Unprecedented reaction, captain. Please absorb.

Roas Rui could sense the frightened amazenent of Wui Nas as he subnerged hinself in the other's
mnd and allowed the old sorcerer to guide himoutwards towards the source of the enanations.

Al nost i nstantaneously, he felt the aura of disgusting mal evol ence, coupled with an intelligence
nore powerful than his own. Roas Rui was one of the nost intelligent nenbers of his race - his
capacity for absorbing and relating know edge was trenmendous - but he had found nore than his
match in the mind which now sensed the presence of his own.

Roas Rui, under the direction of Wui Nas, probed further into the m nd which he had contacted. He
probed while his senses shrieked with danger and urged himto retreat.

Suddenly his brain throbbed as a thought cane savagely fromthe contacted entity: 'Get out! W
intend to destroy you, intruders

There was no attenpt to ask questions of the explorers. No tinge of curiosity. An order - and a
st at enent .

Roas Rui and Whui Nas retreated fromthe mal evol ence and separated ni nds.

"What now?' Woui Nas asked fromhis cabin, a quarter of a mle away fromthe control room where
Roas Rui sat shaki ng.

"Incredible,’” the captain said. 'Qite unprecedented, as you renmarked. There is a force here to
equal the Shaarn - even to better it. But the evil!'

"I must admit that, as we neared the planet, | sensed it,' Wui Nas informed the captain. 'But it
was difficult then to define it. These entities are capable of blocking off our nost powerful
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probes."’

"Qur ancestors woul d have been far nore careful when nmaking a new planet-fall,' Ross Rui said
grimy. "W are becom ng too conplacent, Brother Sorcerer.'

"Were,' Woui Nas renmarked dryly. 'Perhaps this is the kind of shock our people need.’

"Possibly,' Roas Rui agreed. 'But now we are in danger of turning our inmediate peril into a
phi | osophi cal problem Since this contact is unprecedented, and since the regulations state
categorically that we should obey any culture which demands that we leave its environs, | would

suggest to you that a group makes contact inmediately w th Headquarters on Shaarn and asks for
i nstructions.

"And neanwhil e?" Wui Nas enquired.

‘"l do not wish to be destroyed. And neither, | think, do any other nmenbers of the ship's
conpl emrent .’ He beamed a quick order to his pilots. 'W are returning to Shaarn. This is an
energency.' He knew that his pilots would need no further orders.

Swiftly, the Vondel clinmbed into deep space and nerged i nto hyperspace.
So the initial contact between the Shaarn and the Thron was nade.

Anot her mllennia of ignorance of each other's existence, the exploratory teamwhich had come to a
Thron-dom nated worl d brought the two mghty cultures into contact at last It was inevitable.

And the war between Shaarn and Thron was al so i nevitabl e.

It was not a war |ike nbst wars. It did not hinge on economics. It only partially hinged on
conflicting ideologies. It was sinply that the Thron refused to tolerate the presence in the
gal axy of another intelligent race, physically like thenselves and al nost as powerful

They intended to destroy the Shaarn. To obliterate conpletely all traces of their civilisation
The Thron had not concentrated so nuch on the building of starships, but it did not take them | ong
to build ships which al nbst equall ed those of the Shaarn

Thron controlled an Enpire conprising twenty-six systens. The Thron thensel ves were conparatively
few in nunber - but they had total doni nance over their subject planets.

The Federation of Shaarn conprised sone fifty systens and three hundred pl anets upon which
intelligent races, |ike thenselves, existed. Wen Shaarn inforned them of the inpending war, one
hundred and sixty-two of those planets elected to join with the Shaarn. The rest clai nmed
neutrality.

The war progressed. It was vicious and dreadful. And a nonth after it had begun the first planet
was destroyed by the Thron - a neutral planet. And all life was destroyed with the planet.

Real i si ng the danger was great, but unable to consider an alternative to continuing the struggle,
the Shaarn directed their scientists to devise a neans of stopping the war so that no nore
destruction of |ife should take place.

The scientists devised a neans of renoving the Thron fromthe gal axy, even fromthe very universe -
a neans, if it worked as they hoped, of forever exiling that nal evolent and evil people.

They di scovered the conti nuumwarp device which, they believed, would be capable of hurling the
el even Thron hone-worlds out of their continuumand into another. This would efficiently halt the
Thron's insensate ains of ruling the gal axy.

Soa squadron of ships, each arned with the device, reached the Thron hone systemof Yito and
directed their beans on to the planets and their sun

At first they succeeded only in shifting the planets through space, altering the position around
the binary, resulting in the equidistant position they now occupi ed. The Thron retaliated and the
Shaarn hurled the Thron warshi ps effectively into another space-tine continuum Returning their
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attention to the system they blasted it with warp rays tinme after time and, quite suddenly, it
was gone - vani shed fromthe Shaarn's space-time into another. The war was over

But, as it happened, the Shaarn had not been entirely successful in their plan since the system
kept right on travelling through the dinmensions, eventually establishing an orbit which it stil
followed. Not only this, but nmpbst of the Shaarn ships were caught up in the vortex they had
created and were drawn, by neans of the force they had thensel ves rel eased, after the Shifter

They attenpted, desperately, to return to their own space-tinme but, for some reason, it was now
bl ocked, not only to thembut to the Shifter itself. The system could never pass through the
Shaarn's space-time again.

The Thron,' denoralised and bew | dered, did not offer a threat of inmediate counter-attack for
they were busily consolidating on their fortress world, abandoning their slaves to any fate that
carne.

The Shaarn were able to land their ships, establishing a small, well-protected city at the
Northern Pole of a planet they called Ganii. Here they remained for ages, vainly attenpting to
devise a neans of returning to their own system

Later the Thron, too, canme to danii, where they could be nearer their hated enem es.

The Thron eventually | earned what had happened to them and al so began work on the problem They

i nvented a machi ne which could fling themand all their artifacts through the multi-dinensiona
space-tinme streans to their honme continuum and exact vengeance on the Shaarn. So far they had not
been unsuccessf ul

Thi s expl ai ned why Renark and Asquiol had found the planet apparently deserted of Thron, who at
the tine of their arrival had been attenpting another junmp through the dimensions.

The war between the Thron and the representatives of the Shaarn had becone stal enate, both races
concentrating nost of their energies on attenpts to return to their hone continuum So it had been
for millennia, with the Thron, resenting further encroachnents on their sundered territory,
attenpting to destroy any newconers who cane, |ike vultures, opportunistically to the Snifter
system

And that, to the date of Renark's coming, was briefly the history of the Sundered Worlds..

Renark was in a calner frame of mnd when the experience was over. At |ast he was no | onger
working in the dark - he had definite, conclusive facts to relate to his questions and was
confident that the Shaarn would supply himw th further useful information

Naro Nuis tel epathed discreetly: 'l hope the history was of some use to you, Renark Jon.'

"Cf great use - but | gather you are unable to supply ne with any detailed i nformati on of the
di nensi on-war pi ng devi ce.

"Unfortunately, that is so. Fromwhat we can gather, the continua-warp, operating as it did by
nmeans of certain | aws discovered in the Shaarn continuum wll not work in the sane way from
outside the continuum | believe this was deliberately done by our scientists in order that the
Thron woul d never be able to return.'

"I"'msurprised that by this tine you haven't joined forces with the Thron, since you seemto have
a common aim'

"Not so. In fact, this is our nain point of contention these days. The Thron are determ ned to
regain our original universe, whereas that is the last thing we want. W will be pleased to halt
the progress of the Shifter in any conti nuum but our own, and this would destroy, for ever, their
chance to continue the war.' The alien sighed - a surprisingly human sound. 'It nmay be that the
Shifting mechanismis an irreversible process. In that case our efforts are hopel ess. But we do
not think so.

Renark was bitterly disappointed. If the beings who engendered the Shift no | onger understood how
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it operated, this was logically the end of the trail. But he would not adnit to hinself that there
was not hing nore he could do. That was unt hi nkabl e.

He rose to his feet, his mind working intensely, busily formng the recent know edge into the kind
of pattern best suited to his present needs. Well, there was tine yet. He had to be optinmistic -
there was no turning back. He refused to accept any factors other than those he could use
objectively. Sonewhere in this system..

They left the chanber and nmade for the ship. On the way, Renark noticed signs of animated work in
a large, lowslung building with open-hangar-type doors. It struck himas out of tune with the
m | | enni a-1 ong deadl ock of which he had just |earned.

He remarked on this to Naro Nuis. The alien imediately responded with interest.

"That is the result of a long period of research. W are now buil di ng equi pnrent with which we hope
to halt the Shifter system'

Renark stared in anazenent. 'What? After the story of gloomyou have just told us?

"l told you our experiments continued,' Naro Nuis replied, puzzled. 'Soon we will begin ferrying
the equi pnent into space, to take it as near to the suns as possible.’

"And yet you still claimto have no know edge of the Shift principle!' Renark's excitenent was
nmounting at the thought that the creature had been |ying.

"That is so,' Naro Nuis told him 'W have despaired of ever discovering the principle behind the
phenonenon. But, with any luck, we think we mght bring it to a stop, even though we don't
understand it.'

He added: 'This is the culnmnation of a very long series of experinents. Very long. |If we succeed,
we shall not need to know, since the phenonenon will have vani shed."

Renar k' s sudden hope dissipated. ' And what are your chances of succeedi ng?

Naro Nui s paused before answering. 'The expedition is fraught with dangers. Qur |ong absence from
space has lost us sone of our skills in interplanetary flight.

"What of the Thron? Do they know of your plans?

' They have sone inkling, of course. They will try to stop us. There will be a great battle.’
Renark continued the walk to his ship. 'Wen do you plan to lift this equipment off?

"In half a revolution of the planet.

He stopped abruptly. 'Then | nust ask one favour.

"What is that?"

"Del ay your experinment. Gve nme tine to find out what | nust know.'

"W cannot .’

There was no arguing with the Shaarn. Hs tone was unconproni sing.

Naro Nui s explained: 'How can we be sure that you will have even a chance of success in your
endeavour ? Every monent we del ay neans that our chances of stopping the Shifter and hol ding off
the Thron are | essened.'

"But the future of ny entire race depends upon ne!

"Does it? Have you not taken it upon yourself presunptuously to save your fellows? Perhaps the
process you described is natural - perhaps the menbers of your race will accept that they are to
perish along with their universe. As for us, there is no need to delay and we rnust act quickly.
The Thron - when they are not attenpting to junp through the dinensions - patrol the planet in
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their ships. As soon as we begin ferrying the equipment there will be a battle. W will have to
work speedily and hold off the Thron at the sane tine.'

"l see,' Renark said bitterly.

Later, Asquiol said: 'But what if you did stop the Shifter? Supposing you stopped it in a universe
Iike the one we have just left? You woul d be destroyed along with the rest.

"That is true - but the chances of that happening are not very great. W nust risk it.
"Then you will not wait?

"No,' Naro Nuis said again, regretfully. 'Your hopes of success are slim Qurs are better. You
must understand our position. We have been trying to stop the Shifter for thousands of years.
Wul d you call a halt to your progress on behalf of a race you never heard of - which, according
to only two of its menbers, was in sone kind of danger?

"I mght," Renark said.

"Not after thousands of years,' said Asquiol. 'Not that |ong.

Naro Nuis's thoughts canme gently. 'You are welcone to stay with us if you wi sh.'
" Thanks,' Renark said harshly, 'but we don't have nuch tine.'

"I think your efforts will be wasted,' the Shaarn pathed, 'but since you are so anxious to find
hel p you might go to the world of the Ekiversh.'

" Eki ver sh?"

"The Ekiversh are intelligent nmetazoa who have a fully-devel oped race-nenory. They gave us sone
help in building the machine with which we intend to stop the Shifter. They have |ived so |ong
that their know edge is very great. They are good-natured, friendly and, because of their
structure and type, live on the only planet in the systemwhich is not in sone way torn by strife.
The Thron could |l earn sonething fromthe Ekiversh but, in their arrogance, they would not deign to
do so. W have not often visited them for whenever we |[eave our city the wath of the Thron is
turned upon us. But we have nade tel epathic comruni cati on when certain favourabl e | aws have
applied, for short periods, in the system

"Can you point out their planet on ny chart?

"Wth pl easure.’

Naro Nui s acconpani ed them aboard their ship, |ooking around himwi th pleasure and curiosity.
"A bizarre craft,' he said.

"Not by our standards.' Renark produced the chart and the alien bent over it, studying the figures
marked there. At last he pointed. 'There.'

' Thanks,' said Renark.
"Let's get started, shall we?' Asquiol drumed his fingers.

"The Thron will be awaiting you when you | eave here,’ Naro Nuis said. 'Are you sure you want to
risk it?

"What el se could we do?" Renark was cl ose to anger

The alien turned away from him

Asqui ol shouted at Naro Nuis:

"Haven't you any idea what you will do if you stop the Shifter? You could strand us here with no

means of saving our people - no means of going back, even if we did find the informati on we need.
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You can't begin your experinents yet!
"W nust.'

Renark put his hand on Asquiol's arm 'W nust get to Ekiversh as soon as possi bl e and see what we
can |l earn before the Shaarn succeed in stopping the Shifter in orbit.'

"Then | had better leave,' Naro Nuis said sadly.

Wth mxed enotions, Renark said goodbye to the alien, thanking himfor his help but aware that
this pleasant people were about to conduct an experinment which - if it was successful - would
shatter his own hopes of |earning enough fromthe Shifter to be able to return to his own universe
and save hunanity.

Renark sat in the control seat, tensed. Asquiol fidgeted in his own seat by the gunnery panel

Suddenly the force-done over the city flickered, flashed bright orange and boil ed backwards,
| eaving a gap. Renark's finger smashed down on the firing switch. The ship trenbl ed, screaned and
lifted.

Then they were through the gap in the screen, whining up through the clouds towards the nadness of
the Shifter's space.

Thron ships spotted theminstantly and cane flashing in their direction
Asquiol didn't wait for Renark's order this tine. As they sped into deep space, he fired.

The Thron ships flickered '"away fromthe cold, searing streamof anti-neutrons which Asquiol, in
hi s desperation, had dared again to enploy, and which their instrunents told them neant "instant
di sruption. Even so, sone vessels were caught for an instant in the periphery of the deadly flow,
and nust have suffered for it. Anti-neutrons, possessing no electrical charge, could not be
stopped by any energy screen

Asqui ol could al nbost see the Thron licking their wounds.

He had hoped that this first exchange would frighten the attackers badly enough to give Renark
time to make a clean getaway. But the Thron had the advantage of being able to manoeuvre in
Shifter space. Renark gritted his teeth as he piled on power and plunged into the bill owy

twi stiness which this region presented to his mnd. It was alnost |like piloting a boat through
mad, stormtossed seas.

But they were seas that intruded into the nind

The Thron cane after them and Asqui ol saw them sonersault preparatory to firing. He hesitated,
reluctant to use his weapon a second tinme. Then great slans of force hit them

The ship skidded and bucked. 'Don't pussyfoot, Asquiol,' Renark roared uncharacteristically. 'Let
t hem have it!

Asqui ol clung to the firmng armof the anti-neutron gun. Blindly, he turned up the density to
maxi mum and sprayed space. Phantasnmal green flares snowed, on the screen before him where he
scored hits.

Renark closed his eyes and concentrated hard on the piloting. The coll apse of atomc structures on
a large scale was not a pleasant experience for a space senser.

After that, the surviving Thron ships withdrew There was silence in the cabin of Renark's ship
for sone tine.

A few hours later Renark made a quick nmental exploration. He found what he'd expected. The Shaarn
had begun the first stages of the experiment. There was evidence of fierce fighting near the Thron
pl anet, and sonmewhere sunward a si zeable installation was being set up

He probed further. At present the Shaarn were unnol ested, but not for long. A large fleet was
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assenbl ed an hour's journey away, and woul d soon no doubt do rmuch to inpede the progress of the
Shaarn's labours. In spite of the friendliness showmn himby his hosts, Renark began to regret the
Thron war shi ps destroyed by Asqui ol

Soon, Renark felt he would be gaining a conplete picture of the workings of the multiverse. There
were other things he wished to know and he had a feeling that if he lived he would know t hem soon

Once again they were experiencing the chaotic and bew I dering currents of outer space. But this
time there was little enotional reaction, for their self-confidence was strong.

But Renark still had to fight to keep the ship on course in the stormnmy, |aw ess and random
flowi ngs of tine and space, skinm ng the ship over them!like a stone over water, through nyriad
sterechronia, through a thousand million twists of the spatial flow, to conme finally to

Eki ver sh. .

SEVEN

I medi ately they | anded on the peaceful oxygen planet, tiny, polite threads of thought touched
their m nds, asked questions.

Responding to the delicacy of the inpressions, Renark and Asquiol nade it clear that they w shed
to contact the Ekiversh as the Shaarn had suggested. They renained in the spaceship, pleased to
see the light green chlorophyll-bearing plants which were not unlike Earth's.

At | ast there appeared outside the ship what at first appeared to be a heaving mass of seni-
transparent jelly. Disgusted, Renark was repelled by the sight and Asquiol said:

"The jelly-snellies. Renmenber | told you they were sone sort of |egend on Entropiun? Metazoa -
ugh!"

A voice in Asquiol's head said hunbly: 'W are deeply sorry that our physical appearance shoul d
not appeal. Perhaps this will be a better form'

Then the whole nmass reared up and slowy transforned itself into the shape of a giant man - a
gi ant man conprised of hundreds of gel ati nous netazoa.

Renark coul d not decide which formwas | east unattractive, but he blocked the idea out of his nm nd
and sai d i nstead:

"W have come to converse with you on natters of philosophy and practical inportance to us and our
race. May we | eave our ship? It would be good to breathe real air again.'

But the netazoan giant replied regretfully: "It would be unwi se, for though we absorb oxygen as
you do, the waste gases we exhal e are unpleasing to your sense of snell.’

"The "jelly-snellies, Renark said to Asquiol. 'That explains their nane.'

"W were informed that you are equipped with race-menory, that in effect you are inmortal,' Renark
thought tentatively at the glutinous giant.

"That is so. Qur great experience, as you may know, was to have witnessed, in the early days of
our race, the dance of a gal axy.

"Forgive nme, but | don't understand the inplications of that,' Renark said. 'Could you perhaps
expl ain what you nean?

"I't was believed,' said netazoa, 'that those whomwe call the Dooned Fol k had passed away in a

di stant gal axy in our original universe, and that galaxy - which had known great strife - was
quiet again in readiness for the Geat Turn which would be the beginning of a newcycle inits
long Iife. We and other watchers in nearby galaxies saw it shift |like a snoky nonster, saw it curl
and withe and its suns and planets pour in ordered patterns around the Hub and out around the
Rm reforming their ranks in preparation

' The Dance of the Stars was a sight to destroy all but the noblest of watchers, for the weaving
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patterns depicted the Two Truths Which Bear the Third, so that while the galaxy reformed itself to
begin a fresh cycle through its particular Time and Space, it also cleansed its sister gal axi es of
petty spirits and those who thought ignoble thoughts.

"For nmillions of years, The Dance of the Gal axy progressed - ordered creation, a sight so pleasing
to intelligent beings. It gave us nuch in the way of sensory experiences and al so enabled us to
devel op our phil osophy. Please do not ask us to explain it further, for the sight of a gal axy
dancing can be defined in no terns possessed by either of us.

"When at |ast the Dance was over, the Hub began to spin, setting the pattern for the new Cycle.
And slowy, fromthe hub outwards to the Rm the suns and planets began to turn again in a course
that woul d be unchanged for eons.

"So it began, and so - after time had passed - did its denizens begin to hamrer out its narvell ous
hi story.

'They cane, at length, to our gal axy and, because they were inpatient of the phil osophica
concl usi ons we had drawn about the nature of the nultiverse, set about destroying our ancient
race. A few of us fled here, since we abhor violence or know edge of viol ence.'

"You witnessed a galaxy re-order itself by its own volition!' Renark sensed at |ast that his nost
i mportant question was close to being answered.

"Not, we feel, by its own volition. Qur logic has |led us, inescapably, to believe that there is a
greater force at work - one which created the nultiverse for its own purposes. This is not a

nmet aphysi cal conclusion - we are naterialists. But the facts are such that they point to the

exi stence of beings who are, in the true sense, supernatural.

"And the multiverse - what of that? Does it consist of an infinite nunber of |ayers, or...?

"The nultiverse is finite. Vast as it is, it has linmtations. And beyond those |limtations exist -
other realities, perhaps.

Renark was silent. Al his life he had accepted the concept of infinity, but even his rapidly
devel oping nmnd could not quite contain the new concept hovering at the edge of his consci ousness.

"W believe,' said the nmetazoa gently, 'that life as we know it is in an undevel oped, crude state -
that you and we represent perhaps the first stage in the creation of entities designed, at |ength,
to transcend the limtations of the nulti-verse. It has been our function, all of us, to have
created sonme sort of order out of original chaos. There is no such thing, even now, as cause and
effect - there is still only cause and coi nci dence; coincidence and effect. There is no such

thing, and this, of course, is obvious to any intelligence. There is no such thing as free will -
there is only limted choice. W are linmited not only by our environment, but by our psychol ogi ca
condition, by our physical needs - everywhere we turn we are linited. The Ekiversh believe that,
though this is true, we can conceive of a condition in which this is not so - and perhaps, in

time, conceive that condition.'

"l agree, Renark nodded. 'It is possible to overcone all restrictions if the will is strong
enough. '

"That may be so. You have certainly cone through nore than any other entity - and it has been your
spirit which has been the only thing to keep your mind and body co-ordinated for so |long. But, if
you wi sh to continue your quest for as far as you can go in a finite universe, you have the worst
experience to cone.'

"What do you nean?

"You nust go to the lattice planet. There you will neet the dwellers in the Abyss of Reality.
Per haps you have heard of the place as the Hol e.

Yes, Renark had heard the nanme. He renenbered where. Mary had told himabout it.

"What exactly is this planet?
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"It does not nove through the nultiverse in the same way as the rest of the planets in this
system yet in a sense it exists in all of them Pieces of it nove in different dinensions, al
shifting i ndependently. Sonetinmes the planet may be fairly conplete on random occasi ons. At ot her
times the planet is full of ... gaps... where parts of it have ceased to exist according to the
di mensi onal | aws operating in whichever continua the Shifter is in. It is believed that there

exi sts sonewhere in this planet a gateway through to a nmythical race called The Originators.

'Since you have nowhere el se to go, we woul d suggest that you risk a visit to this planet and
attenpt to find the gateway, if it exists.'

"Yes, we shall try,' said Renark softly. Then another thought canme to him 'Wy isn't this planet,
Eki versh, subject to the sanme chaotic conditions existing el sewhere? he asked.

"That is because, before we fled our hone universe, we prepared for the conditions which we
expected to neet, and we used our skill and know edge to create a very special organism'

The gl utinous giant seenmed to heave its shining body before the next thought cane.

"W call it a Conservator. The conservator is sinply an object, but an object of a peculiar kind
whi ch can only exist under a certain set of laws. In order to maintain its own existence, it
conserves these laws for a distance around it. These | aws, of course, are those under which we
exi st and under which you, for the nbst part, exist also. with a conservator in your ship, you
wi Il not experience your earlier difficulties in traversing interplanetary space and, also, you
will be less likely to | ose your way on the lattice planet which, incidentally, you know of as
Rot h, or Ragged Ruth.'

"I amgrateful,' Renark said. 'The conservator will be of great assistance.' Then another thought
occurred to him 'You are aware of ny reason for conming here - because the universe where | bel ong
is contracting. Could not a nunber of these conservators be built in order to stop the course

whi ch ny universe is taking?

"I npossi bl e. Your universe is not contravening any natural |laws. The |aws which apply to it are
bringi ng about this change. You nust discover why this is happening - for everything has a purpose
- and discover what part your race is to play in this reorganisation.’

"Very well,"' said Renark hunbly.

Several of the metazoa detached thenselves fromthe main body and di sappeared in the direction of
a line of hills, travelling rapidly. "W go to fetch a conservator,' the pseudo-giant told him '

Renark used the wait to explore his own state of mind. Strangely, w thout any great strain, he
could now accept the enornmity of the realisation which had been dawning in himever since he first
came to the Shifter. And he knew now, unquestioningly, that his whole journey, his trials and
endeavours, had had, fromthe beginning, a definite purpose - there was logic in the nultiverse.
The Ekiversh had convinced him And that purpose, he thought with dawning clarity, transcended his
original one - transcended it and yet was part of it!

But there was nuch nore, he felt, to undergo before this new need in himwould be consunmated. For
now he was to undergo the worst part of the journey - to the planet that had sent Mary the Maze
insane. Ruth - Ragged Ruth - the Lattice Planet.

The nmetazoa returned bearing a small gl obe of a dull ochre colouring. This they placed on the
ground, near the airlock of the spaceship.

"W shall |eave you now,' the netazoa tel epathed, 'but let us wish you know edge. You Renark and
Asqui ol are the nessengers for the multiverse - you nust represent us all if you succeed in
reaching the Originators - presumng they exist. You go further towards reality than any other
intelligent beings, apart fromthe dwellers of The Hol e, have done before Asquiol got into a suit
and went outside to collect the conservator. Renark watched him his gaze unblinking, his thoughts
distant, as he returned and placed the globe on the chart desk besi de Renark

Aut omati cal ly, Renark prepared hinmself for take-off, thanked the nmetazoa and pressed the drive
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Then they were plunging upwards, cutting a pathway of |aw through the tunbling insanity of
i nterplanetary space.

But this time there was no need to fight it. The conservator acted just as the Ekiversh had
predicted, setting up a field all about itself where its own |aws operated. Relieved, they had
time to tal k.

Asqui ol had been taken aback by all the events and information he had received. He said: 'Renark,
I"mstill bew |dered. Wy exactly are we going to Roth?

Renark's mood was detached, his voice sounding far away even to his own ears.

"To save the human race. | amrealising nowthat the neans of salvation are of a subtler kind than
| previously suspected. That is all.

"But surely we have |ost sight of the original purpose for this mission? More - we are living in a
fantasy world. This talk of reality is nonsense!

Renark was not prepared to argue, only to explain.

"The tinme has cone for the dismantling of fantasies. That is already happening to our universe.
Now t hat we have this one chance of survival we must finally rid ourselves of fantasies and seize
t hat chance!

"For centuries our race has built on false assunptions. |If you build a fantasy based on a fal se
assunption and continue to build on such a fantasy, your whol e existence becones a lie which you
inplant in others who are too |lazy or too busy to question its truth.

"In this manner you threaten the very existence of reality, because, by refusing to obey its |aws,
those | aws engul f and destroy you. The human race has for too | ong been nmanufacturing convenient
fantasies and calling themlaws. For ages this was so. Take war, for instance, Politicians assume
that sonmething is true, assune that strife is inevitable, and by building on such false
assunptions, o and behold, they create further wars whi ch they have, ostensibly, sought to
prevent.

"W have, until now, accepted too many fantasies as being truths, too many truths as fantasies.

And we have one | ast chance to discover the real nature of our existence. | amprepared to take
it!'

"And |I.' Asquiol spoke softly, but with conviction. He paused and then added with a faint half-
smle: 'Though you nust forgive ne if | still do not fully conprehend your, argunent.

"You'll understand it soon enough if things go right.' Renark sniled broadly. Roth now | ooned huge

on the | aser screens.

Wth a deliberate | ack of reverence, Asquiol comented: 'It |looks |like a great maggoty cheese,
doesn't it?

In the places seenming |ike glowi ng sores, they could see right through the planet. In other places
there were gaps which jarred the eyes, nunbed the m nd

Al t hough they could see vaguely the circular outline, the planet was gashed as though sone
nonst rous worm had chewed at it like a caterpillar on a |eaf.

Refusing to let the sight overawe him- though it threatened to - Renark brought his skill as a
GQui de Senser to bear. Deliberately, yet warily, he probed the mass of the weird planet. Were the
gaps were, he sensed occasionally the existence of parts of the planet which should, by all the

| aws he knew, be in the same space-tinme. But they were not - they existed outside in nany ot her

| evel s of the multiverse.

He continued to probe and at |ast found what he was searching for - sentient life. Awarnth filled
hi m nonmentarily.
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Had he found the dwellers? These bei ngs appeared not wholly solid, seemed to exist on all |ayers
of the multiverse

Could it be possible? He wondered. Did these beings exist on all planes and thus experience the
full know edge of reality, unlike the denizens who only saw their own particul ar universe and only
experienced a fraction of the nmulti-verse?

Though he could conceive the possibility, his mnd could not inmagi ne what these bei ngs m ght be
li ke, or what they saw. Perhaps he would find out?

He understood now why Mary the Maze played insanely with her lifeless keyboard in a tavern on
Ent r opi um

Anot her thought came to himand he felt about with his mnd and | earned, with a sinking regret,
that the Shaarn had succeeded in beating back the Thron. He could not tell definitely, but it
seenmed that the Shifter's notion through the nultiversal |evels was slow ng down.

Hastily he re-located the dwellers. There Were not nmany and they were on a part of the planet he
felt he could find - a part not having its whol e existence in the area now occupi ed by the
Shifter, but probably visible to the human eye. Wth the aid of the conservator he felt fairly
certain of finding the nysterious Hole.

Speed was inportant, but so was caution. He did not wish to suffer an ironical end - perishing now
that he was so close to his goal

He brought the ship down over a gap in order to test the conservator's powers.

They were extrenely strong. As he cane closer, the planet seenmed to formitself under himas the
m ssing piece shifted into place like a section of a jigsaw puzzle. It worked.

Now Renark lifted the ship away again and saw the piece fade back, wenched into its previous
continuum He could not afford to land his ship on such a dangerous |ocation. So he noved on and
came down slowy on a surface which, he hoped, would renmain in this continuumuntil he was ready
to return.

If he did return, he told hinmself. The ominous activity near the binary was increasing, perhaps,
al ready, the Shifter had stopped!

Asqui ol was silent. He clutched the conservator to himas he foll owed Renark put of the ship's
airlock.

The pl anet seened a fornl ess mass of swirling gases and they received a distinct sense of
wei ghtl essness for a nonent as they placed their feet on its unnatural surface.

Domi nated by the dream i ke insecurity of the planet, striking, first, patches of weightlessness,
and | ater patches where their feet seenmed entrenched in dragging nmud, they noved warily on, Renark
in the | ead.

Though it was dark, the planet seened to possess its own |lum nous aura, so that they could see a
fair distance around them But there were places where, sonehow, their vision could not penetrate -
yet they could see beyond these places! Even when they wal ked on rocky ground, it seened

i mper manent .

As they noved, the area i medi ately around them woul d sonetinmes alter as the conservator exerted
its strange power.

But, as if to conpensate for this, new gaps continued to form el sewhere.

Straggling to keep his objective clear, Renark felt ahead with his mnd, awed by the renarkabl e
fluxions taking place constantly.

The planet was perpetually shifting. It was inpossible to tell which part of it would be in
exi stence even for a few nonents at a tinme. Sundered matter, as chaotic as the unformed stuff of
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the nmultiverse at the dawn of creation, wenched, spread and flung itself about as if in agony.

But, renorsel essly, Renark pushed onward, filled with a sense of purpose which dom nated his whol e
bei ng.

Stunbling on, drunk by their visions of chaos, they did not |ose their objective for a nonent.

Soneti mes near, sonetines distant, the Hole becanme their |odestar, beckoning themw th a prom se
of truth - or destruction

El GHT

At last, after nore than a weary day, they stood above the Hole, and as rock unfornmed itself and
becanme gas, Renark said hol |l owy:

"They are in there. This is where we'll find them but |I do not know what they are.'

Though their tiredness nade theminactive, Renark felt that he had never been nore conscious, nore
receptive to what he saw. But his reception was passive. He could only | ook at the shifting,
shi ning, dark and nyriad-col oured Hole as it throbbed wi th power and energy.

They stared down at it, filled with know edge and enoti on.
After several hours silence, Asquiol spoke.

"What now?' he said.

"This is the gateway of which we | earned on Thron and Ekiversh,' said Renark. 'I can do nothing
now but descend into it in the hope of achieving our aim' Now the human race seenmed renote, a
fantasy, unreal - and yet inportant. Mre inmportant than it had ever been before.

He noved towards the very brink of the Hole and | owered himself into its pul sing enbrace.

Asqui ol paused for a nmonment behind himand then foll owed. They ceased to clinb down, for they were
now floating, going neither up nor down, nor in any definite direction, but yet floating -
somewhere. The conservator had ceased to work - unless it still worked and, in sone way, these
laws applied nore rigorously to it than any it had previously conserved.

Again they were on solid ground, on a small island in an ocean. They stepped forward and knew
they were in the heart of a blazing sun; stepped back and were in the mddle of a bleak nountain
range. Fromthe tops of the mountains an entity | ooked down and wel coned t hem

They noved towards it and were suddenly in an artificial chanber which seened, at first, to have
dead, black walls. Then they realised they were |ooking out into a void - enptiness.

To their left a being appeared.

It seened to be constantly fading and reappearing. like a badly-tuned | aser set, Renark thought,
desperately |l ooking for something to cling to. He felt cut off entirely from anything he knew.

The being began to speak. It was not Terran he spoke. He conversed in a conbination of sonic and

t hought waves whi ch struck responses in Renark's mind and body. He realised that these entities may
have once been like hinmself, but had | ost the power of direct speech when they gained the power to
dwell on all levels of the nmultiverse

He found he could communicate with the entity by nodul ati ng his own speech and thinking as far as
possi bl e in pictures.

"You wi sh (conplicated geonetric patterns) help...?
"Yes (picture of universe contracting)...'

"You from (picture of a pregnant wonan whi ch changed quickly to a wonb - an enbryo, not quite
human, appeared in it)...?
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Renark deliberated the neaning of this, but did not take long to realise what the entity was
trying to say. Already he had half realised the significance.

Logi c, based on the evidence he had seen and heard in the rest of the Shifter, was | eadi ng Renark
towar ds an i nescapabl e concl usi on

'Yes,' he said.
"You nmust wait.'
' For what ?'

"Picture of a vast universe, nulti-planed, turning about a central point. Until (picture of the
Shifter noving through time, space and ot her dinmensions towards the Hub).

Renark realised what the picture neant. It could only nean one thing. He had only been shown it
briefly, yet he understood clearly.

He had been shown the centre of the universe, the original place through which all the universa
radii passed, fromwhich all things had cone. There were no alternate universes at the centre.
When the Shifter passed through the centre - what...?

But what if the Shaarn succeeded in stopping the system s progress before it reached the Hub? He
had to dismss the idea. If the Shifter stopped too soon there would be no need for further
specul ati on. No need for anything.

"What will happen there (m sty picture of the nulti-verse)?' he asked.

"Truth. You rmust wait here until (Hub with Shifter) then go (the binary star - the Shifter's
star)...'

He had to wait in Linbo until the Shifter reached the Hub and then they nust journey towards - no,
into - the sun!

He transmitted a horrified picture of hinself and Asqui ol burning.
The being said: 'No,' and di sappeared agai n.

When it reappeared, Renark said: 'Wy?

"You are expected.' The being faded, then vani shed.

Since tinme did not exist here they couldn't tell how long they had waited. There were none of the
usual bodily indications that time was passing.

Quite sinmply, they were in Linbo.

Every so often the being, or one like it, would reappear. Sonetines he would inpart information
regarding the Shifter's slow progress, sonetinmes he would just be there. Once a nunber of his kind
appear ed but vani shed i medi ately.

Then, finally, the dweller appeared and a picture of the Shifter entering the area of the
Mul tiversal Centre nmanifested itself in Renark's m nd.

Wth relief and a boundi ng sense of anticipation, he prepared to experience - Truth.

Soon, whether he lived or died, renmained sane or went insane, he would know. He and Asqui ol would
be the first of their race to know

And this, they both realised, was all that mattered
Then they went outwards.

They went towards the flaring, agonisingly brilliant suns.
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They felt they had no physical formas they had known it, and yet could sense the stuff of their
bodi es clinging about them

They poured their massless bodies into the fiery heat, the heart of the star, and eventually cane
to the Place of the Originators - not their natural habitat, but a conprom se between Renark's and
theirs.

They saw, w thout using their eyes, the Oiginators.

They could hear the Originators conmunicating, but there was no sound. Al was colour, |ight and
form essness. Yet everything had a quality of bright existence, true reality.

"You are here,' said the Originators nusingly, as one. 'W have been awaiting you and grown
somewhat inpatient. Your rate of devel opnent was not what we had hoped.'

On behalf of his race, in the know edge of what the Originators neant, Renark said: '|l amsorry.
"You were always a race to progress only when danger threatened.'

"Do we still exist? Renark asked.

"Yes.'

"For how |l ong?' Asquiol spoke for the first tine.

The Originators did not answer his question directly. Instead, they said:

"You wi sh us to nake changes. W expected this. That is why we speeded up the metanorphosis of
your universe. You understand that although your universe is contracting, it will still exist as
i ndi vi dual gal axi es, suns and planets, nmatter of nobst kinds in different formations?

'But the human race - what of that?

"W should have let it die. Intelligent organic |ife cannot undergo the strains of the change. If
you had not cone to us, we should have let it die - regretfully. But our judgnment was correct. W
I et you know of the coming catastrophe and you used all your resources of will and judgment to
come here as we hoped you woul d.'

There was a pause, and then the Oiginators continued:

"Like all other races in the nmultiverse, yours is capable of existing on all levels. Not just one.
But, because of these links you have with the rest of the |evels, you would have perished, being
not fully natural to just one level. None of the intelligent forns could survive such a

cat astrophe. We were responsible for placing themall in their present environnent. Each plane of
the multiverse serves as a separate seeding bed for a nmultitude of races, one of which may survive
and succeed us. Your plane serves, in your ternms, as a wonb. You are our children - our hope. But
if you fail to overcone the special lintations we set upon you, you, like us, shall die. But you
shall die ... still-born.

'"Then what is to becone of us?

"W nmade the changes in your universe in order to accelerate your rate of devel opnent, so that
representatives of your race would find a way to us. To the greatest extent you have succeeded,
but you must return rapidly and i nformyour race of their need to develop nore rapidly, nore
dynam cally. W shall afford you the neans, this tine, of evacuating your universe. But we are
growi ng old, and you, of all the intelligent races in the multiverse, are needed to take our

pl ace. You cannot do that until you are ready. Either you succeed in achieving your birthright,
or, like us, perish in chaos and agony.

"You have proved to us that we were justified in selecting you, but you can overcone the
boundari es we set around you. But hurry, we beg you - hurry...

"What will happen if we succeed?’
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"You will experience a stage of netanorphosis. Soon you will no | onger need a universe of the kind
you know now. Things are conming to an end. You have the choice of life - nore than life or death!'
Renark accepted this. It was all he could do.
"And us - what is our function now?
"To performwhat you set out to do.'
There was a |l ong, |ong pause.

Wnb-warnth filled the two nen and tune stopped for themas the Oiginators exuded synpathy and
understanding. But glowing |ike hard reality beneath this, Renark sensed - his own oblivion? H's
own deat h? Something lay there in the future. Sonething om nous was in store for him

"You are right, Renark,' said the Oiginators.
"I can't be right or wong. | have no idea what ny fate is.'

"But you sense, perhaps, our foreknow edge of your termination as a physical entity - perhaps your
end as a conscious entity. It is hard to tell. Your spirit is a great one, Renark - a mghty
spirit that is too great for the flesh that chains it. It nust be allowed to spread, to perneate
the multiverse!'

"So be it,' Renark said slowy.

Asqui ol coul d neither understand nor believe what the Originators were saying. His form- gol den
flashing red - bounced and flared before Renark as he said:

"Are you to die, Renark?
"No! No!'

Renark's voice roared |like a tower of flane. He addressed his friend. 'Wien | am gone you mnust
| ead our race. You nust direct themtowards their destiny - or perish with them Do you
under st and?

"l accept what you say, but w thout understanding. This experience is driving us to madness!'’

The cool tones of the Originators swept inwards |like flowing ice to catch their attention and
silence them

"Not yet, not yet. You nust both retain something of your old forns and your old convictions. Your
part is not played out yet. Now that you understand the nature of the multi-verse, it will not be
difficult to supply you with naterial means for escaping your shrinking universe. W will give you
know edge of a machine to produce a warp effect and enable your people to travel to another, safer
uni verse where they will undergo further tests. Qur plans have not fully worked thensel ves out

yet. There are others of your race involved - and you nust meet and react and harden one anot her
before you can fulfill the destiny we offer you. You, Asquiol, will be entrusted with this part of
the m ssion.

"Renark is the strongest,' Asquiol said quietly.
"Therefore Renark's spirit nust be sacrificed as a gift to the rest of you. This is necessary.
"How shall we acconplish this exodus to a new uni verse?' Renark asked hollowy.

"W will help. W shall instil in your fellow creatures a trust in the word of you both. It wll
necessarily be a tenporary thing. Once you have | eft your universe, our workings nust be of a
subtler sort, and only the efforts of certain individuals will save you.'

"We shall be on our own?' Asquiol questioned.

"Virtually, yes.'
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"What shall we find in this new universe?

"W do not know, for it is likely that your junp will be a randomone into any of the other
mul tiversal planes. W cannot guarantee you a friendly reception. There are forces opposed to our
purpose - neaner intellects who strive to prevent the evolution of our being.'

"Qur being? Asquiol's shape flickered and re-forned.

"Yours - ours - everyone's. W, the Originators, call ourselves Intelligent Optimsts, since we
see a purpose, of sorts, to existence. But there are pessimsts in the universe. They prey upon
us, seek to destroy us, since they thensel ves have given up hope of ever breaking the bonds which
chain themto the half-real state in which they exist. They have their unknow ng supporters anong
your own segnent of the total race.’

"I understand.'

Wth those two words they becanme whol e nen. They saw, at |last, the real universe - the myriad-
pl aned uni verse conprising many, nmany di mensions so that there was no enpty space at all, but a
crowded, rich existence through which they had previously noved unknow ng.

Wth an effort of his titanic will, Renark said urgently: 'One thing. Wat is your purpose? \Wat
is our ultimate purpose?

To exist,' was the sinple reply. 'You cannot have, as yet, real know edge of what that neans.

Exi stence is the beginning and the end. Watever significance you choose to put upon it is
irrelevant. If we were to die before you were ready to take our place, then all our creation would
die. The multi-verse would die. Chaos would flood over everything and a fornl ess, m ndless,
fluctuating shroud would mark our passing.'

"W do not want that,' said Asquiol and Renark together
"Neither do we. That is why you are here. Now - the information you will need.'

Their mnds, it seemed, were taken by a gentle hand and sent along a certain course of logic
until, at length, they had conpl ete understanding of the principle involved in building dinension-
travel I i ng space-shi ps.

In what was, for them nornal space-tine, it would have been virtually inpossible to have
formulated the principle in all its aspects. But now, dwelling in the whole nultiverse, the logic
seermed sinple. They were confident that they could inpart the information to their own race.

"Are you satisfied? the Oiginators asked.

"Perfectly,’ Renark said. 'W nust hurry now, and return to our own universe. The exodus must
begi n as soon as possible.

"Farewel |, Renark. It is unlikely that when we neet again you will renenber us. Farewell, Asqui ol
When we nmeet again let us hope that you have succeeded in this matter.'

‘Let us hope so,' Asquiol said gravely.

Then their beings were spreadi ng backwards and stream ng through the multiverse towards the ship
which still lay on Roth.

NI NE

The traveller stopped at the sagging filling station, the last human artifact before the |ong,
grey road began again.

A huge, shapel ess haversack bul ged on his stooping back, but he wal ked along effortlessly, smling
in the depths of his lean, black face, his hair and beard wi|ld about him

Kaal Yinsen whistled to hinself and took the road North. It was several centuries since the Earth
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had been popul ated by nmore than the few thousand people living here now, and this was the way he
liked it. Kaal Yinsen had never had a dreamin his |ife, and when this one cane it canme with
force.

The road faded, the whole surface of the planet reared up, whirled and bell owed. Suddenly he knew
he must head South again. This he did and was joined, on the way, by hundreds of families going in
the sane direction

Bossan dinqvist, Lord of Orion, sat in an office which was part of an isolated netal city,
hangi ng in space close to the heart of the gal axy. He picked up the file on Drenner Mac-neer and
began to leaf through it, not sure that his duties as Mdderator in the Council of Galactic Lords
were sufficiently satisfying to nake himlive a third of his adult life in so unnatural an
environnent. Macneer's case was a difficult one, requiring all Ainqvist's concentration and
intelligence to judge.

The man had instigated a breach-of-code suit against the Council - accusing it of failing to
represent the interests of a minority group of traders who, because of a change in a tariff
agreenment between Lam ng and Bal esorn in the Cive System had lost their initiative to survive by
| abour and were currently living off the citizen's grant on a renote outworld. It was a serious
matter. dinqgvist |ooked up, frowning, and experienced a powerful hallucination

Soon afterwards he was giving orders for the city to be set in notion - an unprecedented order -
and directed toward the Kassim System

These were but two exanpl es of what was happening to every intelligent denizen of the gal axy.

Every human being, adult or child, was filled with the same conpul sion to journey towards certain
central planets where they gathered - and waited patiently.

On Earth, the few inhabitants of the planet felt that the very ground would give beneath the
wei ght of so many newconers. Nornmally, they woul d have been resentful of the appearance of
outsiders on the recently heal ed gl obe, but now, with them they waited.

And at | ast they were rewarded.

They saw its Vague outlines in the sky. On |laser screens all over the planet they watched it |and
on a tendril of fire. A spaceship - a Police cruiser. It was scarred and battered. It |ooked old
and scarcely spacewort hy.

There was sil ence everywhere as they watched the airlock open and two figures energe.

MI1lions of pairs of eyes winced and failed to focus properly upon the figures. They strained to
see all the figures, but it was inpossible. The nen who came out of the ship were |ike ghostly
chanel eons, their hazy bodies shifting with colour and energy and |ight.

The watchers seened to see many i mages overlaid on the two they recognised as nen, inages which
seenmed to stretch out into other dinensions beyond their powers to see or to inagine.

These visitors were |like angels. Their set faces glowed with know edge; the matter of their bodies
was iridescent; then-words, when they began to speak, throbbed in tempo with the pul se of the

pl anet so that it was as if they heard an earthquake speak, or an ocean or a vol cano, or even the
sun itself giving voice!

Yet they understood that these nessengers were human. But humans so altered that it was al nost
i mpossible to regard them as such

They listened in ane to the words and, in part at |east, they understood what they nust do.

Renark and Asqui ol delivered the ultimte nessage. They told of the threat inherent in the
contracting universe. They told how this had cone about and why. And then they told how the
destruction of the race could be avoi ded.

They spoke clearly, in careful terns, |looking out at their listeners fromthe depths of their
faraway mnds. No | onger existing wholly in any one plane of the multiverse, they needed to
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concentrate in order to keep this single level in conplete focus.

The nyriad dinmensions of the multiverse coursed in ever-changi ng beauty as they spoke. But this
experience they could not as yet convey, for it was beyond speech. And the stuff of their bodies
changed with the multiverse in scintillating harnony so that the watchers could not al ways see
them as nmen. But, nonethel ess, they |istened.

They listened and | earned that the multiverse contained many | evels and that their universe was
but one level - a fragnment of the great whole. That it was finite, yet beyond the power of their

m nds to conprehend. They learned that this structure had been created by beings called the
Originators. They learned that the Oiginators, sensing they would die, had created the nmultiverse
as a seeding ground for a race to take their place. They |l earned that they, the enbryonic children
of the Originators, were to be given their last chance to take over. They were given a choice:
Under st and and overcone the pseudo-real boundaries of tinme and space as they understood them
therefore claimng their birthright - or perish

Then Renark and Asquiol left the planet Earth, passing on to another and then another to inpart
their news.

Wher ever they passed they left behind them awed sil ence, and each human being that heard t hem was
left with a feeling of conpl eteness such as he knew he had been searching for all his life.

Then the two nulti-faceted nessengers called technicians and scientists and phil osophers to them
and told these nen what they nust do.

Soon after, the vehicles, which had been fitted with the Intercontinua-travelling device, swarned
in the depths of space beyond the Rm ready to carry the human race into another universe.

At the head of the trenendous space-caravan the small, battered Police cruiser lay. In it, Renark
and Asqui ol took their final |eave of one another

Qut side the cruiser, a small space-car awaited Renark

The two beings - the New Men - | ooked at one another's shifting forms, stared about themto absorb
the pul sating sight of the total multiverse, clasped hands, but said nothing. It was pre-ordained
that this rmust happen.

Sorrowful 'y, Asquiol watched his friend board the space-car and vani sh back towards the Hub of the
gal axy.

Now he had to nake ready the giant fleet. The Galactic Lords had sworn himfull powers of

| eadership until such a tinme as he would no | onger be needed. The efficient administration which
had run the galaxy for many years was admirably suited to organising the vast fleet and they took
Asquiol's orders and translated theminto action

"At precisely 1800 hours General Tine, each ship will engage its I.T. drive.' Asquiol's |onely
voi ce echoed across the void through which the fleet drifted.

Sonewhere, out of sight of Asquiol or the human race, a small figure halted its space-car, clinbed
into a suit, clanbered fromthe car and hung in space as it drifted away.

Now t hey coul d observe the gal axi es rushi ng down upon one anot her. They cane together and joined
in one blazing synphony of |ight as the human race plunged through the dinensions to the safety of
anot her universe where another intelligent Iife-formwaited to receive it - perhaps in friendship
perhaps in resentnent.

Then the contraction was swi fter, sudden

And Renark renmi ned behind. Wy, the race would never know - and even Renark was uncertain of his
reasons. He only knew there had to be a sacrifice. Was it the ancient creed of his savage
ancestors, translated into the terms of the Originators? O did his action have sonme greater

meani ng? There woul d be no answer. There coul d be none.
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Faster and faster, the universe contracted until all of it existed in an area that seened little
| arger than Renark's hand. Still it shrank, as Renark watched it now as if froma di stance. Then
it vanished fromhis sight, though he could still sense it, was still aware of its rapidly
decreasi ng size

He knew that there was a point to which a thing can be reduced before it ceases to exist, and
finally that point was reached. Now there was a gap, a real flawin the fabric of the nultiverse
itself. H's universe, the galaxy, the Earth, were no longer there - possibly absorbed into a

| arger universe beyond even Renark's marvel |l ous senses. Perhaps, in this greater universe, his

uni verse exi sted as a photon somewhere. Only Renark was left, his shifting, shinmmering body noving
in avoid, the stuff of it beginning to dissipate and di sappear

"CGod!' he said as everything vani shed.
H s voi ce echoed and ached through the deserted gulf and Renark lived that nonent forever.
TEN

In his deep sorrow, Asquiol was resolved to carry on Renark's work and bring to finality the
Originators' plans for the hunan race.

The fleet was dropping, dropping, dropping through |ayer after layer of the nmultiverse in a barely
control |l ed escape dive.

Soon he nust give the order to slow down and halt on one |evel. He had no idea which to choose.
Though he was aware of the nultiverse, his vision, unlike Renark's, could not extend beyond its
previous limts. He had no inkling of what to expect in the universe in which they would finally
st op.

In the great multiverse they were nmerely a scattering of seeds - seeds that nust survive nany
elenents if they were to grow.

Finite, yet containing the stuff of infinity, the nultiverse wheeled in its gigantic novenent
t hrough space.

To those who could observe it frombeyond its boundaries - the Originators - it appeared as a
solid construction, dense and huge. Yet within it there were many things, many intelligences who
did not realise that they dwelt in the multi-verse, since each |ayer was separated from anot her by
di mensi ons. Dinensions that were |ike | eaves between the | ayers.

Here and there the mghty structure was flawed - by fragments which noved through the di nensions,
through the | eaves, passing nmany universes; by a vacuum exi sting where one small part had

vani shed. But, on the whole, the universes renmai ned unknown to one another. They did not realise
that they were part of a conposite structure of fantastic conplexity. They did not realise their
pur pose or the purpose for which the nultiverse had been created.

Only the chosen knew - and of themonly a few understood.

So, fleeing fromtheir new non-existent gal axy, the human race began its great exodus into a new
space-time-continuum - pierced the walls of the dinmension-barrier and cane, at last, into a new
uni ver se.

By this action, Man had al so entered a new period of his history.

But Asqui ol of Ponpeii was no | onger a man. He had beconme many nen and was therefore conplete. Now
there was no better |eader for the hunman fleet; no better nmentor to guide it. For Asquiol was the
New man. Existing in a nmultitude of dinmensions, his vision extended beyond the linitations of his
fellows, and saw all that nmen could one day becone - if they could nake the effort.

Asqui ol of Ponpeii, captain of destiny, destroyer of boundaries, becal ned in detachnent, opened
his eyes froma sad reverie and observed the fleet he |ed.

Hi s screen showed himthe vast caravan of vessels. There were space-liners and battl eships,
| aunches and factory-ships, ships of all kinds and for all purposes, containing all the nachinery
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of a conplex society on the nove. There were ships of nany designs, sone ornate, sone plain,
containing one part in common - the |.T. drive.

Asqui ol deliberately ceased to wonder why Renark had el ected to stay behind in the dying universe.
But he still wished it had not happened. He m ssed the confidence which had cone to himfrom
Renark's presence, from Renark's will and spirit. But Renark and his will were in the past now
Asquiol had to find strength only fromwi thin hinmself - or perish

And if he perished, ceased to be what he was, then the danger of the race itself perishing would
be hei ghtened consi derably. Therefore, he reasoned, his survival and the survival of the race were
I'i nked.

Twenty-four hours of relative tinme had not passed since the fleet |eft the hone universe. He
deci ded that the next universe, irrespective of what it was, should be the one to renmain in.
Qui ckly he gave the order.

"De-activate |I.T. drive at 1800 hours.' was, in a sense, that which separated one |ayer from
anot her. When all the layers were experienced as a whole, there was no wasted vacuum no dark
not hi ngness. Here was everything at once, all possibilities, all experience.

He was suddenly forced to pull hinmself back fromthis individual experience. The special alarm
over his laser-screen was shrilling urgently.

A face appeared on the screen. It was pouched and puffy, heavily jewelled like that of a
bl oodhound.

"Lord Mordan,' Asquiol said to the Galactic Lord who was Captain-in-chief of Police.

"Asquiol.' Even now Asquiol's power was virtually absolute, Mrdan couldn't bring hinself to call
him"prince", for the Galactic Council had not had tinme to restore the now nmeaningless title.
Mor dan spoke heavily:

"Qur CGuide Sensers and M nd Sensers have cone up with inportant informati on. W have | ocated and
contacted an intelligent species who appear to have noticed our entry into this space-tinme. They
are evidently a star-travelling race.' 'How have they reacted to our entry? 'W aren't sure - the
sensers are finding it difficult to adjust to their mnds...'

"Naturally, it will take time to understand a non-human species. Let ne know if you have any
further news.'

Mordan had been screwing up his eyes while | ooking at Asquiol's inmage. There appeared to be
several images, in fact, each containing a different conbination of colours, overlapping one
another. It was as if Asquiol |ooked out at Mdrdan through a series of tinted, opaque masks
covering his body and interleaving on either side. The inmge that Mrdan took to be the origina
lay slightly to one side of the nultiple image and, for him in better focus than the rest. He
evidently could not equate this inage with what he renenbered - the cynical, npody, vital young
man whom he had divested of title and power years before. Now he saw a | ean, saturnine nman, the
face that of a fallen archangel, stern with the weight of |eadership, the eyes sharp yet staring
into a distance containing little that Mordan felt he could observe. Wth his usual feeling of
relief, Mordan switched out and relayed Asquiol's message to the senser team

As he waited for further news, Asquiol didn't exert his nind by trying to contact the new species
directly. That would cone later. He decided to allow the sensers tine to assenble as nuch general
data as possible before he turned his full attention to the problem

He kept in mind the Originators' warning that certain intelligences were quite likely to receive
the hunman race with insensate hostility, but he hoped the universe they were in contained life
that woul d wel come them and allow themto settle where they could. If the intelligences were
hostile, the fleet was equipped to fight - and, in the last resort, run. He had al ready ordered
the Iifting of the ban on the anti-neutron cannon, and this devastating armanment was virtually
invincible. As far as he knew there was no known screen that could withstand it. The fleet was
already alerted for battle. There was nothing to do at the nonent but wait and see.
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He returned his thoughts to problens of a different nature.

Landi ng on and settling new planets within this galaxy would only be a mnor problemconpared with
the task of taking over fromthe Oiginators.

He thought of his race as a chicken in an egg. Wthin the shell it was alive, but aware of nothing
beyond the shell, but with the act of breaking through the barrier of dinmensions separating its
universe fromothers, it had broken fromits enclosing and stifling shell to sone awareness of the
mul ti-verse and the exact nature of things.

But a hatched chi cken, thought Asquiol, nmay believe the breaking of the shell to be the ultinmate
action of its life - until the shell shattered and the whole world was visible in all its
conplexity. Then it discovered the farnyard and the countryside with all their many dangers. It
di scovered that it was only a chick and nust |learn and act to survive if it was to grow to
adul t hood.

And what, Asquiol considered ironically, was the eventual fate of the average chi cken? He wondered
how nmany other races had got this far in the ages of the nmultiverse's existence. Only one woul d
survive, and now it had to be the human race, for if it did not attain its birthright before the
Originators died, then none would take its place. The multiverse would disintegrate back into the
chaotic forces fromwhich the Originators had fornmed it.

Deat h and the stuff of death would engulf the cosnos. The tides of chance would roll over al
exi sting things, and the nultiverse, bereft of guidance and control, would coll apse.

Al intelligence, as the Originators and their creations understood it, would perish

It was this know edge that enabled himto keep his objective in the forefront. The race nust not
perish; it must survive and progress, nust achieve the marvellous birthright that was its proni sed
destiny. The race nust replace the Originators while there was still a little tine.

Was there sufficient tine?

Asqui ol didn't know. He had no way of know ng when the Originators would die. He had, in this
case, to attenpt to pack centuries of evolution into the shortest possible period. Wether

i medi at e danger averted, the race would allow himto continue with his mssion he did not know.
Now that the weird influence of the Originators had been renpved, nmankind could throw away its
birthright, and consequently the Iife of all ordered creation, by one ill-judged or fear-inspired
deci si on.

Even now there were elenments in the fleet who questioned his | eadership, questioned his vision and
his motives. It was easy to understand this questioning, suspicious inpulse which was at once
man' s sal vation and doom Wthout it he ceased to reason; with it he often ceased to act. To use
the impul se objectively was the answer. Asqui ol knew But how?

W thout the usual warning, Mrdan's face appeared on the |aser. He stared into enptiness since he
preferred not to have to see Asquiol's disturbing inage.

'These intelligences are obviously preparing to attack us,' he said urgently.

So the worst had happened. In which case the threat nust be net. 'Wat preparations are you
meki ng?' Asquiol said in a |level voice

"l have alerted our battle force and all essential craft are now protected by energy screens -
adm ni stration ships, farmships, factory ships. These | intend to reassenble at the centre of our
formati on since they are necessary for survival

"Around these | will put all residential ships. The third section conprises all fighting craft,
i ncluding privately owned vessels with worthwhile armanment. The operation is working fairly
snoot hly, though there area few recalcitrants |I'mhaving difficulty with. W are formng to
totally enclose your ship so that you are properly protected.

Asqui ol drew a deep breath and said slowy: 'Thank you, Lord Myrdan. That sounds nost efficient.'
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To Mordan, his voice seenmed to produce - like his image - intrinsic, faraway echoes that carried
past Mrdan and beyond him 'How do you intend to deal with these recalcitrants?

"I have conferred with the other nenbers of the Galactic Council and we have cone to a decision -
subj ect to your approval.' 'That decision is?

"W will have to use nore direct powers of action - nake emergency |laws only to be declared nul
and void after the danger has passed.

' The exanpl e of history should deter you fromsuch a decision. Powers of dictatorship, which you
give nme and yoursel ves, once assuned are liable to | ast beyond the circunstances for which they
were devi sed. W have not enpl oyed coercion, force, or anything like it, for several centuries!'

"Asquiol - there is no tine for debate!’

Asqui ol made up his mnd inmediately. Survival, for the noment, was of primary inmportance. 'Very
well. Take on these powers - force the recalcitrants to obey our orders, but be sure not to abuse
the powers or we will find oursel ves weakened rather than strengthened.’

" This we know. Thank you.

Asqui ol wat ched, his nood brooding and disquieted, as the fleet re-deployed into a great ova
shape with his own battered ship in the centre, the nut in an inordinately thick shell

ELEVEN
Adam Roffrey was a psychopath, a rebel without a cause, a hater of state and organisation

Adam Roffrey norosely watched the ships re-formng about him but renai ned where he was, refusing
to answer the signal on his screen. His |arge head, nade |arger by the thick, black beard and hair
covering it, had a dogged, insolent set. He was refusing to budge and he knew he was within his
rights.

The flexible laws of the gal axy had been bent by himnany tines, for the rights of the citizen
were varied and conplex. He could not be forced to take part in a war; w thout his permission the
authorities could not even contact him Therefore, he sat tight, ignoring the urgent signal

When Lord Mordan's bl oodhound face appeared, unauthorised, on the |aser-screen, Roffrey disguised
his shock and smiled sardonically. He said lightly, as he always said things, whatever the gravity
of the statenent:

"It's a lost cause, Lord Mordan. W can't hope to win. W nust be fantastically outnunbered.
Asquiol's forcing the race to commit suicide. Are we voting?

"No,"' said Mordan, 'we're not. For the duration of the emergency all citizen's rights are liable
to be waived if necessary. You have no choice but to conmply with the decision of Asquiol and the
Gal actic Council. Asquiol knows what's best.'

"He doesn't know what's best for ne. I"'mthe only | ost cause |'ve ever backed, and that's the way
it's staying!

Lord Mordan regarded the bl ack-bearded-giant grinning out of the |laser screen and he frowned.

' Nobody | eaves the fleet, Roffrey. For one thing, it's too dangerous, and for another we've got to
keep it tight and organised if we're to survive!

He said the | ast words to a blank screen. He whirled round in his control chair and shouted to a
passi ng capt ain.

"Alert the perineter guard. A ship may try to | eave. Stop it!

'How, Lord Mordan?'
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"Force - if there is no other alternative,' said Mrdan, shocking the captain, who had never
received such an order in his whole career

Adam Roffrey had been anti-social all his life.

H s living had been nmade on the fringes of the law. He wasn't going to give in to the denmands of
soci ety now. The chips were down for the fleet- that was his guess - and he had no reason for
sticking around. He objected to the discipline required to fight conplicated space-battles; he
objected to the odds against the human race winning the battles; he objected to the fact that he
was being personally involved. Personal involvenent was not in his |ine.

So he broke the energy seals on his anti-neutron cannon and prepared to blast out. As he noved
away fromthe rest of the fleet, several Geepee gunboats, alerted by Mdrdan, flitted towards him
from nadi r-nort h-west.

He rubbed his hairy chin, scratched his hairy forehead and reached out a hairy hand to his drive
control. At full power he retreated, away fromthe onconing ships, away fromthe fleet, into the
unknown space of the unknown universe.

He was prepared to take such chances to avoid curtail ment of his personal liberty.

But his ship, a peculiar vessel, at first sight an inpossible old hulk, a space |aunch got up to
| ook Iike a merchantrman and fitted |ike a battle-wagon, could not hope to outdi stance the Geepee
craft in the long run. Already they were beginning to catch up

Huming to hinmsel f, he debated his best course of action.

There was one sure method of evadi ng i nmedi ate danger as well as the alien threat already visible
as a huge fleet of spherical vessels, seen on his screens, approached the fleet fromthe depths of
space.

But to take that way out, although he had considered it nuch earlier in another context, could be
hi ghl y dangerous.

The odds were that, if he conmtted hinself to it, he would never see anot her human bei ng agai n.
The necessity to make a deci sion was increasing.

His ship, like all those in the great cosm c caravan, was fitted with the I.T. drive enabling him
to travel through the dinensions. He had already taken the trouble to learn all he could about
mul ti-di nensional space and certain things existing in it. He knew, suddenly, where he was goi ng.

The idea had been in the back of his mind for years. Now he would be forced to go.

The Ceepee ships were getting closer, their warning blaring on his communi cator. He pressed a
button of his chart-viewer, keeping a wary eye on the onconi ng ships.

Though the Ceepees were nearer, the two enbattled fleets were far behind. He saw faint splashes of
coloured light on his screen. He was tense and was surprised to note that he had a feeling half of
relief, half of guilt that he had m ssed the battle. He wasn't a coward, but now he had sonething
to do.

A quick glance at the slide of equations on the viewer and his hand was reaching for the crudely
constructed controls of the I.T. drive. He pulled a lever, adjusted the controls, and quite
suddenly the Geepee ships seened to fade away. And fading into the place where they had been was a
backdrop of great blazing suns that rmade his eyes ache.

Once agai n he experienced the unique sensation of falling through the layers of the nultiverse.

Rapidly, as he operated the |I.T. drive, the suns faded to be replaced by cold vacuum which was
repl aced by an agitation of gases heaving about in an unformed state, scarlet and grey. He was
phasi ng qui ckly through the layers, through universe after universe with only a slight feeling of
nausea in his stomach and a fierce deternmination to reach his destination
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The Geepee ships hadn't followed him
They had probably decided that their first priority was to aid the human fleet.

He travell ed through space as well as tinme and the separating di nensions, and he was headi ng back
in the direction where in his hone universe, the edge of the gal axy had been. He had all the
beari ngs he needed and, as he noved on one |evel, he noved through others at reckl ess speed.

He knew where he was going - but whether he would make it was a question he couldn't answer.

Asqui ol of Ponpeii watched the battle on his screens with a feeling akin to hel pl essness. ©Mrdan
was conducting the war, needing only basic orders fromhim

Am | doing as nuch as | coul d? He wondered. Am | not accepting too conplacently, what | have
di scover ed?

It was easy for himto dominate the fleet, for his mind had becone at once flexible and strong and
hi s physical presence overawed his fellows. There was a part of him too, which was not at ease,
as if he were a jig-saw conplete but for the |ast piece, and the section that would conplete him
was just - tantalisingly - out of reach.

Somewhere in the nultiverse he felt the piece existed - perhaps another intelligence that he could
share his thoughts and experiences with. He was alnost certain it was out there, yet what it was
and how he would find it he did not know. Wthout it, his picture of hinself was inconplete. He
felt that he functioned but could not progress. Had the Originators deliberately done this to hinf
O had they nade a ni stake?

At first he had thought it was the | oss of Renark which gave himthe sense of inconpleteness. But
Renark's | oss was still there, inside him kept out of mnd as nuch as possible. No, this was
anot her lack. A lack of what, though?

He bent cl oser to observe the battle.

The fleet's formati on was | ost as yet another wave of attackers pounced out of space with weapons
cutting lances of bright energy.

They were not inpervious to anti-neutron cannon, but the two forces were fairly matched as far as
technol ogy went. There were nore of the aliens and they had the doubl e advantage of being in hone
territory and defending it. This was what primarily worried Asqui ol

But he could do nothing decisive at the nonent. He would have to wait.

Agai n, while Mdirdan sweated to withstand and retaliate against this fresh attack, Asquiol let his
m nd and being drop through the layers of the nmultiverse and contact the alien commanders. |f they
woul d not accept peace terns, he strove to arrange a truce.

To his surprise, this suggestion seened acceptable to them

There was an alternative to open war - one which they would be delighted to negoti ate.
That was?

The Gane, they said. Play the game with us - w nner takes all.

After he had got sonme inkling of the Gane's nature, Asquiol deliberately nonentarily. There were
pros and cons. .

Finally, he agreed and was soon watching the eneny ships retreating away into the void.
Wth some trepidation, he inforned Mordan of his decision and awaited its outcomne.

Thi s new devel opnment in their struggle with the aliens disturbed Lord Mdrdan. War he could
understand. This, at first, he could not. Al psychol ogists, psychiatrists, physiologists and
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ki ndred professionals had been ordered to the huge factory ship which engi neers were already
converting.

From now on, according to Asquiol, the battle was to be fought fromthis single ship - and it had
no ar manents!

Asqui ol was unapproachabl e as he conferred with the alien commanders in his own peculiar way.
Every so often he would break off to issue strange orders.

Sonet hi ng about a game. Yet what kind of gane, wondered Lord Mrdan, required experts in
psychol ogy as its players? What was the conplicated el ectronic equi pnent that technicians were
installing in the great converted hold of the factory ship?

"This is our only chance of wi nning,' Asquiol had told him '"A slimone - but if we learn howto
play it properly, we have a chance.'

Mordan sighed. At least the truce had allowed themtinme to regroup and assess danage. The dammge
had been great. Two-thirds of the fleet had been destroyed. Farm ships and factory ships were
working at full capacity to supply the fleet with necessities. But tight rationing had been

i ntroduced. The race was subsisting on survival rations. The initial joy of escape was replaced by
gl oony desperation

Adam Roffrey coul d see his destination.

He slammed the |.T. activator to the 'of' position and coasted towards the | oom ng system ahead.

It hung in enpty space, the outlines of its planets hazy, followi ng a random progression around a
magni fi cent binary sun.

The | egendary systemrose larger on his |aser screen. The unnatural collection of worlds cane
cl oser.

The epic story of Renark and Asqui ol on their quest to the Sundered Wrlds was common | ore anopng
the human race these days. But the story - or, at least, part of it had had a special significance
for Roffrey.

Renark and Asquiol had left two menbers of their party behind - WIIow Kovacs and Paul Talfryn.

Rof frey knew their names. But dominant in his skull was another nane-a woman's, the woman he had
cone to find

If he did not find her this tine, he told hinself, then he would have to accept that she was dead.
Then he woul d have to accept his own death al so.

Such was the intensity of his obsession

As he neared the Sundered Wrlds he regarded themw th curiosity. They had changed. The pl anets
were spaced normally - not equidistantly, as he had thought. And, as far as he could tell, the
system had stopped shifting.

Now he renenbered part of the story which was fast becoming a nmyth anmong those who had fled their
own gal axy. A dog-like race called the Shaarn had attenpted to stop the systeni s course through
t he di nensi ons.

Evidently they'd succeeded.

H s maps aided himto find Entropiumand he cruised into the Shifter's area warily, for he knew
enough to expect two kinds of danger - the Thron and the | awl ess nature of the Shifter itself.

Yet, wary as he was, it was inpossible to observe either chaos or eneny as he swept down over
Entropi um scanning the planet for the only city that had ever been built there.

He didn't find the city, either
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He found, instead, a place where a city had been. Now it was jagged rubble. He I anded his ship on
a scattered wastel and of twi sted steel and smashed concrete.

Scanni ng the surrounding ruins, he saw shadowy shapes scuttling through the dark craters and
bet ween the shattered buildings. H's experience told himnothing about the cause of this
cat ast rophe

At length, sick at heart, he clinbed into space arnour, strapped an anti-neutron pistol to his
side, descended to the airlock and placed his booted feet on the planet's surface.

A bolt of energy flashed froma crater and spread itself over his force-screen. He staggered back
to |l ean agai nst one of his ship's landing fins, lugging the pistol fromits hol ster

He did not fire imediately for, |like everyone else, he had a certain fear of the destructive
effects of the a-n gun

He saw an alien figure - a dazzling white skin like nelted plastic covering a squat skeleton, |ong
| egs and short arns, but no head that he could see - appear over the edge of the crater, a |ong
metal tube cradled in its arns and pointing at him He fired.

The thing's wailing shriek resounded in his helnet. It absorbed the buzzing stream of anti -
neutrons, collapsed, nelted and vani shed.

"Qver here!’
Rof frey turned to see a hunman figure, all rags and filth, waving to him He ran towards it.

Ina crater which had been turned into a crude fortress by the piles of weckage surrounding its
perinmeter, Roffrey found a handful of wetches, the remants of the human popul ati on of Entropi um

The man who had waved had a fl eshl ess head and huge eyes. Dirty, scab-covered skin was drawn tight
over his skull. He fingered his emaci ated body and eyed Roffrey warily. He said:

"We're starving here. Have you got any supplies?
"What happened?' Roffrey said, feeling sick

There was desol ati on everywhere. These hunman beings had evidently banded together for protection
against sinilar bands of aliens. Evidently, also, only the fittest survived.

The ragged man pointed at the rubble behind him 'This? W don't know. It just hit us...'
"Way didn't you | eave here?

"No ships. Most of them were destroyed.'

Rof frey grinaced and said: 'Keep ne covered while | return to ny ship. I'll be back.'

A short tine later he cane stunbling back over the rubble with a box in his hands, his boots
slipping and sliding on the uneven ground. They clustered around himgreedily as he handed out
vi t apacks.

Sonething terrible had happened to the planet - perhaps to the whole system He had to know what -
and why.

Nowa woman separated herself fromthe group squatting over their food. The man with the fleshl ess
head fol | owed her.

She said to Roffrey: 'You nust be fromthe honme gal axy. How did you get here? - Did they... find
how t he Shifter worked?

"You mean Renark and Asqui ol ?'

Rof frey | ooked hard at the woman, but he didn't know her. He noted that she had obviously been
beautiful, probably still was under the filth and rags. 'They got through. They di scovered nore
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than they bargained for here - but they got through. Qur whol e universe doesn't exist any nore.
But the race - or the part which left - is still going. Maybe it's w ped out by now | don't
know. '

The man with the fl eshless head put his armaround the woman. They | ooked |ike a pair of animated
skel etons and the nan's action enhanced the bizarre effect.

"He didn't want you then and he won't now,' he said to her
Rof frey saw tension between them but coul dn't understand why.
She said: ' Shut up, Paul. Are Renark and Asquiol safe?

Rof frey shook his head. 'Renark's dead. Asquiol's okay - he's leading the fleet. The CGee-lord gave
hi m conpl ete | eadership during the emergency. They work under hi m now.'

'Local boy makes good,' said the male skel eton
Roffrey felt he could name both of themnow. He pointed at the man. 'Are you Paul Tal fryn?"

Tal fryn nodded. He cocked his head towards the worman. She dropped her eyes. "This is WI Il ow Kovacs
- nmy wife. W sort of got married... Asquiol's nentioned us, eh? | suppose he sent you back for
us?

W11l ow Kovacs shuddered. Roffrey reflected that she didn't appear to like Talfryn very much; there
was a kind of apathetic hatred in her eyes. Probably she regarded Talfryn nmerely as a protector
even if that. But it was no business of his.

"What happened to the rest of the human popul ati on?' Roffrey said, concentrating on his own
affairs and trying to ignore the sickening feeling of disgust at the sight of such degeneration.
"Were they all killed?

"Did you see anything when you canme through the ruins? Talfryn asked. 'Little, scuttling ani m
shapes, maybe?

Rof frey had seen them They had been repul sive, though he didn't know why.

Talfryn said: '"All those little creatures were intelligent once. For some reason, the Shifter
stopped shifting. There was a | ong period of absol ute nadness before she seened to settle down
again. This happened - that happened.

"When the trouble started, the actual forns of hunman beings and aliens changed, devolving into
these. Somebody said it was netabolic pressures conbined with tine-slips induced by the stop, but

I didn't understand it. I'mno scientist - an astro-geographer. Unlicensed, you know...' He seened
to sink into an attitude of detachment and then | ooked up suddenly. 'The city just crunbled. It
was horrifying. A lot of people went mad. | suppose Asquiol told you...'

"I've never nmet Asquiol,' Roffrey broke in. "All ny information is second-hand. | cane

particularly to find another person. A wonan - she hel ped Renark with informati on. Mary the Maze -
a mad worman. Know her?’

Tal fryn pointed upwards to the streaked sky.
' Dead?' said Roffrey.

"Cone,' Talfryn said. 'Wen the city started breaking apart, she took one of the only ships and
just spun off into space. She probably killed herself. She was |ike a zonmbie, and quite crazy. It
was as if sone outside pressure moved her. | heard she wanted to get to Roth. That was a crazy
thing to want to do, in itself! She took one of the best ships, dam her. A nice one - Mark Seven
Hauser .'

' She was heading for Roth? Isn't that the really strange planet?
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"As | said, she was crazy to go there. If she did get there.'

"You think there'd be a chance of her still being alive if she made it?
' Maybe. Asqui ol and Renark obviously survived."'

"Thanks for the information.' Roffrey turned away.

"Hey!' The skel eton suddenly becane ani mated. 'You're not |eaving us here! Take us with you - take
us back to the fleet, for God' s sake!

Roffrey said: 'I'mnot going back to the fleet. I'"'mgoing to Roth.'
"Then take us with you - anywhere's better than here!" WIlow s voice was shrill and urgent.
Rof f rey paused, deliberating. Then he said: 'Ckay.

As they neared the ship, sonmething small and scaly scuttled across their path. It was |ike nothing
Roffrey had seen before and he felt he never wanted to see it again. Entropium when it
flourished, had contained the seeds of corruption - and now corruption was dom nant, a physica
mani festation of a nental disease. It was an unhealthy place, with intelligent species scrabbling
and fighting like aninmals to survive. It was rotten with the sickness that cane froma state of

m nd as nmuch as anyt hing.

He was glad to reach the ship.

As Wllow and Talfryn clinbed into the airlock, he glanced back at the ruins, his face was rather
grim He hel ped them aboard and cl osed the | ock

Now he turned his thoughts to Mary the Maze.
TWELVE

Rof frey debated his next nmove, sitting hunched at the controls while he checked the astrochart
before him It didn't tally with the Shifter as it now was, but it would do. He could recognise
descriptions of planets even though they had changed their |ocation

WIlow and Tal fryn were cleaning up. They were both beginning to | ook better. The ship itself was
hardly tidy. It was not even very clean and there was a snell of the workshop about it - of oil
burnt rubber, dirty plastic and old leather. Roffrey liked it that way.

He scow ed then. He didn't |ike conpany. |'mgetting soft, he told hinself.
Now he was going to Roth he began to feel nervous at what he might find there.
Talfryn said: 'W're ready!'’

He activated the ship's nornmal drive and lifted off. He was tenpted to burn the city to rubble as
he passed, but he didn't. He got into space with a feeling of relief, heading in a series of
flickering hops used for short journeys towards Roth, now hanging the farthest away fromthe
parent binary, as if deliberately set apart fromthe rest of the system

Roth, more than any other planet in the Shifter, defied the very logic of the cosnos and existed
contrary to all laws. Roth - nicknamed Ragged Ruth, he renmenbered - still contained the inpossible
gaps. There, two men had becone supersane. But Mary, poor Mary who had hel ped them - she had found
only nadness there.

Had she gone back to try and lay the ghost that was her insanity? Or had her notives been induced
by madness? Perhaps he would find out.

The planet was big now. The screens showed not hing but the nonstrous globe with its speckled aura,
its shifting light-nmist, its black bl otches and, worst of all, the gaps. The gaps which were not
so much seen as unseen. Sonething should be there but human eyes couldn't see it.
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Rof frey flung the ship down through Roth's erratically tugging gravi sphere, sw ngi ng down towards
t he unwel com ng surface which throbbed below Iike a sea of nolten |ava, changing and shifting |ike
the seas of hell

There seemed to be no consistent gravity. H's instrunents kept registering different findings. He
fought to keep the descent as snpboth as possi ble, concentrating on the operation, while WIIlow and
Tal fryn gasped and muttered, horrified by the vision

He frowned, wondering what was famliar about the disturbing world. Then he renenbered that the
one time he had seen Renark and Asqui ol they had possessed a sinmilar quality, inpossible to pin
down, but as if their bodies had existed on different levels only just invisible to the hunan eye.

Yet this place was om nous. The nmen's inages had been beauti ful
Om nous!

The word seethed around in his brain. Then, for one brief second, he passed through a warnth, a
pl easure, a delight so exquisite yet so short-lived that it was as if he had lived and died in a
nonent .

He couldn't understand it. He had no tinme to try as the ship rocked in response to the weirdly
unbal anced tug of Roth's gravity. He navigated with desperate skill, gliding | ow over the flane-

m st boiling on the surface, trying without success to peer into the gaps, all his instrunents
operating on full power but few giving himany sensible readings, and | asers scanni ng the unstable
surf ace.

Had Mary tried, perhaps like Renark, to find the Originators? Had sonething driven her back to the
worl d that had turned her nmad?

Then he spotted a ship on his screens, a ship surrounded by achingly disturbing light-mst. It was
the Mark Seven Hauser. Mary's ship. And his energraph told himthat the drive was active. That
meant it had only recently | anded or else was about to take off. He had to |l and fast!

He nade planet-fall in a hurry, cursing the sudden grip of gravity for which he only just
succeeded in conpensating as he brought his ship close to the other vessel. H's gauntleted fingers
st abbed at buttons and he got into i mediate contact with the Hauser on a tight |aser beam

" Anyone aboard?' There was no reply.
Both WIllow and Tal fryn were peering at the screen now, bending over his shoul der
"This ship seens to have arrived only recently,' he said.

It nmeant nothing to themand he realised that it nmeant little to him either. He was pinning his
hopes on too thin a circunstance.

He operated the |aser, scanning as best he could the surrounding territory. Strange images junped
upon the screen, fading as rapidly as they approached. Harsh, craggy, crazy Roth, with its
si ckness of rock and the horror of the misty, intangible, unnatural gaps.

That men coul d survive here was astounding. Yet evidently they could. Asquiol and Mary had been
living evidence. But it was easy to see how they went nmad, hard to understand how t hey kept sane.
It was a gaping, raw, boiling, dreadful world, emanating, it seened, stark nal evol ence and bal efu
anger in its constant and turbul ent notion.

Mary coul d easily have di sappeared into one of the gaps or perished in sonme naneless way. His |ips
tightened as he left the screen and opened the spacesuit | ocker

"I'f I need help I'lIl call you in ny suit-phone,' he said as he picked up his discarded helnet. 'If
you need them - suits are here.' He went to the airlock's elevator. '"I'I|l keep my suit-phone
receiver on. If you see anything - any trace of Mary - let nme know. Have the scanners working full -
time.'
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"You're a fool to go out there!' Talfryn said heavily.

"You're a non-participant in this,' Roffrey said savagely as he clanmped his faceplate. 'Don't
interfere. If it's obvious that |I'm dead, you' ve got the ship to do what you Iike with. |'ve got
to see what's in the Hauser.'

Now he was in the outer |ock. Now he was |owering his body fromthe ship into a pool of yellow
liquid that suddenly changed to shiny rock as he stepped on to it. Something slid and itched
beneath his feet.

H's lips were dry, the skin of his face seemed cracked and brittle. His eyes kept focusing and
unf ocusi ng. But the nost disturbing thing of all was the silence. Al his instincts told himthat
the ghastly changes taking place on the surface should make noise. But they didn't. This
hei ght ened the dreanlike quality of his notion over the shifting surface.

Ina nonent, his own ship could no | onger be seen and he reached the Hauser, noting that the | ock
was wi de open. Both | ocks were open when he got inside. Gas of some kind swirled through the ship
He went into the cabin and found traces of the pilot having been there recently. There were sone
figures scribbled on a pad beside the chart-viewer. The equati ons were inconprehensible - but they
were in Mary's witing!

A qui ck search through the ship told himnothing nore. Hastily he pulled hinself through the cabin
door and down the airlock shaft until he was again on the surface. He peered with difficulty
through the shifting flanme-mist. It was thoroughly unnerving. But he forced hinself through it,
blindly searching for a nad wonan who coul d have gone anywhere

Then two figures enmerged out of the mist and, just as suddenly, nerged back into it.

He was sure he recogni sed one of them He called after them They didn't reply. He began to foll ow
but |ost sight of them

Then a piercing shout blasted into his suit-phone.
"Asquiol! Ch, Asquiol!’

He whirled around. It was the voice of WIIow Kovacs. Was Asqui ol |ooking for hin? Had the fl eet
been defeated? If so, why had the two nen ignored his shout?

"Asquiol! Come back! It's ne, WIIlow'

But Roffrey wanted to find Mary the Maze; he wasn't interested in Asquiol. He began to run

pl ungi ng through hal | uci nati ons, through shapes that formed silently around himas if to engulf
him through turquoise tunnels, up mauve nountains. In places, gravity was | ow and he bounded
along; in others it became al nbst inpossible to drag his bul k.

Now he entered another |ow gravity patch and bounded with bone-jarring suddenness into a heavy
one. Painfully he Iifted his booted feet, barely able to support his heavy body.

Then a voice - perhaps through his suit-phone, perhaps not. He recogni sed the voice. H s heart
| eapt .

"It's warm warm warm.. Where now? Here... but... Let ne go back... Let ne...'
It was Mary's voice

For a nonent he didn't respond to the shock. H's mouth was dry, his features petrified. H s body
was frozen as he strained to hear the voice again.

"Mary - where are you?

It was as if he were experiencing an awful dream where nenace threatened but he was unable to
escape, where every step seened to take every ounce of energy and every scrap of tinme he
possessed.
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Agai n he croaked: 'Mary!
But it was not for some minutes that heard the reply:
' Keep nmoving! Don't stop. Don't stop!

He didn't know whether the words were addressed to himor not, but he thought it best to obey
t hen.

He began to sway and fall down, but he kept noving. Then it was as if the whol e pl anet were above
himand he was like Atlas, slowy crunpling beneath its weight.

He screaned.
Then WIllow s voice blasted through: 'Asquiol! Asquiol!’

What was happening? It was all too confusing. He couldn't grasp ... He felt faint. He | ooked up
and saw several small figures scurrying across the planet he held with his hands. Then he was
growi ng, grow ng, grow ng..

Again he screaned. A hollow, echoing roar in his ears.

Hi s heart beat a frantic rhythmagainst his rib cage until his ears becane filled with the noise
He panted and struggled, crawing up over the curved surface of the planet, hanging on to it as if
by his fingernails.

He was a great giant, larger than the tiny planet - but at the same tine he was a flea, crawing
t hrough syrup and cotton wool

He [ aughed then in his madness.

He | aughed and stopped abruptly, grasping for the threads of sanity and pulling themtogether. He
was standing in a light gravity patch and things suddenly | ooked as norrmal as they could on Roth.

He gl anced through a patch in the m st and saw Mary standing there. He ran towards her
"Mary!'
" Asqui ol !’

The woman was W1l ow Kovacs in a suit - Mary's old suit. He nade as if to strike her down, but the
| ook of disappoi ntnent on her face stopped him He pushed past her, changed his m nd, canme back

"WIllow - Mary's here, | know...' Suddenly he realised the possible truth. 'My God, of course.
Tinme's so twi sted and warped we coul d be seeing anything that's happened at any tine in the past -
or the future!'

Anot her figure cane stunbling out of the light-mist. It was Talfryn.
"I couldn't contact you fromthe ship. There's a wonan there. She...'
"It's an illusion, man. Get back to the ship!’

"You cone with me. It's no illusion. She entered the ship hersel f!'

‘Lead the way back,' Roffrey said. WII|ow remai ned where she was, refusing to budge. At length
they had to Iift her, squirming, and carry her back. It was only three yards away.

The wonman wore a space suit. She was lying on the floor of the cabin. Roffrey bent over her
lifting the facepl ate.

"Mary,' he said, softly. 'Mary - thank God!'

The eyes opened, the big soft eyes that had once held intelligence. For a short time intelligence
was there - a look of incredible awareness. Then it faded and she formed her lips to say
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sonet hi ng, but they twi sted downwards into an idiot grin and she subsided into a bl ank-eyed daze

He got up wearily, his body bowed. He nmade a gesture with his left hand. 'WIlow, help her out of
the suit. We'll get her into a bunk.

Wl low | ooked at himwi th hatred: 'Asquiol's out there... You stopped ne.’

Talfryn said: 'Even if he was he wouldn't want you. You keep pining for him w shing you'd
followed himearlier. Nowit's too late. It's no good, WIllow, you ve lost himfor ever!’

"Once he sees me he'll take me back. He |oved ne!’
Roffrey said inpatiently to Talfryn: 'You'd better help ne, then.'
Tal fryn nodded. They began getting her out of the suit.

"WIllow,' said Roffrey as they worked, 'Asquiol wasn't there - not now. You saw sonethi ng that
probably happened years ago. The other man was Renark - and Renark's dead? You understand?

‘I saw him He heard ne call him'

"Maybe. | don't know. Don't worry WIllow. W' re going back to the fleet if we can - if it stil
exists. You'll see himthen.'

Tal fryn wenched of f a piece of space-arnour from Mary's body with a savage novenent. His teeth
were clenched but he said nothing.

"You're going back to the fleet? But you said...' WIIlow was disconcerted. Roffrey noted a
pecul iar |1 ook, a mixture of eagerness and introspection

"Mary needs treatnent. The only place she'll get it is back there. So that's where |I'm going. That
shoul d suit you.'

"It does,' she said. 'Yes, it does.

He went over to the ports and closed their shutters so they couldn't see Roth's surface. It felt a
little safer.

Tal fryn said suddenly: 'I get it, Wllow. You' ve nade it plain. I won't be bothering you from now
on.'

"You'd better not.' She turned on Roffrey: 'And that goes for you, too, for any nan. |'m Asquiol's
woran, as you'll see when we get back to the fleet!'

"Don't worry,' he grinned. 'You' re not ny type.'
She pushed back her |ank hair, piqued. 'Thanks,' she said.

Roffrey smled at Mary, who sat drooling and crooning in her bunk. He winked at her. 'You're ny
type, Mary,' he said genially.

"That's cruel,' WIIlow said sharply.

"That's ny wife.' Roffrey sniled, and then WIllow saw at | east a trace of what the smiling eyes
and grin hid.

She turned away.

"Let's get going,' said Roffrey briskly. Now that he had nade up his mnd, he wanted to waste no
time returning to the fleet.

He couldn't guess how | ong Mary had been on Roth. Maybe only a few mnutes of real tinme. Maybe a
hundred years of Roth's time. He did not allow hinself to dwell on this, just as he refused to
consider the extent of her nmental derangenent. The psychiatrists in the fleet m ght soon be
supplying himwith all the information they possibly could. He was prepared to wait and see.
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He went over to her. She shrank away fromhim nuttering and crooning, her big eyes w der than
ever. Very gently he nmade her lie down in the bunk and strapped her into it with safety harness.

It pained himthat she didn't recognise him but he was still smling and humming a little tune to
hinself as he clinbed into the pilot's seat, heaved back a |l ever, adjusted a couple of dials,
flipped a series of switches and soon the drone of the drive was drowning his own hunmi ng.

Then, in a flicker, they were off into deep space and headi ng away fromthe Sundered Wrlds into
the depths of matterless void. It was such an easy lift-off, Roffrey felt, that it was al nost as
if a friendly hand had gi ven them a push from behi nd..

It was with a sense of inevitability that he began the descent through the dinmension |ayers,
headi ng back to the space-tinme in which he'd left the fleet of mankind.

Meanwhi l e, nen's brains were jarred and junbled as they strove to naster the Ganme. M nds broke.
Nerves snapped. But, while scarcely understanding what it was about, Lord Mdrdan forced his team
to continue, convinced that humanity's chance of survival depended on w nning..

Whi stling sounds were the first inpressions Roffrey received as he phased the ship out of the
Shifter's space-tinme and into the next |evel

Space around them suddenly becane bright with stars, the not-quite-famliar whirl of a spira
gal axy searing outwards in a wild sprawl of suns. But the whistle was replaced by a dreadfu
nmoani ng whi ch pervaded the ship and nade speech inpossi bl e.

Rof frey was intent on the new instrunents. The little experience he had of the continuum
travel ling device had showmn himthat the ship could easily slip back through the space-tine |ayers
and becone totally |ost.

The instruments hadn't been designed for wide travelling of this kind and Roffrey knew it, but
each separate universe in the multiverse had its particular co-ordinates, and the instrunents,
crude as they were, could differentiate between them Over the nmin | aser screen Roffrey had a
chart which would enable himto recognise the universe into which the human race had fled. But the
journey coul d be dangerous, perhaps inpossible.

And then the noise increased to becone painful, no | onger a nonotone but a pul sating, nerve-
racki ng whine. Roffrey phased into the next |ayer.

The gal axy ahead was a seething inferno of unfornmed matter, hazy, bright, full of archetypa
colour - reds, whites, blacks, yellows - pouring about in slow disorder. This was a universe in a
state of either birth or dissolution.

There was near-silence as Roffrey phased out of this continuumand into the next. H s whistling,
whi ch he had been doing all the while, was |ight and cheerful. Then he heard Mary's groans and he
st opped.

Now they were in the centre of a gal axy.

Massed stars lay in all directions. He stared at themin wonder, noticing how, with every phase,
the matter, filling the space around them seened to change its position as well as its nature.

Then the stars were gone and he was passing through a turbul ent nass of dark gas which seened to
forminto horrible half-recogni sabl e shapes whi ch sickened himso that he could no | onger | ook but
had to concentrate on his instruments.

What he read there depressed and shocked himnl
He was of f course.

He chewed at his npustache, debating what to do. He didn't mention it to the others. The co-
ordi nates corresponded to those on the chart above the screen

As far as the ship's instrunents were concerned, they were in the space-tine occupi ed by Asquio
and the fleet |
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Yet it was totally different fromwhat he renmenbered. Gas swirled in it and he could not see the
stars of the gal axy.
Had the fl eet been conpletely w ped out?
There was no ot her expl anation

Then he cursed as the black gas suddenly becane alive, a roaring and nonstrous beast, nany-
tendrilled, dark blue, flame-eyed, nalevolent. WIlow and Tal fryn gasped behind himas they saw it
| oomon the screen. Mary began shrieking, the sounds filled the cabin. The ship was heading
strai ght towards the nmonster. But how could sonething like this exist in the near-vacuum of space?

Roffrey didn't have tine for theories. He broke the energy seals of his anti-neutron cannon as an
acrid snell filled the cabin and the beast rapidly changed from deep blue to startling yellow.

The guns swung on the beast and Roffrey stabbed the firing buttons, then backed the ship away
savagel y.

The ship shuddered as the guns sent a deadly stream of anti-neutrons towards the nonster
Meanwhi | e, the beast seened, inpossibly, to be absorbing the beans and new heads had grown on its
shoul ders - disgusting, hal f-human faces gi bbering and yelling, and they could hear the cries!
Roffrey felt and tasted bile in his throat.

Tal fryn was now bending over him staring at the screen
"What is it?" he shouted above Mary's screans.

"How t he hell should I know?' Roffrey said viciously. He righted the ship's backward vel ocity,
st abbed the cannon buttons again. He heaved his big body round in the contro

seat and said: 'Make yourself useful, Talfryn. See if the co-ordinates on that chart tally
absolutely with those on this screen.

The nmonster lurched through the dark nmist towards the little launch, its heads drooling and
grinning. There wasn't tinme to wonder what it was, how it existed.

Roffrey aimed at its main head. He" began to depress the firing button
Then it had gone.

There were a few wi sps of gas in the dark, sharp space of the gal axy Roffrey inmediately
recogni sed

They were in the right gal axy!

But now a new danger threatened. Replacing the nonster was a squadron of fast, spherical vessels -
those he had glinpsed just before leaving the fleet. Wre they the victors, cleaning up the | ast
of the race. They were passing on the zenith-south flank of Roffrey's battered launch. He trailed
the ship round on a tight swing so that he was now directly facing the onconming alien ships.

The | aunch was responding well, but the cabin shook and rattled as he stood his vessel on a colum
of boiling black fire and glided away fromthe round ships, having shot a trenendous burst towards
them Something was disturbing him He found it hard to concentrate properly. Talfryn was

obvi ously having the sane trouble. A quick | ook behind himshowed Mary's gapi ng nmouth as she
screaned and screaned.

Talfryn clung instinctively to the handgrip and shouted: The co-ordinates tally perfectly.'
"That's news?' Roffrey said lightly.

Wl ow had joined Mary and was attenpting to confort her. Mary was rigid, staring ahead of her
with fixed, glazed eyes. It was as if she could see sonething that was invisible to the others.
Her screams rang on, a horrible ululation in the confined cabin.
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Wl ow peered through the bad light at the two nen half-sil houetted up ahead, the one in the
control seat, the other standing over him their dark clothes picked out against the spluttering
brightness of the screens and instrunments, their faces in shadow, their hands white on the
control s.

The lighting was very dimas all power-sources were drained to provide the ship with maxi num
power .

She | ooked out of the nearest port. Space was bl ank - suddenly col ourl ess. She | ooked back at the
men and her vision was engulfed by a horrible disharnony of col our and noi se, sense inpressions of
all kinds - obscene, prineval, terrible - throwing her mind into disorder so that she found it

al nost inpossible to differentiate between her five senses.

Then, when she had conpletely lost her ability to tell whether she was snelling or hearing a
colour, her head was filled with a single inpression that conbined as one thing to her sense:
Smel |, sight, touch, sound and taste were all there, but the conbination produced a unified sense
that all were blood red.

She t hought she was dead.

Rof frey shouted and the sound hung al one for a nonent before he saw it merge into the bl ood red
di sharmony. He felt madness approach and then recede - approach and recede, like a horrible tide,
for with each sweep it cane a little closer. Hs body vibrated with the tension, sending out
clouds of blood red trailers through the cabin which he saw - no, he heard it, as the note of a
muted trunpet. It horrified him for now sonething el se was creeping through, something com ng up
fromhis ol dest nmenories, sonething of which he hadn't even been aware.

He was imrersed in self-loathing, self-pity, suddenly know ng what a debased thing he was...

But there was sonething - he didn't know what - aiding himin spite of his confusion, aiding him
to cling to his personal being, to sweat out the tunble of disordered inpressions and terrible
t houghts, and to hit back

He hit back
Mary was still quivering in Wllow s arns - taut, tense, no |onger screaning.

The waves began to peter out WIIow struck, too. Struck back at whatever it was that was doi ng
this to them

The waves faded and, slowy, their senses were restored to nornal

Suddenly Mary's body rel axed. She had passed out. Talfryn was slunped on the floor and Roffrey was
hunched in the control seat, grow ing.

He peered through the rapidly fading pulsations and saw with satisfaction that the anti-neutrons
had done their job, though he hadn't been able to direct them properly, nor had he been fully
consci ous of directing them

Sone of the ships were nmaking off, others were warped |unps of netal spinning ainlessly in the
void. He began whistling to hinmself as he adjusted the controls. The whistling died as he said:

"You all right back there?

Wl ow said: 'What do you think, superman? Mary and Paul have passed out. Mary took it worse than
any of us - she seened to bear the brunt of it. What was it, do you think?

"l don't know. Maybe we'll get our answers soon.
1 W]y?l

"I've sighted our fleet!
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' Thank God,' said WIlow, and she began to trenble. She dared not anticipate her reunion wth
Asqui ol

Rof frey headed for the fleet - going back as fast as he'd left.
THI RTEEN

The fleet had been badly depleted since he left it. It was still big - a sprawling collection of
ships, stretching nmile upon mile in all directions and resenbling nothing so nmuch as a vast scrap-
yard, guarded by the cruising Geepee battle-wagons |i ke whal es guarding a notley school of fish.

In the centre of the fleet, a little distance from Asquiol's battered cruiser (easily recognised
by its slightly out-of-focus outline) was a huge factory ship with the letters 'G enblazoned on
its side. This puzzled Roffrey.

Then the Geepee patrol contacted him

To his astonishnent, he had the pleasure of being received alnost cordially. They began to guide
himinto a position fairly close to the factory ship with the 'G on its side.

While Roffrey was getting his ship intoline, a man in the |Ioose, unnilitary garb which was
identical save for rank insignia with all other Ceepee uniforns, appeared on the |aser screen, his
stern, bl oodhound face puzzled. The large band on his left sleeve also bore a letter 'G.

"Hell o. Lord Mordan,' Roffrey said with cheerful defiance.

W1l ow wondered at the vitality and control which Roffrey must possess in order to seem suddenly
so rel axed and untroubl ed.

Lord Mordan smiled ironically. 'Good norning. So you decided to return and help us after all
Wher e have you been?’

"I've been on a nercy trip rescuing survivors fromthe Shifter,' Roffrey said virtuously.

"l don't believe you,' Mrdan said candidly. '"But | don't care - you've just done sonething nobody
t hought was possible. As soon as we assenble our data I'll be getting in touch with you again. W
need all the help we can get in this business - even yours. We're up against it, Roffrey. W're
damm near finished.' He broke off as if to pull hinself together. '"Now, if you are carrying extra
passengers, you'd better register themw th the appropriate authorities.' He sw tched out.

"What did all that nean?' said Talfryn

"I don't know,' Roffrey said, 'but we may find out soon. Mrdan obviously knows sonething. The
fleet's evidently suffered fromattacks such as we experienced. Yet there seens to be nore order
now. The battle, or whatever it is, seens to have taken a different course.

W11l ow Kovacs cradled Mary Roffrey's head in her armand gently wiped a trickle of saliva fromthe
mad woman's nouth. Her heart was beating swiftly and her stonach seened contracted, her arns and

| egs weak. She was very frightened now at the prospect of reunion with Asquiol. Surely he had
remai ned faithful to her

Rof frey | ocked the ship's controls and cane aft, staring down at the two wonmen with a light smle
on his sensuous, bearded nouth. He began stripping off his suit and the overalls beneath,
revealing a plain quilted jacket of maroon plastileather and grubby white trousers tucked into
soft | eather knee-boots.

'How s Mary?'

‘"I don't know,' WIIlow said. 'She's obviously not sane... Yet there's a different quality about
her insanity. Sonething I can't pin down.'

"A doctor maybe will help,' Roffrey said. He patted WIIlow s shoulder. 'Contact the adm n ship
will you, Talfryn? Send out a general call till you can get it.
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"Ckay,' Talfryn said

Wrst of all, Roffrey thought as he stared down at his wife, had been the all-pervading red -
bl ood red. It had been unnistakable as blood red. Wiy had it affected himso badly? What had it
done to Mary?

He scratched the back of his neck. He hadn't slept since he left the fleet. He was full of
stinmulants, but he felt the need for some natural sleep. Maybe |ater

When Tal fryn had contacted the Registration Ship, which had as its job the classification of al
menbers of the fleet so that it would be easier to adnminister the survivors if they at |ast made
pl anet-fall, they were told that an official would be sent over in a short while.

Roffrey said: 'W need a psychiatrist of some sort, quickly. Can you hel p?
"Try a hospital ship - though it's unlikely you'll be |ucky.'
He tried a hospital ship. The doctor in charge wasn't hel pful

"No, I"'mafraid you won't get a psychiatrist for your wife. If you need medical treatnent we'l
put her on our list. W're overworked. It's inpossible to deal with all the casualties...’

"But you've got to help her!' Roffrey bell owed.
The doctor didn't argue. He just switched out.

Rof frey, bewi ldered by this, swng round in his chair. WIllow and Tal fryn were discussing the
earlier conflict with the alien ships.

' They must be hard pushed,' Roffrey cursed. 'But I'mgoing to get help for Mary even if it neans
going right to the top.'

'But what about those hallucinations we had back there?" Talfryn said. 'What caused then®?

"I't's my guess we were experiencing the force of one of their weapons,' Roffrey replied. 'Maybe
what happened to us on Roth nade us nore susceptible to hallucination.'

"A weapon - yes, it could be.’
The conmuni cator buzzed. Talfryn went to it.
"Registration,' said a jaunty voice. 'Mnd if | cone aboard?

He was a pal e and perky midget with genial eyes and a very neat appearance. H s gig cl anped
agai nst Roffrey's airlock and he cane bustling through with a case of papers under his arm

"You woul d be Captain Adam Roffrey,' he lisped, staring up at the bl ack-bearded gi ant.
Rof frey stared down at him half in wonder.
"I would be.’

'God. And you enbarked with the rest of the human race roughly two weeks ago - relative tine,
that is. | don't know how long it was in your tine, since it is not always possible to | eave and
return fromone dinension to another and keep the tinme flow the same - kindly remenber that.'

"I''l'l try,' said Roffrey, wondering if there was a question there.
"And these three are...?
"Mss WIIow Kovacs, fornerly of Mgaa...'

The m dget scribbled in his notebook, |ooking primat the nention of the planet Mgaa. It had
possessed sonething of a reputation in the home gal axy.
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W1l ow gave the rest of her data. Talfryn gave his.
"And the other lady?' The little official asked.

"My wife - Doctor Mary Roffrey, born on Earth, nee |Ishenko; anthropol ogist; disappeared from
Golund on the RRmin 457 Galactic General Time, reappeared from Shifter Systema short while ago.
The Geepees will have all her details prior to her disappearance. | gave themto the police when
she di sappeared. As usual, they did nothing.'

The m dget frowned, then darted a | ook at Mary.

"State of health?

"I nsane,' said Roffrey, quietly.

" Curabl e or otherw se?

"Curable!" said Roffrey, and the word was col d, savage.

The tiny official conpleted his notes, thanked themall and was about to | eave when Roffrey said:
"Just a minute. Could you fill me in on what's happened to the fleet since | left?

"As long as we keep it brief, 1'd be pleased to. Renmenber, |'ma busy little nan!' He giggl ed.

"Just before we got here we had a tussle with sonme alien ships, experienced hallucinations, and so
on. Do you know what that, was?'

"No wonder the lady is insane! For untrained people to withstand the pressure, it's anmazing! Wit
till 1 tell ny colleagues! You re heroes! You survived a wild round!’

"Bully for us. \What happened?

"Vell, I"'monly a petty official - they don't come nuch pettier than nme - but fromwhat |'ve
gathered, you had a "wild round." That is,' he explained quickly, 'anyone straying beyond the
confines of the fleet is attacked by the aliens and has to playa wild round, as we call it - one

that isn't scheduled to be played by the Ganblers. We're not really supposed to do that.'
"But what is this Game?

"I"'mnot sure, really. Ordinary people don't play the Game - only the Ganblers in the Gane Ship
That's the one with the big "G on it. It isn't the sort of game 1'd like to play. W call it the
Bl ood Red Gane because of the habit they have of confusing our sense so that everything seens to
be the col our of blood. Psychologists and the like play it and they are called Ganblers...'

"How often is it played?

"All the time, really. No wonder |I'ma bundle of nerves. W all are. Citizen's rights have been
wai ved, food supplies reduced... W' re having a pause just at the nonent, but it won't last |ong.
Probably they're recovering fromyour little victory.'

"Who' d know details about this Ganme?"

"Asquiol, of course, but it's alnpst inpossible to see him The nearest people ever get is to his
airlock, and then only rarely. You might try Lord Mdrdan, though he's not too approachabl e,
either. M. H gh and Mghty - he's worse than Asquiol in sone ways.'

' Mordan seens interested --enough to tell us already,' Roffrey nodded. 'But |'ve got to speak to
Asqui ol on another matter, so | might as well try to conbine them Thanks.

"A pleasure,' the mdget enthused.

When he had gone, Roffrey went to the conmmunicator and tried to contact Asquiol's ship. He had to
get by nearly a dozen officials before he made contact.
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"Adam Roffrey here, just in fromthe Shifter. Can I come to your ship?
He received a curt acceptance. There had been no picture.

"WIl you take me with you?' WIlow asked. 'He'll be surprised. |I've been waiting a |long, |ong
time for this. He predicted we m ght neet again, and he was right.'

"Of course,' Roffrey agreed. He | ooked at Talfryn. 'He was a friend of yours, too. Want to cone?

Tal fryn shook his head. '"I'lIl stay here and try to find out a bit nore about what's going on
here.' He took a long, alnost theatrical ook at WIlow and then turned away. 'See you.

Rof frey said: 'Just as you like.' He went to the nedical chest and took out a hypodermc and a
bottle of sedative, filled the hypo and punped the stuff into Mary's arm

Then he and Wllow Il eft his launch and, by means of personal power units, nade their way to
Asqui ol ' s shi p.

The airl ock was open, ready for them and it closed behind themas the entered. The inner | ock,
however, did not open

Instead, they saw the light of an internal viewer blink on as they waited and they heard a
broodi ng voice - a polite, faraway voice that seened to carry peculiar echoes which their ears
could not quite catch

" Asqui ol speaking. How rmay | hel p you?
Wl ow, masked in her space suit, remained silent.
"I'm Adam Roffrey, just in fromthe Shifter systemwi th three passengers.

"Yes?' Asquiol's acknow edgenent bore no trace of interest.

"One of themis ny wife - you know her as Mary the Maze. She hel ped Renark in the Shifter.'
Rof frey paused. 'She sent you to Roth.

"I amgrateful to her, though we didn't neet.’

"I've tried to contact a psychiatrist in the fleet. | haven't succeeded.' Roffrey kept his voice
level. 'l don't know where they all are, but ny wife's condition is desperate. Can you hel p?'
"They are all playing the Gane. | amsorry. Gateful as | amto your wife the first priority is to

the race. W cannot release a psychiatrist.'

Rof frey was shocked. He had expected sone response at |least. 'Not even to give nme advice how to
hel p her?'

"No. You rust do what you can for her yourself. Perhaps a medical man will be able to give you
certain kinds of help.’

Rof frey turned di sgustedly back towards the outer |ock. He stopped as Asquiol's voice cane again:
"l suggest you contact Lord Mordan as soon as you can.'

The voice cut off.

"WI Il ow spoke. She felt as if she had died and the word was the | ast she would ever utter
"Asquiol !’

At length, they returned to Roffrey's ship.

Mary was sl eeping peacefully under the sedative but Talfryn had di sappeared. They did not bother
to wonder where he had gone. They sat by Mary's bunk, both of them depressed, their thoughts
turned i nward.
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'"He's changed,' WIllow said flatly.
Rof f rey grunt ed.

'He doesn't sound human any | onger,' she said. 'There's no way of appealing to him He doesn't
seemto care about the approval of the rest of us. Hs loyalty to these nysterious creatures he
contacted seens greater than his loyalty to his friends - or the rest of nankind, for that
matter.'

Rof frey stared down at Mary.

'He doesn't care about anything except this "mission" he has. Everything is being sacrificed and
subordi nated to that one aim | don't even know how valid it is. If | did | night be able to argue
- or even agree with hinl'

' Perhaps Paul could talk to him | got scared. | neant to tell himwho | was. | might be able to
later.'
"Save it. I'll see what Mordan wants with ne first.'

Rof frey noved over to his control panel and operated the screen
‘Lord Mordan?

" Mordan here.' The Gee-lord's face appeared on the screen. He seened di sconcerted when he saw
Rof frey.

"l was just going to contact you. You and Talfryn have been enlisted as Ganblers - subject to
prelimnary tests.'

"What the hell, Mdrdan? I'mnot interested. Tell Talfryn about it. I've got a sick wife to think
about .’

"Talfryn's already here.' Mrdan's face was serious. 'This is inportant - though it may not | ook

like it to you. There's a war to the death on and we're up against it. I'mdirectly responsible to
Asquiol for enlisting any nen | think will help us win. You ve given us a great deal of trouble
already. |'menpowered to kill anyone liable to disrupt our security. Conme over to the Gane Ship -
and cone fast! If you refuse we'll bring you over forcibly. Cear?

Rof frey switched out without answering.

Defiantly, he waited by Mary's bed. She was begi nning to show signs of inproving, physically, but
how her nmind would be when she cane out of the drugged sleep he didn't know

Later, two Geepees demanded entry. Their |aunch was clanped fast against his. They threatened to
hole his ship and enter that way if they had to. He opened the airlocks and let themin.

"What can one extra hand do?' he said. One of themreplied: 'Any nan who can hold off an eneny
attack virtually single-handed is needed in the Gane Ship. That's all we know.'

"But | didn't...' Roffrey stopped hinself. He was | osing his grip.

The Ceepee said with false inpatience: 'You nmay not have realised it, Captain Roffrey, but you did
sonmet hing a while ago that was inpossible. You held out under the conbined attack, nmental and
physi cal, of ten enemy ships. Mst people couldn't have taken an attack from even one!

The ot her Geepee drawl ed: ' That means sonething. Look at it this way. W're danm near beaten now.
We took a hell of a lanbasting during the initial alien attacks. We're the |ast survivors of the
human race and we've got to stay together, work for the cormobn good. That's the only way you'l

| ook after your wife in the long run. Don't you see that?

Rof frey was still not convinced. He was a stubborn man. There was an atavistic inpulse in him
whi ch had al ways kept himaway fromthe herd, and outside the law, relying entirely on his own
initiative and wits. But he was also an intelligent man so he nodded slightly and sai d:
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"Very well - I'Il speak to Lord Mdrdan, anyway.' Then he turned to Wllow. 'WIllow, if Mary shows
any sign of getting worse, let ne know.'

"Of course, Adam'
"You'll stay with her - make sure she's all right?

She | ooked into his face. 'Naturally. But when she's under a sedative there's sonmething else |'ve
got to do.'

"Yes. | understand.'
He shrugged at the Geepees, who turned and |l ed himthrough the airlock
FOURTEEN

The Gane Ship was bigger than a | arge battl ewagon, even nore functional-looking, a little barer of
conforts. Yet it did not seem prepared for battle. There was an at nosphere of hushed sil ence
aboard and their boots clanged |oudly along the corridor which led to Lord Mordan's cabin. A sign
on the door read: Deputy Gane Master, Lord Mordan. Strictly Private. The letters were heavy bl ack
on the white door

The Geepee acconpanyi ng Roffrey knocked on the door
"Enter!’
They went through into a cabin cluttered with instruments.

There were sone Roffrey recogni sed - an encephal ograph, an optigraph-projector - machi nes for
measuri ng the power of the brain, equipnment for testing visualising capacity, for neasuring |.Q
potential, and so on.

Talfryn was sitting in a confortable chair on the other side of Mdrdan's desk. Both nen had their
hands cl enched before them- Talfryn's in his |ap, Mirdan's stretched out across the enpty desk.

"Sit down, Roffrey,' said Lord Mordan. He nmade no reference to Roffrey's defiance of orders. He
seened perfectly controlled. Perhaps over-controlled, thought Roffrey. For a nonment he synpathi sed
- wasn't that his own condition?

He sat down as the Ceepee guard left.
"Ckay,' he said curtly. "Get on with it.'

"I'"ve been explaining to Talfryn how i nportant you both are to this project,' Mrdan said crisply.
"Are you prepared to go along with us on the first stage of our tests?

"Yes.' He was al nost responding to the decisive nood.

'CGood. We've got to find out exactly what qualities you possessed which nmade defeat of that alien
fl eet possible. There is a chance, of course, that you were lucky or that being unprepared for the
sense-inpression attack on you and havi ng no understanding of its origin, you were psychol ogically
better prepared to neet the attack. We'll know the answers later. Let me recap on recent events
first.'

Mor dan spoke rapidly:

"As you know, we entered this universe several weeks ago and encountered its inhabitants shortly
after entry. These people are non-human, as might be expected, and regard us as invaders. That's
fair enough, since we should think the sane in their position. But they made no attenpt to assess
our potential strength, to parley or order us away. They attacked. W have no idea even what they
|l ook |ike, these aliens. You saw how qui ckly they had nobilised an attack on our fleet, well
before we had a chance to talk and tell themwhy we are here.
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"VWhat happened after the first battle - the one | saw?

"There were several others. W lost a lot of ships of all kinds. Finally, Asquiol contacted them
by his own methods, and intinmated that we were quite prepared to settle on planets unsuitable for
themand live in friendly co-operation with them But they wouldn't accept this. However, they
came up with an alternative to open warfare.' He sighed and waved his hand to indicate the nmassed
equi pnent

"W did not reckon with the predom nant society existing here. It is based on a Code of Behavi our
which we find, in parts, very difficult to grasp

“In our ternms it nmeans that the status of a particular individual or group is decided by its

ability to playa warlike game which has been played in this galaxy for centuries. W call it the
Bl ood Red Gane, since one of their prime "weapons" is the ability to addl e our sense-inpressions
so that we get a total sensory experience of the colour red. You already know this, | believe.'

Rof frey agreed. 'But what, apart fromconfusing us, is it neant to do? And how does it work?

"W believe that the aliens have cone to rely, when di sputes break out anong thensel ves, on nore
subt| e weapons than energy-cannon or anything simlar. If we w shed, we night continue to use our
fam liar weapons to fight them as we did at first. But we should have only a slight chance of

wi nni ng. Their weapons nake you better than dead, in their view They turn you insane. If you were
dead you'd be out of the way. But since you're alive but useless as a fighter, you drain our
resources and slow us down in many ways. But that's only part of it. There are rigid, conplicated
rul es which we are having to learn as we go along.' 'Wat are the stakes?' Roffrey asked. 'If we
win so many rounds of the Gane without relying on our ordinary armanents, the aliens will concede
us the right to rule, as absolute nonarchs, their galaxy! Big stakes, Captain Roffrey. W |ose our
lives, they lose their power.' 'They nust be confident of winning.' 'Not according to Asquiol. The
fact that they are winning at the nonent is obvious, but their love of playing this Gane is so

i ngrained that they wel come any new variety. You see, both sides have got to do nore than sinply
play the Gane, they have the added difficulty of not understanding the opponent's capabilities,
susceptibilities, psychology and so forth. In that, we're even. In other things, such as
experience of playing the Gane, they have the advantage.'

"Where do we conme into this?

"We're hoping that you are the aces we need in order to win. Your ship was the only human ship
whi ch has ever succeeded in beating the fantastic odds. Sonehow, you have sonething we need to
beat the aliens!’

"And you don't know what it is?
'"Right.'

"Do we possess it jointly - or does only one of us possess this protective "shield-attack”
quality, whatever it is?

"We're going to find that out, Captain Roffrey. That's why we're testing you both. Al though you
were actually at the controls of your ship, Talfryn, | understand, was beside you.'

Tal fryn spoke slowy: 'VWhat we have to seek, | gather, is a noral advantage over the aliens. It is
not a question of nunbers but prestige. If we win, we gain sufficient status for themto accept
our dom nance. If we lose... what?

"I'f we lose, we'll be beyond caring. Qur supplies are so short we can't risk phasing into a new
universe at this late stage.' Lord Mdrdan turned his attention back to Roffrey. 'Do you see that,
captai n? Your wife is only one of a fewvictins of insanity in the fleet at the nmoment. But if we
don't win the Game, we'll all be mad - or dead.’

Rof frey understood the logic. But he was still suspicious of it.

"Let's get these tests over with,' he said. 'Then maybe we'll know where we're going. |I'll make up
my mnd afterwards.'
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Mordan tightened his lips, nodding a trifle. "As you like,' he said. He spoke towards his desk.
"Ask the testing teamto cone here.'

Three nmen entered Mordan's cluttered cabin.
Mordan stood up to introduce them

"This is Professor Selinsky,' he said. The tallest of the group detached hinself and wal ked over
to Roffrey and Talfryn. He stretched out his fat hand and smled warmy.

"Aad you're here,'" he said. "It looks as if you and your friend may be able to help us out of our
present difficulties.'

He shook hands with them and said: 'These are ny assistants. Doctor Zung' - a small, gl oonmy man of
Mongol i an appearance - 'and Doctor Mann' - a young, bl ond-headed man who | ooked |i ke an adventure-
fiction hero.

"I've heard of you, professor,' said Talfryn. 'You used to hold the Chair of Physiol ogy at Earth.

"That's right,' Selinsky nodded. Then he said. 'W'IlIl give you an ordinary test with the el ectro-
encephal ograph first. Then we'll put you to sleep and see if we can get at the subconscious.
You're prepared to accept all our tests, | presune.' He |ooked at Mdrdan who made no reply.

Roffrey said: 'Yes. As long as it doesn't involve brai nwashi ng.'
Selinsky said sternly: '"This is the fifth century, you know - not the fifth century pre-war.'

"l thought Asquiol and Lord Mdrdan's notto had becone "Needs Must When The Devil Drives," Roffrey
said as he sat in the seat which Doctor Zung had prepared for him

But the reference nade no inpression on Mrdan who had probably never heard it. Roffrey was given
to obscure quotations - it was all part of his atavistic outlook. Mary had once accused hi m of
being deliberately obscurist in his references, of reading old books nmerely in order to pick up
unfam liar quotations to fling at people he despised or disliked. He had agreed. Part of her
attraction, he had added, was that she, at |east, knew what he was tal ki ng about.

A small, glass-alloy hel met was now being fitted over his scalp. He hated such devices. He hated
it all. As soon as this is over, he promised hinmself, I'll show them what independence really
neans.

Such thoughts and enotions gave the scientists sone interesting, if hardly usable, findings.

Pr of essor Selinsky appeared cal mas he checked over the material so far gained fromthe sl eeping
nen.

"All this will require careful analysis, of course,' he said. Then he shrugged his shoul ders.
"What have you found out?" Mordan said.

"Frankly, | can't find any clue at first sight as to what they've got that nmen we're using haven't
al ready got. They're both intelligent - Roffrey quite superlatively so, but there's only a grain
of sonething out of the ordinary. Naturally, this quality would be subtle - we expected that - but
Roffrey isn't the only psychopath in the human race and he isn't the only one with a high 1.Q"' He
si ghed.

"But their menories for sensory-experiences are very good,' Doctor Mann said eagerly. 'In any
event they will help swell the Ganbling strength.

" A poor second,' said Zung disgustedly as he uncoupl ed el ectrodes and neatly placed his persona
equipnment in its cases. 'lI'll agree that we need all the Ganblers we can recruit - but these nen
were going to give us the answer to the problem of defeating the aliens. That's what we hoped,
didn't we, professor?
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Selinsky said: 'This project is wearing us all down, Zung. There's not a scrap of reason for your
def eatest tone - nor yours, Mann. W have a lot of work to do before we can anal yse our findings.
Meanwhi l e’ - he turned to Mordan who had been sitting in his chair with a | ook of studied

i ndi fference on his seaned, bloodhound's face - 'l suggest we put these nen on our regul ar
strength. No need to waste themwhile we study their results. Let thembe trained.'

"You're sure they'Il work all right with the rest?" Mrdan said, getting up

"Why shoul dn't they?' Selinsky pointed his thunb towards the door. 'You know what the atnosphere
inthere's like, with O Hara and everything... None of them are what you would call "normal." Qur
Ganbl ers are all neurotics these days, by definition. Normal people couldn't stand the strain -
normal people couldn't hit back. W count on unusual physiol ogical and psychol ogical patterns to
play the Gane.'

"I trust Talfryn,' Mrdan said, 'he's nuch nore susceptible to persuasion. But Roffrey's a born
troubl emaker. | know - |'ve dealt with himnore than once.'

"G ve himsonething inportant to handle, in that case.' Selinsky swng the armof the optigraph
away from Roffrey's chair. The man stirred but didn't wake. 'He's the kind who needs to be kept
active - who needs to feel that every action he nmakes is personally inspired."’

' There never was such a thing,' said Mrdan, wal king over and staring down at his old eneny.

"Then don't tell him' Selinsky smled faintly. '"It's egocentricity of that order which has pushed
humanity up the scale. Renark and Asquiol were the same - they may sonetines have the w ong
i nformation, but they get better results than we do.'

"Of a kind,' Mrdan agreed reluctantly.

"It's the kind we need right now,' Selinsky told himas he and his assistants bustled out of the
cabin. "W'll send a couple of attendants to take care of them'

"You'll need the whole dann police force to take care of Roffrey once he starts getting stubborn,’
Mordan said fatalistically. He |liked Roffrey, but he knew Roffrey didn't like him He'd come to
the sonewhat conforting conclusion that Roffrey didn't really |ike anyone - apart fromhis wfe.
It was a great pity that he'd found her, Mrdan reflected.

Sel i nsky and his assistants pored over their findings. Mann, although a good and cl ever scientist,
was beginning to tire of the routine work. As they paused for coffee, he said to Selinsky:

" Somet hi ng occurred to nme, professor, which may nmean nothing, but it's worth throw ng out for
di scussion, | think.'

Sel i nsky, who di sapproved of Mann's weakness for theorising while on the job, said inpatiently:
"What is?

"Wll, inthe history we got fromrecords, both Talfryn and Roffrey were on that planet they call
Roth - in the Sundered Worlds - the "lattice planet." Parts of it exist in different continua,
rather |ike Asquiol is supposed to do. Could this planet have exerted some kind of influence on
then? Or perhaps if they stood the test of staying sane on Roth - it turned Roffrey's w fe mad,
renember they are therefore better fitted for fighting the aliens?

Sel i nsky drained his coffee cup and ran a finger across his wet |ips.

"There may be sonething there,’ he said. 'Look, I'Il tell you what. Wrk sonething out properly,
in your spare tine, and show ne your ideas in a report.'

"Spare tinme!' Mann said explosively, though he was pleased at Selinsky's encouragenent - a rare
thing in itself.

"Vell, you can't sleep all of those six hours,' said Zung quietly, grinning to hinself as he went
back to his work.

W1l ow Kovacs felt nmore resigned now. Roffrey had been away too long for there to be nuch chance
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of his com ng back soon. She calnmy filled the hypo and gave Mary anot her sedative, but she
didn't, after all, take one herself. In this calner frame of mind her thoughts had again turned to
Asqui ol . She nmust contact him she felt. At |east she would have a clearer idea of how to act
after she had seen him- whatever happened.

She experienced sone difficulty in getting Roffrey's conmuni cations equi prent to work, but finally
she contacted Mordan.

The Gee-lord's saggi ng face appeared on the screen. He was hunched over his desk apparently doing
not hi ng. He | ooked incredibly tired. WIIlow deci ded he nmust be keeping hinself awake with
stimul ants.

He gave her a nod of recognition and said: 'Mss Kovacs, if you're worried about Roffrey and
Talfryn, there's no need. They have been recruited as Ganblers and will no doubt be getting in
touch with you during a rest period.

' Thanks,' she said, 'but there was sonething el se.
"How i nmportant is it, Mss Kovacs? You understand that |I'mvery..."'
"I wish to contact Asquiol directly.

"That's inpossible now. And, anyway, you wouldn't find it desirable if you realised what he | ooks
Iike. Wiat do you want to say to hin®

"I can't deal through soneone else - it's a purely personal nmatter.'
"Personal ? | remenber - you had some enotional relationship...

"W were very close on Mgaa and on the Shifter worlds. |I'msure he would want to see nme.' She
didn't sound as if she particularly believed her own words.

"Next time | report to himl'll pass your nessage on. That's all | can do, |I'mafraid.' Mrdan
stared curiously at her but said nothing nore.

"WIIl he contact ne if he gets your mnessage?’
"I'f he wants to that's exactly what he will do. I'Il tell himwhat you' ve said - | promnise.'

The screen shimered and was enpty again. Wllow turned it off and wal ked sl oWy back to where
Mary was sl eepi ng.

"What's going to happen to you in all this? she said.

There was in Wllow a |large capacity for synmpathy with those in distress. Even now, with troubles
of her own which she hadn't counted on before she'd reached the fleet, she could turn her
attention to Mary.

But what had at first been a detached enotion of synmpathy such as she could feel towards anyone in
an unpl easant predicanent, was fast running into a | ess healthy feeling. She was beginning to
sense a kinship with Mary. They were both very lonely women - the one |acking any contact with her
fellows, trapped inside her disturbed and junbl ed m nd, veering between near-sanity and conplete
madness; the other with a growi ng conviction that, in her nmonent of need, she had been deserted -
not only by Asquiol, but by Talfryn and Roffrey too.

She sat by the screen, waiting for Asquiol to contact her. She sat stiffly. The cabin was silent,
as silent as the space through which the fleet noved. She shared with the rest of humanity a
denoral i sed, disillusioned sense of |oss, of unknow ng, of confusion. And as in the rest of them
these feelings were crystallising into fear

Only the certain know edge that [oss of control at this tinme would bring certain destruction of
nmind or body allowed themto keep going.

Kept active by drugs, sent to sleep by sedatives, driven by the unconpronmising will of Asquiol and

file:/l/G|/rah/Michael%20Moorcock/Michael%20Moorcock%20-%20The%20Blood%20Red%20Game.txt (79 of 100) [2/6/2004 5:30:44 PM]



file://IG)/rah/Michagl %20M oorcock/Michaegl %620M oorcock%20-%20The%20B| 00d%20Red%20Game.txt
his tool Mrdan, the Ganblers prepared for another round of the Gane.
FI FTEEN

They were seated in threes, each group before a large screen which mrrored the scene on the huge
screen over their heads. The | arge chanber was dark, illum nated solely by light frominstrunments
and screens. Below the small screens were even snaller ones, in two rows of six. Mrdan, who had

brought Talfryn and Roffrey into the chanber, explained in a soft voice what purpose they served.

Rof frey | ooked about him

Three sections of the circular chanber were occupied with the screens and seated before them each
bad its trio of operators - pale, thin men and wonen, for the nost part, living off nervous energy
and drugs. They had gl ass-alloy caps, simlar to those he had worn while taking the tests. No one
| ooked up as he entered.

' The screen above us is, as you can see, nerely a w de-angle viewer which enables us to scan the
space inmediately around the fleet,' Mrdan was sayi ng.

" Each group of operators - Ganblers we call them- is delegated a certain 'area of this space to
wat ch for signs of alien expedition. So far as we can gather, it is part of their code to cone
close - within firing range - to our fleet before beginning the round. Apart fromthat, we are
given no warning that a fresh round is about to comence. That's why we keep constant watch.
Presumabl y anong t hensel ves the aliens have subtler ways of beginning, but this seens to be their
conpr om se.

"When an alien expedition conmes into sight, the teamsighting it alerts the rest and they al
concentrate on that area. The smaller rows of screens record the effect which we beamtowards the
aliens. They record hallucinatory inpul ses, and these are broken down into sections governed by
the different senses, brain-waves of varying frequencies, enotional-inpulses such as fear, anger
and so on, which we are capable of sinulating. W have, of course, projectors, magnifiers and
broadcasti ng equi pment which is capable of responding to the conmands of the Ganblers. But
primarily, in the last resort, everything depends on the imagination, quick reactions,
intelligence and ability to sinulate enotions, thoughts and so on, which each individual Ganbler
possesses. '

"I see.' Roffrey nodded. In spite of hinself, he was interested. 'Wat happens then?

"Just as many of our emotions and inpulses are unfanmiliar and i ncomruni cable to the aliens, the
sanme applies to us. Presumably half the inpressions and nental inmpul ses we have flung at us do not
have the effect the aliens desire, or would get in their own kind. But we have the sane
difficulty.

' These nen have been playing the Gane | ong enough to recogni se whether the effects they send are
effective or not, and can guard agai nst those effects which are nost dangerous to us. Wnning the
Gane, at this stage, anyway, depends |argely upon the extent to which we can assinm | ate and

anal yse what works and what doesn't work. This also, of course, applies to the aliens. You, for

i nstance, had the hallucination of a nonster beast which shocked not only your instincts,
triggering fear, panic, and so on, but shocked your |ogical qualities since you knew that it was
i npossi ble for such a beast to exist in the vacuum of space.'

Roffrey and Tal fryn agreed.

"This sort of effect is what the aliens are relying on - although in the general run of things
these days they have learned to be nuch nore subtle, working directly on the subconsci ous as they
did to a large extent on you, after the beast-inmage didn't get the result they wanted. Therefore
our psychol ogi sts and other researchers are gathering together every scrap of information which
each round gives us, trying to get a clear picture of what effects will have the npbst devastating
results on the alien's subconscious. Here, as | nmentioned, we are fairly well matched - our minds
are as alien to themas theirs are to us.

"The prine object in playing the Bl ood Red Gane, therefore, is to find the exact inpul se necessary
to destroy the qualities which we termself-respect, strength of character, intrinsic confidence,
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and so on.'
Mor dan exhal ed heavily.

"The nunber of | osses we've had can be assessed when | tell you that we've got two hundred nen and
wonen al one who are curled up into foetal balls in the wards of our hospital ships.’

Tal fryn shuddered. 'It sounds revolting.'

"Forget that,' Mordan said curtly. "You'll lose all sense of noral values after you've been
pl aying the Game for a short tinme. The aliens are hel ping us to do what phil osophers and nystics
have been preaching for centuries. Renmenber it? Know thyself, eh?

He shook his head, staring grimy around the chanber where the grey-faced Ganbl ers watched the
screens concentratedly.

"You'll get to know yourself here all right. And I'msure you won't |ike what you |earn.'
'Easier on the brooder, the introvert,' Roffrey said.

' How deep can one man go in probing his innernost inpulses before he pulls back - out of self-
protection if nothing else?" Mrdan said sharply. 'Not far in conparison to what the aliens can do
to you. But you'll find out.'

"You're giving an attractive picture,' Roffrey said.

"Dam you, Roffrey - I'll talk to you after your first round. This nmay, now | come to think of it,
do you an awful |ot of good!'

They were joined by a third individual. He had obviously been a Ganbler for sone tinme. They were
begi nning to recognise the type. He was tall, thin and nervous.

'Fiodor O Hara,' he said, not bothering to shake hands. They introduced thenselves in the sane
curt manner.

"You will be in ny charge until you beconme fanmiliar with the Game,' O Hara said. 'You will obey
every order | give you. Try not to resist ne. The sooner you are trained, the sooner you will be
able to play the Game without any direction. | believe you are what they call an individualist,
Roffrey. Well, you will have to conformhere until you have nmastered the Game - then your

i ndi vidualismw Il doubtless be of great use, since we depend on such qualities.

"Most of the people here are trained in sone branch of psychol ogy, but there area few |ike

yourselves - laynmen - who have a sufficiently high 1.Q to be receptive, alnost instinctively, to
the needs of the Game. | w sh you | uck

"You will find it a great strain to keep your ego free and functional - that is really all you
have to learn to do as a beginner. You will carry out defensive strategy, as it were, until you

are adept enough to begin attacking the eneny. Remenber, both of you, physical strength and daring
mean absolutely nothing in this war. And you | ose not your life, but your sanity - at first
anyway.' Roffrey scratched the back of his neck. Tor God's sake, let's get started,' he said,
inmpatiently. "Don't fret,' Mrdan said as he left them 'You'll soon know when another round
begins.'

O Hara took themto a row of enpty seats. There were three seats, the usual screen and the
m ni ature screens beneath it. Imediately in front of themwere snmall sets of controls which were
evidently used to operate the sense-projectors and other equi pnent.

"W have a short vocabul ary which we shall use later for comunication while the Gane is in
progress,' O Hara said, settling the skullcap on his head. 'Switch sound, for instance, nmeans that
if, at a certain nonment, you are concentrating on taste sensations, | have decided that sounds
woul d be nore efficient against the eneny. If | say, "Switch-taste," it neans that you send taste-
i npressions. That is sinple - you understand?

They showed their assent. Then they settled thenselves to await their first - and perhaps - |ast
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round of the Bl ood Red Gane.

The norality of what they were doing - invading this universe and attenpting to west dom nance of
it fromthe native race - had bothered Asquiol little.

"Rights?" he had said to Mordan when the Gee-lord had rel ayed the doubts of some of the nmenbers of
the fleet. 'Wat rights have they? Wiat rights have we? Because they exist here doesn't nean that
t hey have any special right to exist here. Let them or us, establish our rights. Let us see who
wins the Gane.'

Asqui ol had nore on his nmind than a squabble over property, dangerous as that squabble could be
for the race.

This was Man's | ast chance of attaining his birthright - somethi ng which Asqui ol had al nost
attained in his ability to perceive sinultaneously the entire universe - to take over fromthe
Ori gi nat ors.

Sonehow he had to teach his race to tap its own potential. Here, those Ganbl ers who mi ght survive
woul d be of use.

The race had to begin on the next stage of its evolution, yet the transition would have to be so
relatively sudden that it would be virtually revol ution

And there was the personal matter of his inconpleteness the torturing frustration of know ng that
the m ssing piece that would make hi m whol e was so close - he could sense it - as to be al npost
within his grasp. But what was it?

Dwel l'ing in thought, Asquiol was grave.

Even he could not predict the eventual outcone if they won the Gane. More able to enconpass the
scope of events than the rest of the race, in sone ways he was as nmuch in a tenporal vacuum as
they were - quite unable to relate past experience with present, or the present with whatever the
future was likely to be.

He existed in all the nmany dinensions of the multiverse. Yet he was bound by the single

mul tiversal dinension of Tine alnpbst as nmuch as anyone el se. He had cast off chains of space but
was tied, as perhaps all denizens of the multiverse would al ways be, by the steady-paced,

i mperturbable prow of Time, which brooked no halt, which condoned no tampering with its novenent,
whether to slow it or to speed it.

Ti me, the changer, could not be changed. Space, perhaps, the material environnment, could be
conquered. Time, never. It held the secret of the First Cause - a secret not known even to the
Originators who had built the great, finite nmulti-verse as a seeding bed - a wonb - for their
successors. But should the human race survive the birth pangs and succeed the Originators, Asquio
felt that it would not present a key to the secret.

Per haps, in many generations - each generation neasured as a stage in Man's evolution - it would
be found. But would the solution to the puzzle be wel coned? Not by his race - but maybe its great-
grand-chil dren woul d be capabl e of accepting and retaining such know edge. For once they repl aced
the Originators they woul d have the task of creating their successors. And so it would continue,
perhaps ad infinitum- to what greater purpose?

He stopped this reverie abruptly. In this respect he was a pragmatist. He could not concern
hinself with such pointless specul ation

There was a lull in the Gane. The coming of Roffrey's ship and its defeat of the aliens had
evidently non-plussed themfor a while. But Roffrey, so far, had not experienced the real struggle
whi ch was between m nds, trained mnds capable of perform ng the nbst savage outrage there could
be - destroying the id, the ego, the very qualities that set nman above ot her beasts.

For a nonent he wondered about Talfryn, but stopped the train of thoughts since it |led to another
question troubling him
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Asqui ol allowed his concentration to cease for a nonent as he enjoyed the rich nourishnment that
experience of dwelling on all planes of the nmultiverse gave him He thought: | amlike a child in
a wonmb, save that | know |l amin the wonb. Yet | ama child with a part mssing, | sense it. Wat
is it? What will conplete ne? It is as if the part would not only conplete ne, but conplete itself
at the same tine.

As was happeni ng i ncreasingly, he was interrupted by a sharp signal fromthe comuni cator

He | eaned forward in his chair, the strange shadows and curious hal f-seen i mages danci ng about
his. As he noved, the area of space between him and the comruni cator seenmed to spray apart, flow
and nove spasnodically |ike water disturbed by the intrusion of an alien body. This happened
whenever he noved, although he hinmself was only aware of his passing his armthrough many objects
whi ch exerted a very faint pressure upon his |inbs.

He could not only see the nultiverse, he could also feel it, snell it, taste it. Yet this was
little help in dealing with the aliens, for he found it alnost as difficult as the rest of his
race to understand the actual psychol ogy of the non-hunman attackers.

The conmuni cator cane to |ife.
'Yes?' he said.

Agai n, Mordan had not turned on his own receiver, so that whereas Asquiol could see him he need
not subject hinself to the eye-straining sight of Asquiol's scintillating body.

"A few nessages,' Mrdan went through them quickly. 'Hospital ship OP8 has di sappeared. W heard
that the I.T. field was beconing erratic. They were repairing it when they just... faded out of
space. Any instructions?

'l saw that happen. They're safe enough where they are. No instructions. If they're |ucky they'l
be able to rejoin the fleet if they can adjust their field.'

"Roffrey and Talfryn, the two nen who succeeded in withstanding the B.R effect so successfully,
have been subjected to all Professor Selinsky's tests and he is studying the "results now In the
meantime they are being taught how to play the Gane.'

"What el se?" Asquiol observed Mordan's worried expression

"There were two wonen on Roffrey's ship. One of themwas the nmad woman - Mary Roffrey. The ot her
calls herself WIIow Kovacs. | have already forwarded this information to you, you renenber.'’
"Yes. Is that all?

"M ss Kovacs asked ne to pass a nessage on to you. She says that you were personally acquai nted on
M gaa and later in the Shifter. She would like it if you could spare the time to get in touch with
her. The ship is on 050L metres for tight contact.' 'Thank you.

Asqui ol switched out and sat back in his seat. There was in himstill sone part of the strong
enmotion he had felt for Wllow But he had had to rid hinmself of it twice. Once when she had
declined to follow himto Roth, once after he met the Originators. H s inpression of her was, by
now, a little vague - so much had happened.

He had had to di spense with nmany val uabl e enpoti ons when he assuned control of the fleet. This was
out of no spirit of anbition or will to dominate. It was sinply that his position denmanded nmaxi mum
control of his mind. Therefore enptions had to be sacrificed where they could not directly
contribute to what he was doing. He had become, in so far, as ordinary human rel ati onshi ps were

i ncluded, a very lonely nan. Hi s perception of the nultiverse had nore than conpensated for the
breaks in human contact he had been forced to nake, but he rather w shed that he had not had to
make those breaks.

Normal Iy, he never acted on inpul se, yet now he found hinmself turning his comunicator dial to the
wavel ength O50L netres. Wen it was done he waited. He felt al nbst nervous.

W1l ow saw her screen leap into |life and she quickly adjusted her own controls with the
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i nformation indi cated above the screen. She acted hurriedly, excitedly, and then the sight she saw
froze her for a nonent.

After that, her novenents were slower as she stared fascinatedly at the screen
"Asquiol? she said in a faltering voice.
"Hell o, WIIlow'

The man still bore the famliar facial characteristics of the Asquiol who had once raged through
t he gal axy spreadi ng chaos and | aughter in his wake.

She renenbered the insouciant, noody youth she had loved. But this... this Satan incarnates
sitting inits chair like some fallen archangel - this golden sight bore no relation to himas she
renmenbered him

" Asqui ol ?'

I'mdeeply sorry," he said, and smled at her with a nelancholy | ook for an archangel to wear.

Her face reflected the peculiar dancing effect which the inage on the screen produced. She stepped
back fromit and stood with her shoul ders drooping. And now she had only the nenory of |ove.

"l shoul d have taken ny chance,' she said.

"There was only one, I'mafraid. If I'd known, | perhaps could have convinced you to come with us.
As it was | didn't want to endanger your life.'

"l understand,' she said. Tough for ne, eh?
He didn't reply. Instead he was gl anci ng behi nd hi m

"I'1l have to switch out - our opponents are starting another round of the Gane. Goodbye, WII ow.
Perhaps, if we win, you and | can have another talk."'

But she was silent as the golden, brilliant imge faded fromthe screen
S| XTEEN

O Hara turned to his conpani ons.

"This is your trial," he said. 'GCet ready.'

There was a faint hunm ng sensation in the huge, circular chanber.

O Hara had adjusted his screen so that he could now see the alien ships swi ming through space
towards them Only a fewmnmles fromthe fleet they cane to a stop and remained, in relation to the
fleet, in a fixed position.

Rof frey suddenly found hinsel f thinking of his childhood, his nother, what he had thought of his
father and how he had envied his brother. Wy should he suddenly decide to...? Hastily he pulled
himsel f out of this reverie, feeling slightly nauseated by a random t hought that had begun to
creep into his conscious nmind. This was akin to what he'd experienced earlier, but not so intense.

"Careful, Roffrey - it's beginning,' said O Hara.
And it was only a nild beginning.

What ever the aliens had | earned of the human subconscious, they used. However, they had gai ned
such a store of information, Roffrey would never know - though the human psychiatrists had a
simlar store of 'weapons' to turn back against their enenies.

Every dark thought, every unhealthy whim every | oathsone desire that they had ever experienced
was dredged up by the alien nachi nes and shoved before their conscious ninds.
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The trick, as O Hara had said, was to forget values of good and evil, right and wong, and to
accept these inpressions for what they were - desires and thoughts shared by everyone to sone
degr ee.

But Roffrey found it hard going.

And this was not all. The alien nmeans of triggering these thoughts was spectacul ar and nind
smashing in its incredibly clever intensity.

He found it difficult to define between what was sight or snell, taste or sound.

And pervading it all, in the aching background of everything, was the swirling, whirling,
chattering, shrieking, odorous, clanmmy, painful colour - the blood red sense.

It was as if his mnd had exploded. As if it were gouging its contents, awash with bl ood and the
agony of naked thoughts, unclothed by prejudice and sel f-deception. There was no confort in this
worl d he had suddenly entered - no rel ease, no rest or hope of salvation. The alien sensory-
projectors were forcing himfurther and further into his owm mnd, junbling what was there when it
did not suit their purpose to showit to himas it really was. Al his conscious thoughts and
senses were scranbled and jellied and altered. Al his subconscious feelings were halted before
hi m and he was forced to | ook

In the back of his mnd was a small spark of sanity repeating over and over again: 'Keep sane -
keep sane - hang on - it doesn't matter - it's all right.' And at tines he heard his own voice
bl ended with dozens of others as he howed like a dog and cried |like a child.

Yet in spite of all this that was flung against himand the rest, in spite of the |oathing he
began to feel for hinself and his fellows, there was still the spark which kept hi m sane.

It was at this spark that the aliens ained their main concentration, just as the nore experienced
Ganbl ers in the human ranks ainmed to destroy the little sparks of sanity alive in their opponents.

Never in the history of the human race had such dreadful battles been fought. This was nore like a
war between depraved denons than between material creatures.

It was all Roffrey could do to keep that spark alive as he sweated and struggl ed agai nst the
colums of sound, the vast, booni ng waves of snells, in the groani ng novenent of col our

And as if in keeping with this battleground, the blood red nmingling of senses swam and ran and
convul sed and heaved thensel ves through his racked being, hurled thensel ves along his neura
tracts, hacked past his cortical cells, maul ed his synapses and shook body and brain into a
form ess, useless jelly of garbled receptions.

Bl ood red! There was nothing now save the blood red shrilling of a pervading, icy, stinking taste
and a washed-out feeling of absolute self-loathing that crept in everywhere, in every cranny and
corner of his mind and person so that he wanted nothing nore than to shake it aside, to escape
fromit.

But it trapped him- the blood red trap fromwhich he could only escape by retreating back down
the corridors of his experience, to huddle confortingly in the wonb of...

The spark flared and sanity returned conpletely for a nonent. He saw the sweating, concentrated
faces of the other operators. He saw Talfryn's face withing and heard the nan groani ng, saw

O Hara's thin hand on his shoul der and grunted an acknow edgenment. He gl anced at the tiny screen
which was fluttering with danci ng graphs and pul sating |ight.

Then he was reaching for the small control panel before him and his bearded face bore a tw sted
hal f-snmil e as he shout ed:

"Cats!’
"And they crawl along your spines with their claws gripping your nerves.

'Tides of nud, oozing. Drown, creatures, drown!'
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The words thenselves were of little effect, but they were not neant to be - they were triggering
of f enptions and inpressions in his own nind

He was attacking now Using the very enotions and inpressions which the aliens had rel eased. And
he had grasped sone understandi ng of how they could react to these things, for there had been in
their attack several inpressions which had nmeant nothing to him translated into his own terns.
These he flung back with a will and his own screens began to lap to the horrid rhythns of his
savagel y wor ki ng m nd.

First he sent the blood red inpressions back, since these were obviously a prelininary attack
whi ch forned the basis of the Ganme. He didn't understand why this should be, but he was |earning
qui ckly. And one of the things he had | earned was that reason played little part while the Gane
was on. That instinct had to be turned into a fighting tool. Later the experts could anal yse
results.

But then he felt the hysteria | eave himand there was silence in the chanber.
"Stop! Roffrey - stop! It's over - they won. Christ! W haven't got a hope now'

"Wn? | haven't finished...' 'Look - ' Several of the Ganblers were sprawl ed on the floor, nmewing
and drooling insanely. Ohers were curled into tight foetal balls. Attendants rushed in to tend to
t hem

"W've | ost seven. That neans the aliens won. W got perhaps five. Not bad. You nearly had your
opponent, Roffrey, but they've pulled back now You'll probably get another chance. For a first-
timer you did exceptionally well.’

Tal fryn was insensible when they turned their attention to him

O Hara appeared unconcerned. 'He's lucky - it looks as if he's only blacked out. | think he's
tough enough to take another round or two now he's got used to the Gane.'

"I't was - filthy...' Roffrey said. H's whole body was tight with strain, his nerves were, bunched,
his head ached terribly, his heart punped wildly. He even found it hard to focus on O Hara.

Seeing his trouble, O Hara took a hypodernmic froma case in his pocket and gave Roffrey an
i njection before he could protest.

Roffrey began to feel better. He still felt tired, but his body started to relax and the headache
was | ess intense.

"So that's the Blood Red Gane,' he said after a monent
"That's it,' said O Hara.
Sel i nsky studi ed the papers Mann had prepared for him

"You may well have sonething here,' he said. 'It is possible that the Shifter exerts a particular
i nfluence on the human mind that equips that mnd for withstanding the attacks of the aliens.'

He | ooked up and spoke to Zung, who was fiddling with sonme equi pnment in one corner of the room

"You say that Roffrey stood up particularly well in his first round?
Yes,' the little Mngolian nodded. 'And he resuned the attack without direction. That's rare.'

He's val uabl e enough wi thout havi ng any special characteristics,' Selinsky agreed.

"What do you think of my suggestions? Mann said, alnost inpatiently, wanting to get back to his
own |ine of inquiry.

"Interesting,' Selinsky said, '"but still nothing very definite to go on. |I think we might ask to
see Roffrey and Talfryn
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and find out what we can about their experiences in the Shifter.'
"Shall | ask themto conme here?' Zung suggest ed.
"Yes, will you?" Selinsky frowned as he studi ed Mann's notes.

Fromthe turnoil that was her ruined brain, Mary was energing. Half afraid, for the know edge of
her insanity preyed al ways on her sane m nd, she was reassenbling her reason

Suddenly there was no nmore confusion. She lay there, eyes seeing nothing at all - no sights of
di sordered creation, no threatening creatures, no danger. Al she heard was the slight scuffling
sound of sonebody noving about near her

Very carefully, she thought back

It was hard to distil a sense of tine out of the chaos of menory. It had been as if she had spent
nost of her life in a whirlpool, perfornming such neani ngless actions as piloting a ship, opening
ai rl ocks, making equations on pads that flowed away from her and di sappeared.

There had been periods when the turnoil of the whirl pool had abated - sane periods where she had
hovered on the brink of insanity but never quite succunbed. There had been the first arrival at
the Shifter, |ooking for the know edge she had found on CGolund. There had been a | anding on
Entropi um and then a chaotic journey anong the planets through space that contained no | aws, only
a turbul ent inconsistency; |anding, finding nothing, keeping a hold on her sanity which kept
threatening to crack; and finally to Roth where her mnd had gone conpletely. Aware of warnth.
Then away from Roth in a manner she could never renenber, back to Entropium a nman who asked her
guestions - Jon Renark - and the horror of half-sanity finally smashed by the cataclysmthat had
turned Entropiuminto rubble; the dash for the Hauser, crashing on a peaceful planet - EKiversh,
perhaps? - and resting, resting - then on to Roth ... chaos ... warmh ... chaos ...

Why ?

What had kept pulling her back to Roth, so that every tine she returned her sanity had given out a
little nore, a little nore? But the last tinme there had been sonething extra - a turning point, as
if she had gone full circle, on the road back to sanity. She had net entities there, things of
form ess light that had spoken to her. No, that was probably a hallucination..

Wth a healthy sigh she opened her eyes. WII|ow Kovacs stood over her. Mary recogni sed the wonman
who had conforted her. Mary sm | ed

"Where's ny husband?' she said quietly, and conmposed her features.

"Feel better now?” WIIlow said. The snmile she gave in reply was sorrowful, but Mary saw it was not
her that WIIlow pitied.

"Much. I's Adam..?'

"He's been recruited to play this Gane.' Briefly WIIlow explained all she knew. 'He should be
getting in touch soon.'

Mary nodded. She felt rested, at peace. The horror of her nmadness was a faint menory which she
pushed further and further back. Never again, she thought. That was it - I'mall right now That
was the last tinme. She felt herself drifting into a deeper, nore natural sleep

Rof frey and Talfryn entered Selinsky's lab. Roffrey, huge and powerful, his black beard seenmng to
bristle with vitality, said:

"More tests, professor?

"No captain. W wish nerely to question you on one or two points which have cropped up. To tel
you the truth, neither of you appears to possess any strong trait which can account for your
besti ng so many opponents. W have di scovered that the reason you were able to beat those ships
with such apparent ease was that every one of their Ganblers was beaten - put out of action by
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sone force so powerful that it crossed space wi thout any sending equiprment to aid it. Their
receivers turned the emanations into a force which destroyed their mnds conmpletely. But you
possess no qualities of sufficient strength which could account for this. It is as if you needed
an ... anplifier of sone kind. Can you explain that?'

Rof frey shook his head.

But Talfryn was frowning and sai d not hing. He appeared thoughtful. 'Wat about Mary?' he said
slowy.

"Yes, that may be it!' Zung | ooked up from his notes.
"No, it isn't," Roffrey said grimy

Tal fryn broke in: 'She's the one. Your wife, Roffrey. She was absolutely crazy on Entropium She
travel | ed between the Shifter's planets when space was wild and chaotic. She nust have had a
trenmendous reserve of control sonewhere in her if she could stand what she did. She could have
pi cked up all kinds of strange inpressions that worked on her brain. She did, in fact. She's our
anplifier!’

"Well, what about it?" Roffrey turned round and | ooked at the three scientists standing there
eagerly, live vultures who had spotted a dying traveller

Sel i nsky si ghed.
"I think we're right,' he said.

Mary stared out at the hazy light of the fleet dropping through darkness towards the far-off stars
gleaming like lights at the end of a long, |ong tunnel

" Adam Roffrey,' she said al oud, and wondered what she woul d feel when she saw him
"How did you get to the Shifter?" WII|ow asked from where she sat.

"I ran away from Adam | got tired of his restless life, his constant hatred of civilisation and

ordered society. | even tired of his conversation and his jokes.

"Yet | loved him Still do. |I'man ant hropol ogi st by profession, and took advantage of Adam s
trips to the rembte outworlds to keep ny hand in. One tine, we |anded on Golund - the planet with
signs of having been visited by a race from another galaxy. | hunted around the planet but got no
nore than the scant information available. So I left Adamand went to the Shifter when it

mat eri alised in our space-tine, hoping to find sone clues there. | searched the Shifter system |

searched it and clung to ny sanity by a thread. But Roth was the last straw, Roth finished ne.

She turned back to ook at Wllow, smling. 'But now | feel saner than |I've ever done - and |'m
thinking of settling down if | can. Becoming a good little wife to Adam Wat do you think of
that, WIlow?' Her eyes were serious.

‘"I think you're nuts,” WIllow said tactlessly. '"Don't sell out for the easy life. Look at ne..."'
"It's been hard, though,' said Mary, staring at the floor. Tar too hard, WIIlow'

"I know,' she said.

The conmuni cator whistled. Mary went to it, operated the control

It was Roffrey.

"Hell o, Adam' she said. Her throat felt constricted. She put her hand to it.

"Thank God,' he said, his weary face inpassive.

She knew she still loved him That al one was conforting.

"You got a doctor, then?' he said.
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"No,' she said sniling. 'Don't ask ne how - just accept that |'m sane. Sonethi ng happened - the
fight with the aliens, sonmething on Roth, maybe just Wllow s nursing. | don't know | feel a new
wonan. '

H s face softened as he relaxed. He grinned at her. 'l can't wait,' he said. 'Can you and WII| ow

come over to the Game Ship right away? That's what | contacted you for - before | knew.'
"Certainly,' she said. 'But why?

' The people here think that all four of us, as a sort of team nanaged to beat off the alien sense-
i mpression attack. They want to give you a fewroutine tests along with WIlow Oay?

Tine,' she said. 'Send over a launch to collect us and we'll be with you.
She t hought she saw himfrown just before he switched out.

Much later, Selinsky screwed up his tired face and pushed his hand over it. He shook his head
briskly as if to clear it, staring at the two wonen who, under sedatives, lay asleep in the
testing chairs.

"There's certainly sonething there,' he said, rolling a small |ight-tube between his pal ns. 'Wy
couldn't we have tested all four of you together? A stupid oversight.' He glanced at the
chrononeter on his right index finger

"I've no idea why, but Asquiol is to broadcast to the entire fleet ina little while. About the
Gane, | think. | hope the news is good - we could do with sone.'

Roffrey was ill at ease, brooding, paying scant attention to the scientist. He stared down at Mary
and he suddenly felt weak, ineffectual, as if he no longer played a part in her life, and could
hardly control his own. An unusual feeling - connected, perhaps, with the shape that events seened
to be taking...

Now she renenbered. As she slept, physically, her nind was alert. She renenbered | anding on Roth,
of stunbling over the surface, of falling dowmn an abyss that took her upwards; of the strange,
warm t hi ngs that had entered her brain... She renenbered all this because she coul d sense
sonmething simlar quite close to her. She reached out to try and contact it, but failed - only
just failed. She felt like a clinber on a cliff-face who was reaching for the hand of the clinber
just above, the fingers stretching out carefully, desperately, but not quite touching.

There was sonebody out there - sonebody |ike her - but nore like than she was. That was the
i mpression she got. Who or what was it? Was it a person, such as she defined the word, or
sonet hi ng el se?

Adan? No, it wasn't Adam She realised she had spoken his nane al oud.

"I"'mhere,’ he said, smling down at her. She felt his big hand grasping her firmy,
encour agi ngly.

"Adam ... there's sonmething ... | don't know. ..’
Sel i nsky appeared beside her husband. 'How are you feeling? he asked.

"Fine, physically. But |I'mpuzzled.' She sat up in the chair, dangling her legs, trying to touch
the floor. 'Wat did you find out?

"Quite a bit,' he said. "And we'll be needing you. Are you willing to take a big risk and hel p us
pl ay the Ganme?'

Mary wondered why her husband was so quiet.
SEVENTEEN

This time, Asquiol realised, he would have to visit the Gane Ship personally, for the tine he had
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feared had cone
The aliens had virtually won the Bl ood Red Gane.

Jewel l ed, the nultiverse spread around him awash with life, rich with pulsating energy, but it
coul d not conpensate for his npbod of near-despair. Coupled with the enpty ache within him the
ache for the m ssing piece which seened so close, it threatened to control him

He still could not trace the source, but it was there. Something, |ike himbut not so devel oped,
was in touch with him- alnost the nmultiverse. He began to put out feelers of his nmind into the
mul tiverse, searching.

But then his conscience nade himwi thdraw fromthis and concentrate once nore on the i medi ate
probl em As had happened on past occasions, he had been in comrunication with the alien | eaders.
This time they had found it hard to disguise their jubilation, for the Ganme had taken firm shape

They were w nning. Even with the setback they had received fromRoffrey's ship, their score had
mount ed enor nousl y.

Asquiol still found it difficult to conprehend their nethod of scoring, but he trusted them It
was unt hi nkable for themto cheat.

Hi s way of communicating with them was the way he and Renark had | earned fromthe Originator. It
wasn't telepathy. It relied on no exact human sense, but involved the use of waves of energy which
only one in conpl ete awareness of the multiverse mght sense and harness. It did not involve
words, but used pictures and synbols. It had been by analysis of sone of these synmbols which
Asqui ol had passed on to themthat the psychiatrists had managed to devi se 'weapons' for use

agai nst the aliens.

Asqui ol still had no idea of what the aliens called thenselves and did not even have a cl ear
i npression of their physical appearance. But their nessages were easy enough to interpret and the
fact remmined that the human race had reached a crisis point.

Only one nore round of the Gane woul d deci de the issue!

Then, if the human race refused to accept the decision and began open war again, Asquiol knew they
were doored, for their fleet was too depleted to stand any chance at all.

News received recently did not alter this certainty. A nunber of farnmships had broken down, others
had been | ost conpletely or been destroyed in their early physical encounters with the aliens.
Less than two thousand ships of all kinds remained in the fleet - a vast enough caravan by any
ordi nary standards, but nearly a quarter of a nmillion ships had originally left the home universe.

It was in a nood bordering on hopel essness that he stretched out a scintillating armand put his
communi cator on to a general broadcast wavelength to informthe race of what he had | earned. It
was rare for himto do this, since direct contact with menbers of his race was becomi ng
increasingly less attractive. He began:

"Asqui ol here. Please listen attentively to my nessage. | have recently been in contact with our
attackers and they have inforned ne that, as far as they are concerned, the ganme is virtually won -
that they are confident that they will be the victors. This means that our position is very nearly
hopel ess.

"W have, at npbst, enough supplies to last us for a nonth. Unl ess we nake planet-fall on sone
habi tabl e world soon, you will all be dead.

"The only way in which we can survive is to win, decisively, the last round of the Gane. The

ali ens already have a consi derabl e advant age over us and feel that they can, in the next round,
sufficiently increase this to ensure victory. Qur Ganblers are weary and we have no nore recruits.
We have drained out talent as we have drained our resources. Qur scientists are still working to
devise a new way of beating the aliens, but | nust tell you that tine is running very short. Those
anong you not directly involved in playing the Blood Red Gane had best nmake what plans you can,
bearing in mnd what | have said.
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"To the Ganblers and all those attached to the Gane Ship | can only ask for greater effort,
knowi ng you have worked at full capacity for many days. Renmenber what we can wi n. Everything!
Remenber what we stand to |ose. Everything!'

Asqui ol sat back, his nessage still unfinished, and as he breathed in the exotic scents of the
mul tiverse, he saw the hull of his ship a stark outline against an over-poweringly beautiful
background of space alive; sensed, again, that peculiar feeling of kinship with another entity.
Where was it? In this universe - or another? Then he conti nued:

"I nmyself will not be directly affected by the outcone, as many of you have guessed. But this is
not to say | amunaffected by ny trust - to lead the race to safety in the first instance and to
sonmething nore in the second. There are those anong you who ask what becane of my conpanion
Renar k, our original |eader. You wonder why he stayed behind in the contracting universe. My
answer is vague, for neither of us got a clear idea fromthe Originators why this had to be. It is
probably that the stuff of his great spirit was spread anongst us, to give all of us extra
vitality - the vitality that we need. It may al so have been that he sensed his role finished and
m ne only to have begun. Perhaps that is an arrogant thing to say.

"Renark was a brave man and a visionary. He was confident that mankind, by its efforts, could
avoi d, destroy or survive all danger. He was a believer in human WII| conquering all obstacles -
physical, intellectual, and netaphysical. In this, perhaps, he was naive. But w thout that

i deal i sm and nai vete, our race could not have survived.

' However, what saved us fromone formof peril may not be able to save us fromanother. Different
problens require different solutions. WII alone is not now sufficient to win the Bl ood Red Gane.
It nust be renenbered that the circunstances applying to us in our present predicanment are nuch
nmore conpl ex than they were when Renark and | went on our quest.

"W nust be totally ruthless, now. W nust be strong and courageous. But we nust al so be devious,
cautious and sacrifice any idealismwhich nmade us enbark on this voyage. Sacrifice is for surviva
- and the survival of a greater ideal.

Asqui ol wondered whet her to continue. But he decided he had said sufficient for the nonent.
Agai n he sat back, allowing hinmself to experience full unity with the nmultiverse.
"Where are you...?' he said, half-aloud. 'Wo are you?

The need was tangible in him- disconcerting, distracting his attention fromthe matter he nust
give all his mnd to.

He had al ready been in contact with the Gane Ship and now waited inpatiently for the signal which
would tell hima vessel was ready to take himthere.

He rose and paced the cluttered cabin, the light shivering and breaking apart into rays of shining
bl ue, gold and silver; shadows quivered around himand at tines there seemed to be several ghostly
Asquiols in the cabin

At length the launch cl anped agai nst the side of his ship and he passed through his airlock and
into the cranped cabin of the launch. Quickly it cruised over to the Gane Ship and eased si deways
into a receiving bay. The great outer doors closed down swiftly and Asqui ol stepped out to be
greeted by Lord Mordan.

"Perhaps,' he said, "with your aid, Asquiol...'

But Asqui ol shook his iridescent head. '|I have little special power,' he said. 'l can only hope
that ny aid will help the Ganblers to hang on a little |onger.

"There is sonmething el se. Selinsky wants to see you. It appears that all four of those people who
cane in fromthe Shifter have sone kind of group-power...'

They were striding along the corridors, their boots clanging on netal
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Asquiol said, 'I'lIl speak to Selinsky now.'
He stopped as Mordan paused beside a door. 'This is Selinsky's |ab.'
"I's he in?
Mordan turned a stud and entered. Selinsky |ooked up, blinking as Asquiol followd Mrdan in.

"An honour...' he said, half-cynically.
"Lord Mordan tells ne, professor, that you are on to sone new devel opnment ?

"Yes, that's so. The woman - Mary Roffrey. She's not only sane now, she's... what? Super-sane!
Somet hi ng was done to her nmind on Roth. The whole nature of it altered. It is very different from
anyone el se's - except, perhaps...'

"M ne?" Asquiol felt excitenent creeping through him 'Is she, then, like ne - as you see ne?

Selinsky shook his head. 'She seens perfectly normal - until you anal yse her brain structure.
She's what we need, all right.'

Asqui ol was beginning to see the pattern now. Was this woman the m ssing piece in his existence?
Had the Originators done sonmething to her brain in order to formher into what she potentially was
- a weapon? He could only guess.

Sel i nsky said: 'She wasn't a product of the alien attack at all. She was a product of nore than
just a series of nmadness-inducing hallucinations on Roth. Something or sonebody had actually
tanpered with her brain. It's the nost delicately balanced thing |I've ever seen!’

"What do you nean?' Asqui ol asked.

'One way - utter nmamdness; the other way - unguessable sanity.' Selinsky frowed. 'I'd hate to be
in her position. W've got her doing a quick training course with O Hara at the nonent. But
pl aying the Game could ruin her mnd for good, tip the bal ance once and for all.’

"You mean she'd be conpletely insane?

" Yes.'

Asqui ol pondered. 'We nust use her,' he said finally. 'Too much is at stake.'
"Her husband is against the idea, but she seens to be taking it all right.

"He's the troubl e-maker - Roffrey,' Mordan interposed.
"WII he give trouble in this business?

'He seens resigned,’ Selinsky said. 'A strange nood for him Playing the Gane seens to have
wrought a change in him Not surprising...'

"l must see her,' Asquiol said with finality, turning to | eave the | aboratory.
They began the Iong wal k down the corridor to the Game Chanber.

Now Asqui ol wanted to see Mary Roffrey - wanted to see her desperately. As he strode along, his
nm nd wor ked qui ckly.

Ever since he and Renark had gone to the Shifter, their paths had crossed indirectly. He had never
met her - yet she had been the person to supply Renark with a lot of inportant information wthout
whi ch they m ght never have reached the Oiginators. Wat was she? Sone puppet of the Oiginators
whi ch they were using to aid the race? O was she sonething nore than a puppet?

She nmust be the nissing factor in his own existence. Yet obviously she had no direct contact with
the multiverse. She had the power to strike devastatingly back at the aliens - and he had no
conpar abl e power. There were things that |inked them yet there were qualities that separated them
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also. It was as if they both represented certain abilities which Man was capabl e of possessing.
She had sonething he didn't have - he had sonmething she didn't have. How sinmilar were they?

Thi s, perhaps, he would find out in a nonent.

He went over in his mnd the infornmation he had. Mary's mnd had been primarily responsible for
disorientating the aliens in a wild round of the Gane. At that stage she had acted as a conductor
for the rest. Al of them having been on Roth, they were probably that rmuch nore capabl e of
fighting the aliens than anyone else in the fleet. Therefore they would use the other three as
well as Mary.

But uppernost in his mind was what Selinsky had just told him
Mary's mind could inmprove - or snap irreparably under the stress of this |last round.

He knew what he woul d have to do now. But it was a heavy weight. As he contenplated it, the Iight
around him seened to fade, becone colder and less frenetic in its novenent. Sadness, such as he
had never thought to experience again, filled him and he fought it unsuccessfully.

He nmight, in essence, have to nurder a wonan - and cut hinmself off fromthe power she possessed.
The power that was part of himas well as of her.

It was getting late - too late for anything but inmediate action. The time of the |last round was
appr oachi ng.

They reached the door of the Gane Chanber..
El GHTEEN

In the main chanmber, Mary was seated between WIllow and listening to the man's briefing. Around
them the other Ganblers were readying thenmselves for the last round. They |ooked ill at ease and
weary. Many of themdid not | ook up even when Asquiol cane in, flinging the door of the chanber
open and striding quickly across the great room The light flowed about the many facets of his
body and streamed away behind him Mry turned round and saw hi m

"You!' she said.
A |l ook of puzzlement crossed Asquiol's face. '"We've net?' he said. '|I don't renenber.

"I saw you with Renark several tines - on Roth.'

But we left Roth ages ago!'

"I know - but Roth is a strange planet. Tine is non-existent there. Anyway, it wasn't only that.'

Then how el se did you recogni se me?

I've sensed you've been here all the tine. Even before we reached the fleet, | think.

" But obviously you do not exist, as | do, in the entire nultiverse. Wat could the Iink be, I
wonder?' Then he sniled. 'Perhaps our nutual friends the Originators could tell us.'

"Probably it's sinpler than that,' Mary replied. The sense of enpathy with Asquiol was |ike
not hi ng she had ever experienced before. 'Because we have seen them and gai ned fromthe contact,
we recognise it in each other.'

"Very likely.' He nodded, then suddenly noticed that WIlow was staring at him her eyes full of
tears. He took control of hinself and said briskly: '"Wll, we had better get ready. I'mgoing to
be in control of this project. You, Mary, will work under my direction using - as power, as it

were - the other three, Roffrey, Talfryn and Wllow It's quite sinple - a sort of gestalt link.'

She | ooked at the others, who had crossed the roomfromwhere Selinsky and his team were worKking
on a nechanism 'Did you hear that?' Adam had the | ook of a dunb beast in pain as he stared at her
for a nonment before dropping his eyes.
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"W heard it,' he said. "All of it.'

She gl anced at Asquiol as if seeking his advice, but he couldn't help her. Both of them were now
inasimlar position - Mary with Roffrey and Asquiol with WII| ow.

The tine was nearing, Mary felt, when she would have to sever her ties with her husband.

The tine had passed, Asquiol reflected, when he and WIIlow could have been united by the comon
bond which he and Mary possessed.

As they | ooked at one another, they seemed to convey this w thout need of speech
O Hara interrupted them

' CGet ready, everyone! Renenber, we need an overwhelming win in the round that is to follow. This
round will be the last we have to play. Wnning it nust be decisive!'

The five people, Asquiol and Mary in the |lead, went towards the specially prepared panel
Sel i nsky and his team finished their work and stepped aside.
The five conposed thensel ves to play.

Both WIlow and Adam Roffrey had to force thenmselves to concentrate, but both were notivated by a
different fear. WIllow feared that Mary woul d becone extra-sane through her ordeal. Roffrey feared
she woul d becone i nsane, while he hated the alternative which would break their rel ationship
before it ever had a chance to resune.

Asqui ol was his rival now, Roffrey saw. Yet Asquiol hardly knew it hinself.

Only Talfryn was not afraid of the possible results. Either way, he felt, he stood to win - so
Il ong as Mary was effective in helping the Gamblers win the Gane.

Asqui ol bent close to Mary and whi spered: 'Renenber | amin the cl osest possible touch with you
and you with nme. However near you feel you are coming to insanity, don't panic. |I'll keep you on
the right course.' She snmiled at him 'Thanks.'

The tension rose as they waited.
It was so delicate, the first probe. As delicate as a slicing scal pel
O Hara shouted: 'Don't wait for them Attack! Attack!'

In contact with Mary now, Asquiol began to dredge up Mary's nmenories fromthe deepest recesses of
her subconscious, doing to her what only a totally evil nman m ght do.

Yet, even as she slipped into the giddy, sickening whirlpool of insanity, it was obvious to her
that Asquiol was not evil. There was no malice in himat all. It was taking fantastic control for
himto force himself to continue. But he did continue. He worked at her mnd, slashing at it,
tearing at it, working it apart in order to remould it, and he did it in the full know edge that
he might, in the final analysis, be committing a dreadful crine.

Beside him the trio sweated, feeding power to Mary that was channelled by Asquiol and directed by
himat the alien attackers.

'There they are, Mary - you see thenl'
Mary turned gl azed eyes towards the screen
Yes, she saw them

It was suddenly like horrible darkness then rolling through her. Red-hot needles forced thensel ves
into the grey mass of her brain. It was |like being tightened like a banjo string, together and
tighter until she must surely snap. She couldn't ... She couldn't..
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She | aughed. It was a huge joke against her. They were all |aughing at her

She sobbed and mew ed and | ashed back at the pouring stream of demons and hobgoblins that cane
pranci ng and tunbling down the long corridors of her mind. They sniggered and sinpered and
fingered her brains and her body and pulled her nerves about, enjoying their sport, caressing the
parts of her they captured.

She | ashed back as the whol e scene becanme pervaded with the bl ood red sense that had al ways been
there. She knew it. She was famliar with it and she hated it nore than anything el se.

Gone were enotions - gone self-pity - gone |love - gone yearning and jeal ousy and inpotent sadness.
The trio linked and | ocked and lent their strength to Mary. Everything that she felt, they felt.
Everyt hing she saw and did, they saw and did. And at times, also, so close were the five bl ended,
t hey saw sonet hi ng of what Asquiol saw and it lent themstrength to pass on to Mary.

On and on they went, driving at the aliens, hating them and sendi ng back inpression after
i npression fromthe multiple brain

To the alien players of the Game, it was as if they had suddenly been attacked by an atom ¢ cannon
in a war that had previously been fought with swords. They reel ed beneath the wei ght of the
attack. They reeled, they narvelled and, in their strange way, they adm red. But they fought back
even harder, playing, after the initial shock, coolly and efficiently.

Rof frey broke contact at the sound of a voice outside. It was O Hara shouting: 'W're w nning;
they were right. Somehow she has the key to the whole mastery of the Game. She does sonething with
her mind that sends exactly the thing nost |oathsonme to them back to them There's a twist there
somewhere that no human experience could have nade. She's doing it!'

Rof frey stared at himfor a nonent as if in panic, and then returned his attention to the Gane.
For a nonent, O Hara watched him before he returned his own attention. Their gains were slowy
nmounting - and Mary's inspiration seenmed to be encouraging the rest of the Ganblers to give their
best .

This is our finest hour,' OHara said thickly. '"Qur finest hour.’

And as he passed her he saw Mary's twi sted and distorted face with the sweat and saliva all over
it, weathed in the same flickering i mages that surrounded Asquiol's intent face.

Now she knew she was wi nning. Now she could see they were reeling back. Now she felt victory
wi thin her reach.

Al t hough the nadness was frenzied and all-consum ng, there was behind it all the confidence that
Asqui ol ' s presence gave her, and she kept sending, though her mind and body ached with searing
agony.

Then, quite suddenly, she blacked out, hearing a voice call froma long way off:
"Mary! Mary!'

Asqui ol , knowi ng that he had aided her to reach this state, could hardly bear to continue. But he
had to. He put a hand to her sweat-wet hair and dragged the head back to stare into the vacant
eyes.

"Mary - you can send them away, You can!' He began to communicate with her. He forced her
attention to the screens.

She threshed in her chair. For a second she stared at him To his relief he saw sanity there.
"Asquiol,' she said, "what is it we were?
"We can be the sane, Mary - now'

And then she was bellowing in his face, her |aughter seem ng a physical weight battering around
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his head so that he wanted to fling up his hands to ward it off, to run and escape, to hide from
what he had created. But again he forced control on hinself and pushed her face towards the
screens.

Rof frey, pain-drunk, glared at him but did nothing.

Finally, she was roaring and tearing. Asquiol couldn't nake contact with her. One of her hands
flailed out, the nails slashing his face. Roffrey saw the bl ood cone and was hal f-astoni shed. He
had forgotten that Asquiol was in many ways as nortal as hinmself. Sonehow it nade the feelings in
hi m wor se.

Asqui ol fought to control this rage, turn it against the aliens. He battled to resune enpathetic
contact with Mary.

She stirred, her name fornmed and curl ed and buzzed through the darkness. She reached out for it.

El sewhere, nmany of the Ganbl ers had already succunbed to the force of the alien inpressions. Tida
waves of garbl ed sense-inpressions were being flung agai nst them and even the strongest were
finding it hard to resist, to keep the spark of sanity alive and to retaliate.

Asqui ol used the comunicating-sense that allowed himto contact the aliens and 'converse' with
them He did this to Mary. He shoved inpressions and pictures into her mind, things taken fromhis
own nmenmory. And so real did they beconme, in such close enpathy was he with the woman, that he felt
his own sanity slipping away. But he was the controlling part of the team- he had to keep aware
He held on for as long as he could, then straightened his back, gasping.

Those watching saw the light surrounding himskip erratically and di m suddenly. Then it becane
brighter, like a flaring explosion

And then the light appeared to nake contact with Mary. The sane thing appeared to happen to her
body. Her image split and becanme nmany i nmages..

Asqui ol I ASQUI OL! ASQUI OL!
Hel I o, Mary.

What is it?

Rebirth. You're whol e now.
Is it over?

By no neans!

Wiere are we, Asquiol?

On the Ship.

But it's..

Different, | know Look

She saw, through facet after facet, her husband, the girl and the other man. They were staring at
her in astoni shment. Angl ed, opaque images surrounded every space they did not occupy.

"Adam' she said, 'I'msorry.’
"It's all right, Mary. I'mnot. Good luck - like | said.' Roffrey was actually smniling.
A new i mage swaminto focus - O Hara gesticul ati ng.

"l don't know what's happened to the woman and | don't care. Get your attention back to the Gane,
or it's lost!

She turned, and the horrifying inpressions came back, but it was as if they were pressed through a
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filter which took away their effect on her mind

Carefully, she searched her being. She felt Asquiol beside her, felt the warmh of his

encour agenent. She | ashed back, with deliberate and savage fury, searching out weaknesses, using
them splitting the alien minds to shreds. Asquiol guided her - she could feel it. Talfryn, WII ow
and Adam supplied power and extra inpressions which she took and warped and sent out.

More of the Ganbl ers were dropping out and attendants were kept busy clearing themfromthe
chamber. There were only five conplete teans |eft.

But it was victory. Mary and Asquiol could feel it as they worked together - oblivious of
everything else - to defeat the aliens. They felt at that noment as if they knew everythi ng about
their opponents, to such an extent that they were even in danger of giving up out of synpathy.

They fought on, riding a tide of conquest. Soon the entire alien conplenent was finished. They
retreated back and stared around them

"Asqui ol - what happened?
Asqui ol and Mary saw Wl ow | ooking up at them They sniled at her and said:

"This was the Originators' plan, WIlow They obviously did not allow sufficiently for hunan
weakness - but they did not count on the strength of the human spirit, perhaps. Please don't
suffer, WIllow You have done nore today for humanity than you could ever have done for any single
person.'

They turned to regard the others.

"You too, Roffrey - and you, Talfryn. Wthout you It is unlikely that we could have defeated the
alien intelligences. Everything has suddenly beconme a clear pattern. There was, perhaps, a purpose
for WIllow and Tal fryn when they stayed behind. There was a purpose, also, for Roffrey when he
took it into his head to visit the Shifter. W nearly threw away our chance.

"What exactly has happened?' Lord Mordan interrupted. 'Have you becone one entity or what?

"No.' Asquiol spoke with a slight effort. "It is sinply that, existing on the multiversal |evel,
we are capable of linking mnds to forma nmore powerful single unity. That was how we finally
def eat ed our opponents.

"Qoviously this was part of the Originators' plan. But they never do anything for us directly. At
best, they merely put certain aids in our path. If we can make use of them - assuming we realise
what they are - so much to the good. If we can't, we suffer. W were near conpl ete defeat there.

If we had not got some hint of Mary's abilities when we did, the plan woul d have cone to nothing.
As it was, we were |ucky.

Mary said: '|I nust have been watched by the Originators right fromthe start - even before | net
you.'

Asqui ol continued: 'The Oiginators nmake things especially difficult for people they think are...
material for the new, multiversal race. Sinply, only the fittest survive.

Lord Mordan said obsequi ously, yet hastily: 'But the aliens. Can we not discover what our peace
terns are? W nust hurry ... the farmships...'

"Of course,' Asquiol nodded. 'Mary and | will return to my ship and contact themfromthere.'
Mary and Asqui ol noved towards the exit, gave one |ast glance at the three others, and left.
"What the hell have you got to snile about, Roffrey?" Talfryn said accusingly.

Roffrey felt at peace. Maybe it was the nood i nduced by weariness, but he didn't think so. There
was no nore pain in him no nore jeal ousy, no nore hatred. He noved over to the big blank screen
and stared up at it. The place suddenly brightened as assistants switched on the central |ights
and began clearing up the ness the Ganblers had left...
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"I give up.' Talfryn shook his head, perplexed.
"That's the trouble,’ WIllow said. 'So many of us do, don't we?
EPI LOGUE

Asqui ol of Ponpeii took Mary the Maze back to his ship. They felt nore at ease there, since the
ship bore simlarities to their own netabolic state.

Here, with Asquiol acting again as a guide for Mary, they pooled their resources together and
contenpl ated the radiant nultiverse around t hem

Then they put out a tendril of nultiversal thought-matter along the faniliar |ayers, seeking the
al i en m nds.

Then they were in contact!

When the alien | eaders canme to the ship, Mary gasped and said in normal speech: 'God! They're
beautiful .’

They were beautiful, with delicate bones and translucent skins, great, golden eyes and gracefu
movenents. Yet there was a | ook of depravity about them of ultinmate decadence. Like depraved,
wi se children

"The Originators warned ne to beware of races they called pessinists,' Asquiol said, 'races who
had despaired of ever attaining full awareness of the multiverse, who had so conpletely lost the
urge to transcend their limtations that the tiny core of being had, over nillennia, been al nost
conpl etely eroded. Doubtless these are of that kind.'

By use of their unique method, they once again conversed with the aliens and were astoni shed by
the nood of total defeat, unquestioning acceptance of the winners' rights to dictate any terns
t hey w shed.

They had lost their urge to transcend physical confines and in so doing had | ost pride - rea
pride, also.

Absolute defeat - lost spirit - utter hopel essness - concede all rights you wish to take..

This mood was sufficient to add al nost the |ast pressure on the victors' already weary nminds. A
great pity welled up in themas they conmmunicated their terns to the conquered.

Accept terns - any terns acceptable - we have no status - you have all status - we are nothing but
your tools to use..

So conditioned were the aliens to the code applying to the Game they had played for centuries,
perhaps mllennia, that they could | et this unknown opponent do as it |liked. They were conditioned
to obeying the victor. They could not question the victor's right. Their shanme was so intense that
they threatened to die of it - yet there was no trace of bitterness, no trace of resentnent or
lingering pride..

Asqui ol and Mary resolved to help them if they could.
The aliens left.

Wul d they ever see them again? As the spherical ship noved away, they sent out a polite

i mpression that congratulated themon their ingenuity and courage, but it nmet with no response.
They were beaten - no praise could alter that. They gave them positions of planets suitable for
human occupation - they were totally unsuited for thenselves, anyway - and then they fled.

They did not go to nurse grudges, for they had none. They did not plot retaliation, for such a
thing was i nconceivable. They went to hide - to reappear only if their conquerors demanded it.

They were a strange peopl e whose artificial code had obviously conpletely superseded natura
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i nstincts.
As the alien ship disappeared, Asquiol and Mary broke their contact with the | eaders.

"I'd better inform Mdrdan. He'll be delighted, anyway.' Asquiol operated the |laser. He told the
Cee-lord of his neeting.

"I'l1l start the fleet nmoving towards sonme habitable planets right away. G ve ne an hour.' Lord
Mordan smled tiredly. "W did it, Prince Asquiol. | must admt | was close to accepting defeat.'

"W all were,' Asquiol sniled. 'How are the other three?

"They' ve gone back to Roffrey's ship. | think they're okay. Roffrey and the girl seem quite happy,
strangely. Do you want ne to keep tabs on then?’

"No."' Asqui ol shook his head, and as he did so the light broke and reformed around it, the images
scattering and nerging. Asquiol stared at Mordan's weary face for a nonent. The CGee-lord shifted
unconfortably beneath the fixed stare.

"l could do with sone natural sleep,’ he said at last, "but |I've got to get the fleet noving
first. Is there anything el se?

"Not hing," said Asquiol, and swi tched out.

There was a subdued nood of victory about the refornmed fleet as he and Mary watched it from one of
the ports.

"There's a lot nore to do, Mary,' he said. 'This is really only the beginning. | once conpared the
human race to a chick smashing out of its shell. The conparison still applies. W' ve broken the
shell. We've survived our first period in the nultiverse - but will we survive the second and the

third? Is there a huge, cosnmic farner with an axe somewhere thinking of serving us up for dinner
when we're plunp enough?

She smiled. 'You're worn out. So am|. Gve yourself tine to think properly. It's the reaction -
you' re depressed. That kind of enmption can harma lot of the work we still have to do.

He | ooked at her in surprise. He was still unused to having conpany that he coul d appreciate,
sonmeone who coul d understand what he felt and saw

"Where are we going? he said. 'W need to plan carefully. The degraded condition of the fleet

can't be allowed to continue once we nake planet-fall. Galactic Lawwill have to be firmy re-

established. Men like Lord Mordan, who have been nore than useful in the past because of their

pragmatic virtues which could not have been hel ped by possession of the kind of vision we need
now, will have to be taken out of, positions of power. W' ve becone a grimrace lately - out of
necessity. If we let matters slide, Mary, the race could easily degenerate back into sonething
worse than its pre-exodus state. |If that happened, our destiny m ght be out of reach for good.

There isn't nuch time. The Oiginators nmade that clear when Renark and | first net them

He si ghed.

"Wth me to help you,' she said, 'the hard work will be easier. | knowit's going to be harder

but there are two of us now. You noticed how Adam and WI | ow were beginning to respond back in the
Gane Shi p? There nmust be dozens like themin the fleet, potentially capable of joining us. Soon
perhaps in only a few generations, there will be a race of people like us, until there are enough
to take the place of the Originators.

"Not that many,' Asquiol said. 'Mst people are happy as they are. Wio can blane then? It will be
an uphill clinb.'

"That's the best way to clinb hills,' she smled. 'And renenber - keep your inpression of those

aliens we saw firmy in your nmind. W have an exanpl e now of how we coul d degenerate. Perhaps it
was fated that we should neet that race. It will serve as a remnder - and a warning. And with a
reminder like that, we are not likely to fail.'
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Around them as they sat in contenplation, the nulti-verse flowed, thick and solid, so full. And
this could be the heritage of their race.

He [ aughed slightly. 'There's a, scene in Henry the Fourth where Falstaff |learns that Prince Hal
his ol d drinking conpanion, is now king. He gathers his friends about himand tells them good
times have cone, for he is "Fortune's Steward," and the king will honour themand allow themto
behave as they like with inmpunity. But, instead, King Henry bani shes Falstaff for a buffoon and
troubl emaker. Falstaff realises then that instead of becomng better, things are going to be
worse. | sonetinmes wonder if, perhaps, I'mnot "Fortune's Steward" - |eading the whole race
towards a promise | can't keep...'

Mary's multi-faceted face smled encouragingly.
"There are still the Originators. But even wi thout them

Man has al ways had to act w thout being able to foresee the outcone of his actions - ever since he
began the long clinb upward. He is a stunbler; he has to convince hinself of the results he wll
achi eve without ever knowing if he can do it. But he quite often succeeds. W have a long way to
go, Asquiol, before we shall ever be able to know for certain the outcone of our actions.
Meanwhi | e, we keep goi ng.

"W're probably the nost optimstic race in the nulti-verse!'

They | aughed together. And the spirit of Renark, which had perneated through the race to give it a
uni fied strength, seened to share their joy.

The nultiverse, agitated, swirled and | eapt and delighted themw th its flourish of colour and
variety. Al possibilities existed there.

Al'l prom se, all hope
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