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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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




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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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ONE


UNDER skies the hue of ancient lead, the threat of disaster brooded over the planet of Monai. Half a year of continuous snowfall had altered the shape of the mountains above the capital city of Edel, and millions upon millions of tons of precarious mass awaited the imperceptible signal to join in catastrophic avalanche. Crouching beneath its protective mountain outcrop, the frozen city viewed the altered heights with faint amazement but without undue alarm; the long granite backbone was a time-honored guardian that divided the great slips and diverted them with relatively little harm.


A small snow-cat was ploughing its way toward Edel from the east, following the line of the frozen and snow-locked Spring River. At the controls, Asbeel had eyes for nothing but the immediate route ahead. He and his companion had driven far, the cat’s controls were heavy and tiresome, and the cabin was hot to the point of near suffocation. His powerful frame rested unhappily in the inadequate bucket seat, and the jolting of the iron control column had substantially bruised the inside of his sinewed thighs.


In the rear of the cat, Jequn looked only at the snows poised breathlessly above Edel. He was slightly smaller than Asbeel, and his face was constantly alive with questing speculation; his dark, intelligent eyes mirroring his appraisal of secret fears, and haunted with strange foreboding. He read in the brooding heights a message his companion had not seen. He kept the thought to himself until the myriad factors in the mental equation hardened into a daunting certainty.


“Asbeel, we’re driving into a trap.”


“Are you certain?” The driver did not falter at the controls, but the lethargy induced by heat and boredom dropped from his shoulders like a mantle. Instantly he was the taut animal his training and experience had caused him to become.


“I’m certain. I can see it now. A rime of tension on the trees.”


“I see only hoar frost.”


“The bush-edges have a slight double-diffraction. There’s a stress building in the continuum.”


“Your eyes must be more sensitive than mine.”


“Can’t you feel the tension rising? Causality’s been suspended in this place. A catastrophe which should have taken place has been held to await our coming. If we enter Edel, the trap will spring.”


“The Chaos Weapon?” Asbeel asked.


“What else? We’re entering a prime focus. We should have guessed they’d try it on us again sooner or later.”


“Well, we’ve beaten it before. Let’s see if we can’t do it this time.”


Two kilometers out from Edel, Asbeel turned the cat away from the course of the frozen river and drove it into a rocky cutting. Here he muted the engine and joined Jequn in the rear of the cabin.


“As I read it, one of us has to go into Edel to make contact with Kasdeya. We’re looking at two causal chains—the chain involving Edel, which has been placed in suspension, and a chain of cause and effect which brings one of us to this point of coincidence. One of us can go into Edel with a chance of survival. Theoretically, the other stands no chance at all.”


“The question then becomes,” said Jequn, “which one of the pair of us has been linked with Edel’s coming catastrophe. Exactly what brought us to this point?”


“Kasdeya. He asked us to pick him up. I piloted the ship, but it was your decision which set the timing. Perhaps we’re all involved.”


“Never! You can calculate the directions of two causal chains and manipulate the odds to ensure they intersect at a catastrophe. But the mathematics to handle three or more causal chains is never likely to exist. These events have to be designed around just one of us—but we don’t have enough information to decide which.”


“Supposing neither of us goes into Edel?”


“Then Kasdeya’s dead for sure. At this moment the Chaos Weapon is straining to hold off some great natural disaster.” As he spoke, Jequn’s eyes were scanning the profiles of the surrounding rocks, reading how the stress in the continuum was warping the path of the light reflected from the rocks. Farther back and high above, potential avalanches hung poised in a kind of stasis. “They must be tapping a young star a second to get power for an operation like this. If the coincidence doesn’t take place soon, something has to snap. When it does, all that power will be released in one almighty backlash. It’ll shatter this territory from end to end.”


“What do you suggest?”


“I’ll tell you. Drop me off here with a balloon, and take the cat a few kilometers out into the plain. Look for a spot where there seem to be no natural faults in the terrain. I’ll try not to provoke the Chaos reaction until you’re there, then I’ll go in and try to reach Kasdeya. When the catastrophe breaks, move back fast and rescue the both of us.”


“What if it’s you the Chaos Weapon’s aimed at?”


“Don’t worry! It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve cheated Chaos. As long as the entropy equations are satisfied, it isn’t particularly selective. If necessary, someone else’s death can substitute for mine.”


Unknown to the cat’s occupants, other eyes were watching. Across the valley, high on a windswept plateau, the Galactic Deep-Space Observatory had become host to unusual visitors. Two spacecraft had made planetfall close to the observatory complex, and these formed the nucleus of an observational network directed not spaceward but on to the heights over Edel and across the cold approaches of the snowpacked plain. They were now well placed for a unique and privileged view of the disaster that threatened Edel. Yet the snows so precariously balanced above the city did not justify the awful foreboding of the computer predictions. Written wide across the Chaos printouts was the suggestion of an energy release many orders of magnitude greater than the avalanche could provide. This prediction had brought out the inquisitive ships from Terra to rest on this gaunt rock shoulder on Monai.


They looked for the unusual, but found nothing. Indeed, the only activity of any interest at all occurred when a small snow-cat appeared unexpectedly on the terrain scanner. Aboard the lab-ship Heisenberg, Space-Marshal Cass Hover called for a visual image and was presented with a telescopic view originating from a scanner set on the plateau’s edge. Scowling, Hover read off the identification letters on the cat’s dark hull.


“Local?”


Captain Rutter shook his head. “With that index it’d have to come from somewhere way out—around New Sark, at a guess. And he’s sure going to be sorry he made the journey. If that Chaos printout’s true, all hell’s going to get loose just about the time that cat hits Edel.”


“What’s that?” asked a voice from the rear. The speaker was a tall, dark, bearded man whose black cloak eternally hugged his shoulders almost as if the attachment was symbiotic. “Can you check that timing out for me?”


“Sure!” Rutter detailed two technicians with a movement of his finger. “What’s on your mind, Saraya?”


“I can’t abide mysteries, that’s all,” the dark man said moodily. “Not in Chaos work. We’ve just rechecked the soundings on the snows over Edel and calculated the worst-case energy release. It forms a barely measurable part of the entropy change predicted by the Chaos equation. There has to be another factor at work here.”


“It checks out, Captain.” One of the technicians handed Rutter a strip of printout. “If that cat keeps going on its present course and speed it’ll meet the Chaos Omega point precisely in the center of Edel.”


“Which has to be something more than a coincidence.” The dark man stroked his beard thoughtfully. “Lock some surveillance equipment on to that cat, and try and find out where it came from and who’s in it.”


“If I understand you correctly,” Hover said, “that cat would have to contain a couple of fusion warheads if it were going to satisfy the entropy equation.”


“I doubt if it’s anything that simple,” said Saraya. “Rutter, how did the Edel authorities react to the prediction of instant extinction?”


“With a polite but disbelieving smile. Their emergency resources are on standby, but they regard the whole exercise as rather academic.”


“Let’s hope for their sakes that’s the case. But if it is, it will be the first time one of our Chaos predictions of this magnitude has proved unfounded.”


“I’ve always thought of Chaos prediction as being on a par with astrology,” said Hover mischievously, puzzling over the focus of his screens.


“That’s because the field acquired too many practitioners with neither the intelligence nor the financial backing to exercise it properly. Even at ChaosCenter it’s still not an exact science. But if I had any personal doubts, the existence of that cat headed precisely for Chaos Omega would make me think very carefully.”


“Then I’m sorry to disappoint you, Saraya, but the cat has just pulled off course and headed into the rocks.”


“Damn!” The dark man bent to the screens to verify the statement, then retired to the rear of the instrument room to consult some notes. Captain Rutter caught Hover’s eye and they exchanged a mutual glance of disbelief in the dark man’s certainty. Then the rigors of the Chaos countdown began to demand all their attention.


Soon the only sound to be heard in the lab-ship’s instrument room was the muted whisper of the air-conditioning system. The interest that had been generated by the cat’s arrival drained to quiet concentration on the instrument boards and screens. Meanwhile in the background the Chaos indicator began the slow countdown toward the onset of theoretical catastrophe.


Omega minus ten …


Hover was constantly having to adjust the focus of his scanner, which obstinately refused to retain a clear picture. The other technicians were having similar problems.


Omega minus eight …


The dark figure in the cloak ruffled through his sheets of notes like a miserly bat counting his assets.


Omega minus six …


The laser technician monitoring the snows above Edel wore an expression which indicated no significant change in the area of his observations.


Omega minus four …


Captain Rutter’s concentration was disturbed by a recurring flicker of vision which he could only detect with the corners of his eyes and only because all movement in the room had virtually ceased. The image troubled him. He could have sworn that something flickered over Space-Marshal Hover’s left shoulder.


Omega minus two …


The pantograph on the tracing plotter broke into a frenzied burst of activity, sketching a large eye-shape with increasing definition. The crossed datum lines in the center of the plot fell precisely at the intersection of the major and minor axes of the eye as the Chaos computers confirmed imminent disaster—the drawn eye filled toward the middle, the center of the sightless pupil being complete at exactly …


Chaos Omega!


The complete lack of any immediate reaction was probably as great a psychological shock as the eruption of violent activity would have been. All the observers remained frozen and immobile, their attentions welded to their instruments in case they were missing the obvious in the unchanging indications of the static readouts. In the meantime the cat reappeared from behind the rocks and headed back the way it had come.


The dark man, his face painted with disbelief, let his notes drop to the floor as he moved toward the plotting table to examine the errant eye. His examination did nothing to resolve the paradox.


“What do we do now?” Rutter asked after a while. “The only catastrophe appears to be that we all go home with egg on our faces.”


That remark dropped the level of tension immediately. Most of the technicians relaxed and leaned back in their seats; some smiling with relief at the lack of activity, and some frowning because of it. Only Hover remained crouched over his screen, his fingers striving to maintain its failing acuity.


“Hold it!” The marshal’s sudden command brought an almost electric shock to those assembled. “The cat dropped somebody off. He’s heading into town on foot.”


“Are you sure, Cass?” Saraya was at his side in an instant.


“See for yourself.” Hover moved back to one of the more general screens, which was still giving a fairly clear view of the landscape between the point where the cat had rested and the outskirts of Edel. There, a couple of black dots against the mainly featureless background showed plainly where a man was thrusting his way through the deep snow, dragging behind him a bundle attached to the end of a rope.


“Why, in the name of space, should he bother to walk?” Rutter wondered. “The cat hadn’t broken down—it just took off back the way it came.” He looked to Saraya for an answer, then immediately wished he had not. The curious passion on the dark man’s face was a daunting thing to see.


“I’ll tell you why,” said Saraya. “Suddenly the pieces begin to fit. I think that character down there had some inkling of the Chaos prediction. Somehow he’s bucking the odds.”


“Explain that to me in words of one syllable,” said Rutter.


The dark man drew closer to the screen, and there was a strong undercurrent of emotion in his voice. “Chaos predictions analyze chains of cause and effect by reading the patterns of entropic change which the chains radiate as they unravel. The entropic events can be likened to pearls strung out on a string, with the axes coincident between cause and effect. Given sufficient information, a chain can be read either backward or forward in time.”


“I said one syllable words,” said Rutter plaintively.


Saraya ignored him, an immense enthusiasm glowing rare behind his eyes. “Imagine your string of pearls laid out on a table. Then imagine another string crossing it at right angles, with just one pearl—one entropic event—common to both chains.”


“I get the picture but not the message.”


“Coincidence. Cause begats effect, and effect follows cause. Don’t you see where I’m leading?”


“Hardly!”


“At the pearl which is coincident to both, the sequence of cause and effect in each chain must be complete up to that point, or else the event marked by the entropy cannot happen. It’s a philosophical and actual impossibility for an effect to take place for which the cause is missing, or for a cause to happen without direct association with its effects.”


“If you’re trying to make the point I think you’re making, I don’t wish to hear it,” said Rutter. “The implications give me a headache in the pit of my stomach.”


“The implications are, my military friend, that the chain of cause and effect which controls the fate of Edel is linked at some point with the chain controlling that fellow out there. Somehow he’s already thrown the Chaos prediction adrift by better than eleven minutes. At his pace it’ll be nearly an hour adrift by the time he reaches Chaos Omega. With that sort of talent you could buckle the universe.”


“Does that mean Chaos Omega won’t now take place?”


“Far from it. The entropy increase which signals this event is part of recorded Chaos. It’s already tomorrow’s absolute history. Nothing can alter the fact that it must occur.”


“Somebody’s already delayed it,” Rutter pointed out reasonably.


“But at what cost? Theoretically, delay can only be achieved by straining the fabric of the whole continuum. I hate to think how much power that might consume. And since we know the continuum is elastic, that precise amount of power is going to be released when the point of coincidence is finally achieved.”


“Which could explain the power difference between the potential energy available in Edel, and the energy needed to satisfy your Chaos equations,” supplied Hover, who had come up from the rear.


“You know, Cass, I think you reached that point ahead of me. Damn, I should have thought of it before! That sort of power isn’t available to that character down there. Somebody or something else with a fantastic control of Chaos technique must be doing the manipulation.”


“I’m still unhappy,” said Rutter, “about the idea of a disaster hanging around waiting for the arrival of a man.” He turned as a messenger approached and began to scan the information he was handed. “The results of our checks on the cat. As I suspected, it was out of New Sark. Chartered from a transit outfit by two men who came in from outspace a few hours earlier. They gave their names as Jequn and Asbeel.”


“Hmm!” said the dark man. “Of all times and places!” Lines of deep speculation spread across his brow. “What else did you find out?”


“The Civil Guard at New Sark ran the immigration checkouts through the galactic identifile for us. It drew a blank. Their stated planet of origin doesn’t exist, nor, officially, do the men. Their ship is berthed at New Sark spaceport. It came from so far out in deep-space that the spaceport officials can’t even classify the drive.”


“I’ll bet they can’t!” This latter remark was Saraya’s aside to himself. “Captain Rutter, I want the Civil Guard instructed to attempt to arrest the man in the cat if he returns to New Sark. I say attempt advisedly, because they’ll have to be damn clever to succeed. Marshal Hover, you see that fellow down there on the plain. I want him sane and alive and delivered to ChaosCenter on Terra. It doesn’t matter what that assignment costs or how the goal is achieved, just make sure that it happens. You’ve Galactic Override Authority for the mission.”


“You really think he’s that important, Saraya?”


“I know he is. There’s nobody more important in our galaxy right now. Or potentially more dangerous. He’s one of a kind—and where his kind go, that’s where they point the Chaos Weapon.”


“The Chaos Weapon? What in creation is that?”


“I wish to hell I knew.”


“I’ll go get him,” Hover volunteered. “You can explain the whole thing to me later. Somebody break out a flier for me.”


“I’ll come with you,” said Rutter.


“No!” The dark man stepped in decisively. “That character’s going to be well into Edel before the marshal can reach him. Whatever Chaos has waiting for Edel is going to break right then. If we read the energy equation right, there won’t be many survivors left. The marshal has had special preparation for survival in such emergencies—you haven’t.”


Reluctantly the captain watched as Hover pulled on his warm-suit. Against the dark recess of the locker, Rutter could have sworn that something furry flickered above the marshal’s shoulder. Yet when he examined the phenomenon more carefully, no trace of it could be seen. Puzzled, he checked radio contact with the departing space-marshal, then turned to concentrate on monitoring the progress of the lone figure clearing the plain and now almost at the city’s outer limits. Something curious about the atmosphere made the image strangely double-edged.


TWO


WITH the screens studiously refocused, the progress of the man trudging through the snow was followed with agonized concern. Speculation about the nature of the netted package he dragged behind him proved singularly fruitless. The utility of such a burden was an open question. Shortly the man and his bundle topped a rise and appeared to make easier progress along more compacted tracks until at last he entered the outer limits of the city. In the meantime Hover’s flier had landed well clear of the houses, and the marshal could be seen making fast progress after his quarry on foot.


If the fellow was aware of the flier’s arrival, he gave no sign of it, but concentrated instead on dragging his load over the smoothest terrain available. He appeared to be always watching the forbidding snow-mass hanging above the scarp. Rutter had switched on some of the cameras with telephoto lenses that had been trained on the city itself and obtained some close-ups of the back of the man for whom destiny appeared to have such a strange affinity. The pictures yielded no new information, but all were haloed by the same optical fringe that was gradually narrowing the field of view, giving the figure an apparently radiant outline which under the circumstances was most disconcerting.


Despite this effect, however, it was obvious that the man had both purpose and objective. Although many times the watchers lost his image as he passed behind some of Edel’s buildings, he always came back into view at a predictable point, assuming he was taking the shortest route straight to the city’s center.


“Find me a map of Edel,” the dark man said suddenly. “We keep speaking of Chaos Omega, but I don’t think any of us have looked to see what is actually at epicenter.”


Rutter produced a map and spread it over a console. It showed a city plan typical of many established on planets after the Great Exodus from Terra. The early fathers had attempted a geometrical design radiating from a central focus. Now the centerpoint was ringed by the vast restructured administrative complex for the local government, and the seat of the Council for the Monai Space Confederation. Under the Chaos Omega point, however, Edel’s original government buildings had found a second lease on life through conversion into a commercial interspace trading center.


As he turned back to watch the trudging figure, the breath caught sharply in Rutter’s throat. In the middle of a broad highway not far from the Chaos Omega epicenter and at a point where he was clearly in view, the man turned suddenly and ran back toward the package attached to the end of the rope. For one moment he was looking almost directly into the distant cameras, and although the warm-suit hid most of his features there was no mistaking the level of tension on his face.


“This is it!” said Saraya. “He knows something we don’t.” He seized the radio handset. “Marshal—watch out for yourself. Something’s about to break. Our friend looks as if he’d had a vision of hell itself.”


“Check! I can just see him. But there’s nothing down here which explains …”


The man had dropped to his knees and was tearing urgently at his snow-covered bundle. The purpose of this maneuver was not apparent, but suddenly something blossomed close to the kneeling man. It looked like a white, expanding ball. The distortion of the picture became almost complete, and the final phase of the action was lost in a muted blur.


All eyes in the lab-ship returned to the monitors checking the physical parameters which might signal the onset of catastrophe. It was not the monitors but their senses, however, that finally revealed the numbing truth. With a burst of subterranean thunder, the whole valley shook so violently that even on the great plateau the stabilizers of the lab-ships had difficulty maintaining the vessels in their vertical position. One of the technicians gave a cry of horrified realization as the nature of the disaster became apparent. With a fantastic heave, the whole valley floor rose and shook itself then settled again to leave a jagged chasm extending east to west approximately along the line previously followed by the Spring River.


With the first recoil of the shock, the interference on the screens had cleared itself. Before their uncomprehending eyes there flowed wave upon wave of subterranean movement which rippled the valley’s surface as if the scene were being moved from below by a succession of gigantic underground rollers. The effect was that of a waterless sea, with dry waves breaking angrily against the foot of Edel scarp and drowning whole sectors of the city with the fall of its mirthless crests. The part of the city that did not sink into the fractured terrain was hopelessly fragmented by the tides of heaving bedrock. The immortal stability of the land on which man had dared to build was now part of a demon conspiracy apparently designed to reduce everything to one flat, featureless plain of scarcely compacted dust.


Nor was this all. With open-mouthed dismay and fascination the watchers saw the huge avalanche gaining momentum as the shockwaves provoked it to move down toward Edel. Even the mountains themselves had been torn apart, and large fragments broke free and slipped with the mighty mass to pile high and dangerously on the granite backbone behind the inclined face of the scarp. The bruising upheaval had cracked the foundations of the great granite rock itself. Without warning, the entire face began to lean outward under the weight, and to fall with a calamitous slowness, crushing almost a third of the shattered city. This was followed by the full weight of the avalanche, which, now released from its former constraint, proceeded to bury much of what the scarp face had left uncrushed.


“Q.E.D.!” said the dark man after a long period of silence. His voice was one from which all trace of emotion had been carefully strained. “Rutter, are you still in touch with Marshal Hover?”


“In the middle of all that?” Rutter was incredulous. He looked bitterly across the altered landscape over which hung a low cloud of settling dust.


“Keep trying to make contact until you either get an answer or you can prove he’s dead. But primarily concentrate your resources on finding the man Hover was following. Unlikely as it may seem, there’s a very strong chance he’s still alive. If he’s who and what I think he is, he would have entered that situation very well prepared. And I want him, Captain. Knowing what he knows could be just about the most important imperative for the survival of the human race. Is that understood?”


“No,” said Rutter. “But that won’t interfere with the execution of your orders. We’ll call for disaster backup, then set one of the lab-ships down on the city itself. If any people are left down there in fragments larger than pieces of mince, we’ll fetch them back in plastic bags and you can sort the bits out later.”


A technician reported directly to Saraya. “Look, the cat’s coming back.” He pointed to the terrain scanner, which showed quite plainly the vehicle moving back over its original course. “It must have been waiting just out of range.”


“That means he too expects to find a very special survivor,” said the strange dark man, wrapping his black cloak closer round his shoulders.


In the seconds before the maelstrom broke, Hover had come into clear sight of his quarry. The man had been kneeling before his bundle on the ground, tearing away the snow-packed netting which concealed a streamlined pod underneath. The apparatus was not familiar to the marshal, but its purpose rapidly became apparent. When the first subterranean shock pitched the ground as if it were the deck of a storm-tossed ship, the man had opened the pod and brought forth something that spread outward and upward like the blossoming of a great white flower. As the flower bloomed, the man stepped into its center; then the great petals closed around him to form a continuous cocoon that continued to expand until it formed a ball of some five meters diameter.


All at once the marshal understood. Although this contraption was of strange design, it had to be some form of space-disaster capsule. Out in the highway well clear of any buildings, the man was now encapsulated in a womb formed from a series of super-tough concentric balloons. Nothing but a massive crushing force could hurt him, and cradled against all shock he could encounter most of the stresses of a space disaster and still survive. Furthermore, because of its relative lightness and its spherical shape, the sphere was perfectly suited to ride free upon a fragmenting surface where a heavier structure would have been trapped and crushed.


Further consideration of the object was terminated by the necessity for the marshal to attempt to secure his own survival. Before he could decided upon a plan, the ground under his feet again reared crazily up beneath him. The pavement, not designed for such plasticity, shattered and split with a thousand fissures that opened and closed like hungry jaws, each with the capability of swallowing a man. Thrown heavily to the ground, Hover only narrowly missed death when hurtling masonry split off from a nearby building and deluged on to the roadway at his side. Twisting round, he was attempting to assess the degree of his present danger, when another wave of underground movement proved likely to throw the remainder of the shattered building down on top of him.


“Help me, Talloth! I’m in danger!” His cry was directed to the insubstantial something that hovered over his shoulder.


“Do you believe in me?”


“Hell of a time you choose to ask questions. Don’t I share my existence with you? What do you want—blood?”


The ground reared and bucked beneath him like a crazed animal. The paving split wide, and before Hover could swing to avoid it, he rolled into a shifting, opening pit.


“Talloth …!”


With the passing of the earth-spasm, the sides of the pit began to close. Teetering above, on slowly buckling skeletons of steel, the entire line of buildings near him broke into catastrophic collapse. The falling rubble poured like a cascade of furious water to bury the spot where the marshal was already trapped in his narrowing grave.


“Tall …”


Time was arrested.


The whole universe seemed gripped by a mighty hand which forbade motion. Masonry descending from the sky froze into breathless immobility and ceased to tumble. The edges of the jagged pit into which Hover had fallen, were held apart. And, alone of all things present, only the marshal still had movement. Then time moved back in discrete quantum steps. He had fallen/was falling/would fall—was on ground he knew would break and finally had moved away from the potential chasm and out of the path of the deluge of falling bricks.


Then Talloth, the brown, leathery, symbiotic god who lived on Hover’s shoulder, relaxed his grip on time’s insistent progress. For a few furious seconds the rate of movement around them seemed to multiply, with crevices opening and closing like snapping jaws and whole walls dropping from the sky. The accelerated heaving of the ground produced shocks which threw the stumbling marshal up into the air. But he landed on his back and waited doggedly while the universe wound slowly down to normal pace.


As time came back to its accepted rate, Hover sat up to find himself in a landscape altered beyond all recognition. Edel was a heap of pulverized ruins, the massive scarp had all but disappeared, and fully a third of the former territory was in the process of being covered by the detritus of an avalanche of such proportions that any search for survivors in the areas would be futile.


Shaking the fragments of his recent experience from his head, Hover attempted to explore his own situation. He was severely bruised, and his right leg was extremely painful when he attempted to stand. He reckoned, however, that no bones had been broken. The equipment packs at his waist and chest had survived intact. But when he examined the sad state of his communications set, flattened as if by hammer blows, he realized how narrowly Talloth had timed his escape.


“Thanks, pal,” he muttered to the quivering insubstantiality on his shoulder. “But you cut that one remarkably fine.”


“If you have criticisms,” said Talloth, “I can always arrange to put you back and leave you there.”


“Forget it!” Hover was searching the scene for signs of the white bubble into which his quarry had retreated. Initially finding no sign, he considered that it must have somehow become crushed and buried. Then he noticed a whiter patch on the earth-mixed snow and found the open and deflated bubble abandoned and empty. Nearby, a youth lay dead from what appeared to be a deliberate head-wound. Of his quarry there was no sign at all.


This situation raised problems. There was virtually no way in which the individual he was seeking could be distinguished from the scattered survivors who occupied the shattered scene. His only hope was to continue toward what he judged to have been the Chaos Omega epicenter in the hope that something could be found to explain what had brought the man to Edel in the first place.


The buildings of the Monai Space Confederation had been built on a vast structural raft. At first sight, the buildings themselves appeared relatively undamaged, until one considered that not a single wall could now consist of more than broken fragments adhering to a buckled frame. Beyond these, an older building had suffered almost complete collapse as the outer walls had shattered, though the strength of the reinforced floors had remained. A fallen sign told him that here an interspace trading station had been located, and it was a leap of intuition that made Hover decided he was now probably looking for two men instead of one.


He turned back then, trying to follow the route by which he had entered Edel. The way was mainly destroyed, and many detours were necessary where the roads had been obliterated by piles of rubble. Remembering Saraya’s injunction about the importance of his mission he had to force himself to harden his heart and to ignore the screams of people trapped in the wreckage or the pleas of those trying to attempt a rescue. Sometimes the resolve was painfully difficult to maintain as anguished reproaches followed his departing steps. But the mandate of Override Authority which had been impressed upon him necessarily outranked all other considerations.


Finally he came to the end of the city ruins and stood on the edge of the plain. Even here the scene was nearly unrecognizable. The once supreme flatness of the great wasteland was now ridged and broken as if a giant had raked it with a careless harrow. He waited, alert and expectant, examining every shadow of a slowly closing dusk. One of the lab-ships took off from the plateau and passed overhead on a high trajectory that took it well behind him into the center of Edel. He noted the fact without particular concern. His own gamble was that the man he was looking for had come into Edel to collect someone else. Whether or not the attempt had been successful, that man at least would attempt to leave again, probably by the same route he had used to enter. Hover was maintaining a staunch position with the intention of making that escape impossible.


Before long he had evidence that his intuition had been correct. Although he could see nothing, he could hear the complaint of a snow-cat’s engine as it strained over the ridged terrain. It was making for a point well to the left of his present position, and he moved rapidly to effect an interception, drawing the safety rings from his weapons’ pouches as he ran through the closing darkness. His fingers selected a shock pellet, and he slipped it into a projector as soon as he saw the dim outline of the cat heading in from the plain.


Crouching low, he fired, and the dim tracer told him his aim had been sufficient. Instantly he turned away to protect his ears, as the compression wave gave him a stinging slap across the shoulders. The softness of the broken ground and the picosecond duration of the pulse made it unlikely that the noise would have been detectable at any great distance. Nonetheless the cat slowed to an untidy halt as its stunned driver relinquished control. Instantly Hover was at the cat’s door hatch, making a swift entry and securing the stunned occupant against quick reentry into the game by sticking a self-adhesive drugpatch anaesthetic inconspicuously behind the sleeper’s ear. Then he turned on the headlights to create a visual signal and leaped again out into the darkness.


He traced a great circle to prevent himself from entering into the radius of the lights, then finally pressed up against a rough bank waiting to see what his trap would draw. He did not have long to wait. Soon a dark figure streaked from cover and ran straight toward the cat. From the mode of the man’s approach it seemed doubtful that he realized anything was amiss with the driver. So he scrambled overtly through the hatch door. Hover managed to project a gas pellet precisely through the opening before it could be closed. He counted twenty slowly to allow for the dispersal of the short-lived knockout gas, then drew out another anaesthetic drugpatch and went to secure his second prisoner.


That was his biggest mistake. Somebody leaped out from the darkness and with incredibly strong hands dealt the marshal a series of well-placed blows that even through his warm-suit crippled his limbs with a numbing paralysis. Conscious, shocked, yet virtually unable to move, the marshal toppled like a log. He was rolled into the beam from the headlights by an expert foot while his attacker peered down to establish his identity.


“A space-marshal, indeed! Even so, you’re way out of your league, I think. Don’t try to join the game until you can give it a name and understand the rules. Give that message to Saraya. Tell him Kasdeya sent it.”


After a short delay the cat started up again. Swinging to face its new direction, the tracked vehicle was hastily reversed. Hover was actually glad of the creeping numbness from the blows. He felt virtually nothing of the pain as the tracks crushed both his legs. On his shoulder, Talloth flickered uncertainly, not finding it necessary to intervene because the marshal’s wound was unlikely to be fatal.


THREE


“WHAT do you see across the valley, Roamer?”


“Two men repairing damage from the storm.”


The Terran Institute for the Study of Chaos Phenomena was more generally known as ChaosCenter. Knowing of the Institute’s reputation, Space-Marshal Jym Wildheit was full of curiosity as he entered the wide glass portals of the administration block and registered his presence at the desk. Not the least of his interests was why he had been summoned here from half the galaxy away.


“Watch carefully, and describe the detail.”


“The hammer falls on the bright-green shingles, out of phase with the sound. I can roughly work out the distance from the intervals.”


As he entered the lecture suite it was suddenly obvious why the security had been so strict. This was probably the first time all twelve space-marshals had ever gathered together on one planet. Now in the room were the full dozen, men whose duties were to safeguard civilization over the vast sprawl of the galactic empires. These were the legendary untouchables of space, whose authority outranked planetary governors and kings and whose powers were feared by tyrants and space-pirates alike. Considering their influence in the galaxy, it was reassuring to Wildheit to note his comrades still remained quite ordinary men. In fact Marshal Hover’s electric carriage, which had to serve him until his cloned replacement legs had been cultured, underscored the mortal fragility of which they were all only too aware.


“Close your eyes, little one. What see you now?”


“I see small pulses of entropic change. Muscles drive the hammer: the nail responds; a little order comes out of chaos: entropy falls; the universe winds back.”


There was one other man in the room, a stranger to Wildheit. Dressed entirely in black, his style of flowing cloak proclaimed him to be from some far outworld. He acknowledged none of those who entered, but sat hunched, his knuckles supporting his chin, directly under the great portrait of Bron the Warlord, founder of the Federation. His dark eyes were constantly questing, as if searching for answers to something to which no one was able to supply even the questions.


“Look into time, Roamer. What see you there?”


“Sparks in the brain, bidding the muscles. Mind versus Chaos; entropy lessened.”


Chief-Marshal Delfan, alone among those in the room to have decorations on his otherwise strictly functional uniform, brought the assembly to swift order.


“I expect you’re wondering why we took the undoubted risk of calling all twelve space-marshals off-station and having them report to Terra. The fact that we found it necessary indicates the extreme gravity of the situation. Gentlemen, the truth is that the Galactic Federation is under attack by a weapon so serious and insidious that ten years of its action threatens to destroy all we’ve built in two thousand years in space.”


A ripple of dissension swept through the audience. Marshal Tun Tse voiced the disagreement.


“I find that concept difficult to swallow. I’ve personal knowledge of three space sectors, and my colleagues cover the rest. If any such threat existed, we’d be the first to be aware of it.”


“You are aware of it. It’s just that you don’t see it for what it is. Take the death of General Caligori near Harmony, for instance.”


“A sunflare sterilized his ship. An act of God.”


“Then God must have changed sides with remarkable alacrity. In the past year alone, one hundred and eighty specific individuals have died as the result of substantial natural disasters.”


“A hundred eighty?” Tun Tse was enraged. “Galaxy wide, the death toll from substantial disasters must be in the billions.”


“I’m not disputing that. But I said specific individuals. Specifically, these are the top intellects of our time—the scientists and administrators whose genius sets the direction for the whole human race. They’ve a statistical death rate greater than chance by over a thousand times. Gentlemen, our investigations leave no doubt that the best of those who shape our future are being deliberately culled. Humanity in space is being killed off from the top downward.”


“By natural disasters?” Tun Tse was trying to make sure of his ground.


“General Caligori was caught by a sunflare. Nobody ever had a more potent effect on the development of our space-weapons potential. President Bruant was killed by a major meteorite strike on Barbec. Without his administrative genius, the Hundred Worlds threaten to lapse back into mutual warfare. Julius Orain’s ship was destroyed in a tachyon storm. His brain took with it some theories of relativity that promised us access to unlimited energy for all eternity. The list is endless. Our entire occupation of space is threatened by this selective pattern of disasters.”


“Look to the sky, Roamer. What see you there?”


“Beyond the cloudrace and the great storm’s eye, there run the long, slow tides of entropy, peaked with sharp wavefronts of catastrophe.”


“To me that seems a contradiction in terms. How can you have a selective pattern of random events?” asked Tun Tse, whose bafflement mirrored that of his comrades. “And what was that you mentioned about a weapon?”


“To answer that I’m going to hand this discussion over to Saraya, director of ChaosCenter. The things he’ll tell you may seem hard to accept. But I ask you to listen carefully and with an open mind, because the shape of the future for humanity could well depend on your understanding.”


The dark man ruffled his cloak as if it contained wings with which he intended to fly.


“Gentlemen, Marshal Delfan has outlined the problem. ChaosCenter, aided by Marshal Hover, has for some time been trying to find the answers. We haven’t gotten very far, but what we have found we don’t like. I’m going to start by asking you to make a rather subtle mental inversion: it’s not that great disasters happen to important men—but that important men are present when great disasters happen.”


“A subtlety which eludes me entirely,” said Tun Tse.


“It’s really quite easy. Every day, all over the galaxy, catastrophes occur. Some people die in them, some escape. And every man has a few incidents in life where he has missed death by a narrow margin. Marshal Wildheit, do you follow me so far?”


“I can’t take issue with what you say. I’ve had many close calls myself.”


“Then try this. Suppose one of those nearly fatal incidents had happened differently—perhaps a little sooner, or later, a bit to the left or the right, or quicker or slower.”


“Then there are probably a few tales I shouldn’t be around to tell,” said Wildheit.


“Good! We’re nearing the crux of the problem. Let me postulate the existence of a device capable of modifying the conditions of a catastrophe with such selectivity that for a given individual his chance of surviving the incident becomes almost nil.”


“There you leave me. I don’t see how such a thing can be.”


“Yet all our evidence suggests such a device does exist. Hover and I have seen its effect with our own eyes. For want of a better name, we call it the Chaos Weapon.”


“Let me get this straight,” said Tun Tse. “Are you saying this device creates catastrophes?”


“No. It merely results in the displacement of an event that would have happened anyway. The event itself can neither be created or nullified, because its signature is already recorded in the patterns of entropy which we call Chaos.”


“I may have it wrong,” said Hover, “but in Edel, didn’t the weapon actually add to the scale of the catastrophe?”


“It did. And for a very good reason. You can’t hold up an event containing all those billions of ergs of energy without supplying an equal and opposite amount of energy to hold the balance. And the longer you hold it, the more energy you have to pour in. When your control finally does slip, all that energy is released at once.”


“I’m still not convinced,” said Wildheit. “But assuming for the sake of argument that what you say is right, who built such a thing, and why is it being used on us?”


“I don’t think there’s much doubt about why it was built. Since we broke into space, human expansion has grown at an exponential rate, and we’re already investigating the possibilities of populating other galaxies. Somebody wants us cut back—and fast. Chopping out our prime intellects must seem a more rewarding alternative than all-out spacewar. In the long run it could also be more effective.”


“But have we no clues as to who?”


“Would you care to speculate on how many alien races there may be in the universe? And how many of these might view our expansion with alarm? I do have a few suspects, Marshal, but not one shred of evidence. That’s why this meeting was called. You know the places and frontiers of space better than any other men alive. We need your help, because unless we can find and destroy the Chaos Weapon, it’s going to destroy us.”


Delfan took control of the meeting again.


“The matter has been discussed by the Security Committee of the General Council. Our instructions are that we cooperate with ChaosCenter in establishing the location of the weapon and identifying its operators. If we succeed in this mission, we can then call on aid from any of the armed services to secure its annihilation. Cass Hover has been posted to Chaos-Center to handle liaison work. Jym Wildheit will take over as the operating agent. The rest of you will be given specific assignments from time to time. The public will not be informed at this stage. Nonetheless it is my duty to instruct you that we are officially at war, though the first thing we have to do is find the enemy.”


The communicator on the conference table shrilled a sudden summons. Saraya took up the handset and listened to it gravely, asking a few crisp questions. Then he dropped the instrument suddenly and rose to his feet.


“Gentlemen, we already have an emergency on our hands. One of our Chaos computers uses a reference baseline centered on this building. That baseline trace has just disappeared off the top of the graph. If our interpretations are correct, we’re just four minutes away from another catastrophe—right here. I suggest we evacuate the building fast.”


“What are the portents you see in the sky?”


“Vaster than storms, dark forces are building: blacker than absolute, redder than fire. Mammoth disaster, death, and destruction. Minds meshed in chaos …


… the war has begun!”


The space-shuttle Spanier coasted into Earth-orbit and prepared to shed its speed over three complete circuits of the globe. Course calculation was entirely automatic, so on the control deck the captain had little to do other than cast an occasional eye over the instrument registers and sip the green-eyed Venus-lime from a null-G bag. Upon cessation of the powered drive, the ship had been in a free-fall condition, and now the gentle action of the retro units began to bring a welcome sensation of low gravity back to the craft and its three hundred space-weary travelers.


On completion of the first orbit, the instrument readings were true to specification, and the computers themselves opened up a communications channel and began to feed data to their destination port at Alaska Field. Then something went wrong. One of the onboard triplexed course computers began to disagree with the other two, and a fault was signaled right across the boards. The captain hastily evaluated the situation, decided that two computers in tandem could make the landing without his intervention, and switched out the manual controls which had been activated when the first computer had fallen out of accord. He reported the fault on the voice channel to Alaska Field and relaxed warily in his harness in case any further trouble showed up.


It did. Halfway through the second orbit, the temperature sensors in the titanium hull indicated a reading climbing above the safety limit, then the integrating altimeter protested that their rate of descent was far too high. Cursing, the captain reached to take back control, but in the instant before his fingers contacted the switch, the errant electronics played their last and final joke. A massive burst of the retro units killed the ship’s momentum, subjecting the occupants of the shuttle to dangerously high G-forces. The shuttle nosed deeply into the stratosphere, and the airfoils were powerless to restore its flight path in the thin atmosphere. Like a stone, the shuttle dropped toward the Earth, then the stone quickly became white hot and coalesced into a ball, and the ball became a flaming mass. A strange tension in the continuum shaped its final trajectory so that the fireball hit Chaos-Center like the bursting of a bomb.


From the center of the parkland where they had gathered, the group watched the missile fall. With a crash like rampant thunder, the building seemed momentarily to expand in all directions, then to collapse inward upon itself. Very few seconds after the strike there was little left of the ChaosCenter main building but a pile of rubble overhung by a cloud of dust and smoke. Rising straight into the clear skies above, the vapor trail left by the descending missile stood like the shaft of a spear which had been plunged out of heaven.


“What the hell was that?” Delfan asked, after a long silence.


“Some sort of spacecraft, I think.” Saraya’s face was grave. “We’ll get a report on it later. We’ve lost nearly a third of our Chaos computing capacity there. But I wonder if the information we’ve gained wasn’t worth the exchange.”


“What information?”


“The fact that such an incredible incident happened exactly when and where it did. In Chaos work, we frequently start with a resultant and scan back to locate the cause. I suspect our unknown enemy has run through a similar exercise—looked at some future event which gave him reason for concern, then tracked the cause back to this place and this point in time.”


“Is that possible?”


“Entirely possible. The entropic shockpoints of a cause or an effect expand like bubbles in the ether. But only two related events have exactly coincident axes. If you start with a cause, you can usually locate its effect, and the converse is also true. In this case it’s a reasonable guess that our deliberations today are destined to have a measurable effect upon the future. In fact, so worried do our opponents seem about what will result that they seem to have produced a panic reaction. In terms of entropy, this is a relatively small disaster.”


“Does this mean that we’re now all candidates for the Chaos Weapon’s attention?”


“I think not. It’s more likely to be only one of us. Multiple Chaos patterns become too diffuse to follow. Both Hover and I were present at the Edel catastrophe and nothing was directed against us there, so I think we’re both in the clear. The new factor today, Marshal Wildheit’s involvement with ChaosCenter, is a coincidence that can’t be overlooked. Marshal Wildheit, how does it feel to be looking down the wrong end of the Chaos Weapon? I wonder what you’re going to do to justify such powerful attention, Jym?”


“It’s an attention I could afford to do without,” said Wildheit ruefully. “But in any case, they missed.”


“Certainly they missed. But that was because you had the benefit of advance-scan Chaos information. Unless you want to spend the rest of your life in our computer room, you’re unlikely to have sufficient warning the next time they make a try against you. Unless …”


“Unless what?” Delfan asked.


“It’s a crazy idea, but one that might be worth considering. During the Great Exodus, many minority groups on Terra left to establish colony worlds of their own. One of them, a way-out cult, was dedicated to reestablishing human senses they believed had been allowed to atrophy in the human animal.”


“The Sensitives?” asked Tun Tse, who had been following the conversation carefully.


“Exactly! On Mayo they interbred and multiplied, and by a rigid application of their philosophy they have produced some individuals with talents remarkable by anyone’s standards. But even the Sensitives had no idea of the extent of the sensory fields they were developing. Talents began showing up to deal with situations they didn’t even know existed. If my information’s correct they even have developed a Chaos Seer, one who seems to be able to read the patterns of Chaos directly.”


“How probable is that?” Delfan asked.


“It’s certainly not impossible. The human organism is sensitive to heat, light, and sound waves. I see no good reason why it should not also be sensitive to entropic waves.”


“Surely the human being has skin, eyes, and ears as receptors for heat, light, and sound—and there is an evolutionary advantage in using them. But I don’t see any such justification for the reception of Chaos.”


“No?” asked Saraya, and there was a light of faint amusement in his eyes. “Did you never get a feeling of foreboding? Did you never get a hunch about the outcome of something? And how about a leap of intuition? I think that everyone can read Chaos to a limited extent, but we never bother to develop the ability. But just suppose this Chaos Seer does exist and can be persuaded to work with Wildheit, then we might begin to get some of the answers we’re seeking.”


“I really don’t see how a seer would help.”


“Imagine the advantages of having real-time Chaos sensing and interpretation combined in something as small and mobile as a man—and working in cooperation with a prime target for the Chaos Weapon. First off, the enemy wouldn’t be able to get at Wildheit without his having advance warning. Secondly, we’d have someone who could stare back up the barrel, so to speak, with a strong probability of eventually being able to locate the source.”


“That makes some sense,” said Tun Tse. “But the Sensitives have a reputation for being highly insular, and Mayo has now become a forbidden world. So it may be difficult to get the cooperation of their seer.”


“But consider their position. Mayo’s stuck right out on the fringes of the Milky Way. They’ve everything to lose if the Federation falls to pieces because, like it or not, the Federation ships are what keeps the aliens at bay. If our defenses began to crumble, the inhabitants of Mayo would be nearly the first to go. And alien races don’t take prisoners …”


“That argument sounds convincing to us, but I doubt if it would cut much ice on a Rim world before the alien threat became a reality. Remember, they have never seen any of the action for themselves. They don’t even know what things are waiting for them out there.”


“Then it’s up to Marshal Wildheit to convince them. Jym, that’s your first job. Go to Mayo and secure yourself a Chaos Seer.”


FOUR


FOR his journey from Terra to the galaxy’s edge where Mayo 4 orbited its own substantial sun, Wildheit was fortunate that both planets were situated on the same edge of the Milky Way’s great sprawl. Even so, the traversing of some seventeen thousand light-years in a vessel as small as the patrol-ship was no minor undertaking. Five days out of Terra in the Gegenschein, he made the first jump from the sub-light speed into subspace and emerged a mere six days later with nearly ten thousand light-years already behind him. The first leap had not been a critical one: its function had merely been to bring him to a point from which more careful jumps could place him finally within sub-light range of his objective.


From that point on, observation and calculation occupied the majority of his time. A further three-and-a-half-light-year subspace jaunt left him with barely the similar distance yet to travel. He calculated each successive jump to halve progressively the remaining distance. Unfortunately, there was a minimum distance in a subspace leap which the little ship could undertake, and if he overshot or undershot his target by too great a margin he might easily find himself with six months’ sub-light travel before he could make planet-fall. In this respect he envied the great spaceliners which, on a routine trip, could regularly drop out of subspace after a single leap that usually put them within a few days out from their intended ports of call.


He envied, too, the recreational facilities of the great liners. The single cabin of the Gegenschein and the ladders to the store and engine decks below provided the only area available for movement and exercise. Furthermore the light artificial gravity allowed his muscles to slacken to such a degree that he knew contact with a world of terrestial-norm gravity would be tiring and painful until his body had reestablished its tone. At such times of reduced efficiency, the symbiotic attachment of the god, Coul, on his shoulder would become a conscious, nagging ache that penetrated through to the very narrow of his bones.


Coul himself was always more restless when in space. The unchanging scene offered no sustenance for his insatiable curiosity about things human. He would flicker on his ceaseless excursions across other dimensions and return despondently to Wildheit’s shoulder with the heavy-clawed twist of psychic feet. The pulse which marked each beat of his return was a fresh stimulus to a set of sensitive nerves in Wildheit’s upper arm.


Despite all the discomfort, however, several reasons justified the man’s acceptance of the symbiotic god’s tenure on his shoulder. As they dropped into real-space and Wildheit began to make the calculations for the next jump, Coul suddenly crouched in quiet contemplation.


“Marshal, I’m in communion with Talloth. Marshal Hover wishes to speak with you through him.”


“Strange! We’re still in FTL transmission range. But I suppose he may have a valid reason for using communion.”


“Talloth is convinced of his need. Else we would not use our special roads to carry your pedestrian thoughts.”


“Then let’s make the contact and find out what Talloth is so convinced about.”


“Breathe,” said Coul.


The actual period of communion was an experience Wildheit hated. Of all the paranormal things associated with the symbiotic deities, he regarded this one as a true invasion of his body. He had learned to come to terms with the ache in his shoulder, but to hear himself speak with another man’s voice was something to which he never became accustomed.


“Jym!” The voice that came from his own mouth was recognizably Hover’s, but the pitch and timbre were altered by the differences in his own vocal cords.


“What’s on your mind, Cass?”


“I’m using communion because I don’t know who might be monitoring the FTL bands. Subject: our dark friend Saraya.”


“What of him?”


“Some little pieces that don’t fit. When you asked at the meeting who built the weapon, he merely countered with another question.”


“I remember. He asked me how many alien races might be in the universe.”


“Then consider this. As you know, I saw the Chaos Weapon operating on Edel. But the target character which triggered the disaster wasn’t one of our rarer intellects. He came from far outspace in an unidentifiable spacecraft. The planet he gave as his place of origin doesn’t even exist. Somehow he seemed to know the disaster was coming, and he even managed to delay it until the snow-cat was out of range of the effect. Saraya called him one of a kind and said that wherever he went, was where they pointed the Chaos Weapon.”


“Where you leading, Cass?”


“Simply that I’m damn sure Saraya knows a lot more about all this than he’s admitting. The men who came in the snow-cat managed to get someone else out of Edel. I think this was the individual who jumped me and then ran the cat over my legs. He gave me a message for Saraya by name. Said to tell him Kasdeya sent it.”


“The devil he did! What was Saraya’s reaction?”


“He denied either recognizing the name or that the message meant anything to him. Then, get this, he implied I’d probably imagined the whole thing. He probably doesn’t know that every space-marshal makes a permanent recording of every second of his day. I checked out the suit recorder later, and the message was there loud and clear.”


“What was the message?”


“Quote: Don’t try to join the game until you can give it a name and understand the rules.”


“What do you make of that?”


“Nothing so far. But I have personal doubts that we are looking for an alien device as such. I suspect Saraya’s playing some sort of double game, and since you’re at the operating end of the mission, I thought you ought to know.”


“Thanks a lot, Cass. I’ll keep what you say in mind. By the way, how are your legs?”


“Coming along well. I went to see them yesterday. In the culture medium they’re now about eighteen years in equivalent age. I remember when my own were like that. Clean, firm—beautiful. It’s a pity they have to age them to match the ones I lost.”


“I wonder if they could furnish me with a new set of brains,” said Wildheit ruefully. “This set is getting all clogged up with questions that don’t have any answers.”


The communion finished, Wildheit returned to his navigation. Because of the turbulent flow and eddies formed where the gravitational field of the Milky Way was lapped by the great tides of deep-space, there was no dead reckoning he could use to chart the absolute position of Mayo. So there was an element of luck in the final jump which terminated to leave him no more than a one week sub-light trip to the planet of the Sensitives.


Finally emerging from the darkness of a desert strip where he had landed, Wildheit came to the edge of the capital city. A broad river stood between him and his goal, its dark waters reflecting the random lights from the streets along the farther bank. He searched for a ferry, but instead came upon a bridge. It was a wide and ornate bridge, but unlit and probably seldom used, underscoring what his space survey had told him about the city’s isolation. As he started across the bridge the god on his shoulder shifted expectantly, as if it read something of menace in the strange city beyond.


Wildheit had left the crawler near the patrol-ship, about six kilometers out. Experience had taught him that a space-marshal gained fewer enemies in a strange community if he made a quiet approach on foot rather than arriving with a full show of strength. Surely a man who walked to his destination appeared less ominous than one who came in an armored crawler fully capable of resolving a major outworld war. He paid for this philosophy with aching feet and a broad pain in his left shoulder where the brown, leathery, insubstantial god gripped with an inseparable attachment.


As he traversed the bridge, his emotions were mixed. Social contact with a space culture as isolated as that of the Sensitives presented a psychological mountain he was ever tired of climbing. The tremendous adjustments of insight and outlook needed to adapt to a strange set of mores, beliefs, and circumstances was for him the equivalent of an intellectual death and rebirth. Nowhere, even on Terra, would he ever meet anyone able to appreciate his own peculiar views of the galaxy and its peoples. Always the onus was on him to hunt for sense and clues in any given situation, and to bring his perception down to within the narrow constraints imposed by a crucially limiting environment. Though practice had given him proficiency in the art, repetition had done nothing to lessen the mental torment of the experience.


In front of him on the farther bank he began to make out namesigns written in Alpha Intergalactic characters. This suggested the dominant tongue would be a dialect of one of the thirty-seven space languages he had permanently memorized for use on assignments round the stars. As he walked, Wildheit called up the mnemonics relating to the Alpha tongues and tried to refresh his memory. Even from across the water it was obvious that the city was less advanced than his space survey at first had suggested. Here was a fair example of arrested pretechnological development, although there was abundant evidence of the use of electricity for lighting. Such an anachronism was not uncommon in communities founded by dissident colonists after the Great Exodus from Terra.


The end of the bridge was guarded by twin gatehouses and a barbed metal gate. The structure itself proclaimed an element of paranoia and at the same time defined the technological capabilities of those it was designed to exclude. Wildheit estimated that given the necessity he could have taken such defenses without even breaking stride. At the gate he grasped the knotted summons rope. This evoked a gaunt bell so massive that its chime must have awakened half the city.


Old lamps were lit above his head, dim and inefficient, yet driving back the shades from the square before the gate.


“Who are you, who dare come in darkness?”


“Space-Marshal Wildheit out from Terra on the orders of the Galactic Council. I wish to speak with someone in authority about a Chaos seer.”


“You’re from outworld? You are forbidden to land.”


“I have already landed. I’m on Federation business.”


“Mayo doesn’t recognize the Federation.”


“That’s unimportant. We protect you, nonetheless.”


“Come back in daylight. I’ll see if anyone wishes to talk with you.”


“Find someone now. I’ve traveled far, and the matter’s too urgent for delay.”


“Wait, then. I’ll see what can be done.”


Wildheit turned to the parapet and seated himself upon it, marveling at the naiveté of a community which apparently believed security could be guaranteed by an iron gate.


About an hour later the gate was opened. An old, white-haired man beckoned him to enter. Behind him, dark-clad watchmen armed with short white sticks scowled uneasily at his entry. Wildheit was not deceived; the way the white sticks were handled suggested they were weapons of a surely lethal kind.


“I am Pilon,” said the old man testily. “I was brought from my bed at your insistence. I hope you’ve something important to say.”


“An importance that brought me five kilo-parsecs to say it. Do you have authority here?”


“I’m one of the Elders. For you that will have to suffice.”


Wildheit looked at the circle of scowling watchmen. Suspicion and mistrust were written on every face. The Federation was not popular on Mayo, it seemed.


“Is there somewhere private where we can talk?”


“Perhaps! But first let me have your hand. I need to read your intent. There are many we dare not allow in the city.”


Wonderingly, Wildheit extended his left hand, and the old man laid his upon it and closed his eyes as if to concentrate. Meanwhile each watchman kept his weapon raised and pointed as if prepared for an immediate execution should the old man’s doubts be less than satisfied. Finally Pilon spoke.


“He comes in peace, and has great need. Release him to me. I’ll take the responsibility.”


The watchmen appeared doubtful. “You take too much on yourself, Pilon. There are others who will have to be informed. They may fetch him. Either way, you will give an account to the Conclave of Elders.”


“So it is written,” said the old man, and he took hold of Wildheit’s arm. “Come, I’ve chambers close enough. There we can talk.”


Wildheit allowed himself to be led off the bridge and into the narrow, untidy streets beyond. The roads were sandy, bearing the occasional imprint of an iron-wheeled cart but no evidence of mechanical transport. The buildings were largely massive masonry and rough-hewn timber, and the architecture appeared to depend on individual whim rather than on customary style. Thus the structures were simplistic and given to unexpected changes in form and outline. Under the small, wan lamps, the effect was somewhat feudal, yet giving the impression of great permanence.


“What did you read from the laying on of your hand?” asked the marshal conversationally as they walked.


“I learned you are expected, but not welcome,” said Pilon enigmatically. “It’s dangerous for you to be here.”


“You take great pains to guard your city gates. I find that difficult to understand, since none but the Sensitives occupy Mayo.”


“There are degrees of sensitivity. The rarer strains need protection from contamination, and the lesser need protection from the rarer. It’s a difficult matter.”


They entered a large, timbered house, and Pilon reached his hand to take Wildheit’s outer garments. The marshal shook his head.


“There’s no need. My suit automatically adjusts for temperature and contains many things I might possibly need.”


“As you wish!” The old man was scanning Wildheit’s face with a searching look. Coul quivered nervously on the marshal’s shoulder. The god was plainly apprehensive about their situation despite its overall calm. Even Wildheit began to experience a strong sense of foreboding.


The old man began again: “You’re a strange man, Marshal. You carry more death in your pockets than Mayo has seen in all her human history. My eyes won’t tell me, but I sense another being on your shoulder. You represent those with the bloodiest of pasts and an even bloodier future. Yet you are a man with a wisdom and humanity that makes birds sing and stars shine. It must be very terrifying and painful to be you.”


“Let’s get down to business,” said Wildheit.


They had entered a small, book-lined room furnished only with a few plain chairs and a table. When they were seated, Pilon looked at Wildheit with questioning eyes, but his attention seemed to be divided to rest partially beyond the room’s thick walls. In the darkness beyond the mullioned windows slight noises were beginning to disturb the night.


“What’s your problem, Marshal?”


“Chaos. I assume you know what Chaos is?”


“Reflections of the slow death of the universe. It has many mysteries for us.”


“And for us. That’s what brings me here. The Galactic Federation appeals for your help. Somebody or something is tampering with the patterns of Chaos. They’ve forged it into a selective weapon. This weapon is being used against key individuals, most of whom are vital links in the future of man’s tenure in space.”


“You realize we don’t support the aims and ambitions of the Federation?”


“And I think you realize that were it not for the Federation forces on this edge of the galaxy, Mayo would long ago have fallen to the aliens. Like it or not, the Federation’s existence and your own are inseparable.”


“A good point, Marshal. Please proceed.”


“So far our only defense against the weapon is anticipation—immediate and on-the-spot interpretation of the patterns of Chaos. If we’re to find the weapon and neutralize it, this is vital.”


“And for that you have your computing engines.”


“Nothing smaller than a room or a shipful of electronics. Nothing as mobile as a man. But we’re given to understand the Sensitives have a Chaos Seer. We’d like to secure his cooperation in destroying the Chaos Weapon.”


Pilon placed his hands together and looked at his long, slim fingers for many minutes before replying.


“You’re a painful and terrifying man, Marshal. The more so because you don’t know what it is you seek. What you ask is barely possible. If it were possible, it wouldn’t be wise. And even if it were wise, the results would not be those you think.”


“I asked for assistance, not for a book of riddles. It’s true that such a seer exists?”


“It’s true there is one. But I doubt the rest of the galaxy’s ready for the contact.”


“I don’t understand.”


“Marshal, why do you think the Sensitives isolate themselves from the rest of mankind?”


“It is said you breed selectively over many generations in order to develop special talents. You can’t tolerate the possibility of contamination by unexceptional bloodlines.”


“That’s only a half-truth. The rest is that, having bred pure strains, we dare not release them on mankind. Their talents are too extreme, too powerful, too liable to be subjected to abuse or perverted to an unforeseen end. You’re a man of wisdom, so you’ll see my point. Would you deliver such an extraordinary power into the hands of an idiot child?”


“Is that how you see us?” asked Wildheit.


“That’s how we see the Federation. A marvelous child, but congenitally immature. Its collective psychology is at an emotional level barely above an instinctive reaction. It procreates mindlessly and multiplies because it must, and then it spreads like a cancer through the stars.”


“Sophistry!”


“Is it? We’ve many seers, each with different specialties. Any of them might distort your ideas on what you think you want your society to become. We want no responsibility for what you might do with them—or they with you.”


“I think you overestimate the potential of your seers. In any case, you have given me forewarning. Thus the onus is on us, not on you. I repeat my request for a Chaos Seer.”


The dim noises beyond the window were growing gradually more distinct. Suddenly he could hear a rhythmic rattle as of wooden sticks clicking together, then a subnote like a deep and resonant horn. Coul was crouched in anticipation, flickering vaguely, always returning to the same attentive pose. Even Wildheit could smell a strong and strange pervasive scent something like Terran violets.


“Something’s going on out there,” he said suddenly to Pilon. “What?”


“The Guardians have come. There are many factions among the Sensitives. Some would side with you; some strike you down. I said it was dangerous for you to be here. But the Guardians will maintain the peace until the Conclave decides what can be done for you—or with you. For a while you must be placed in isolation. I advise you not to resist.”


The safety rings on Wildheit’s weapons’ pouch stripped open at the barest touch of his fingers. Smashing the ancient light to the floor, he moved swiftly to the window and scanned the strange-sounding darkness. Initially he could see nothing, but then began to discern in the roadway the movement of white sticks gripped by unseen hands.


Clickety … Clickety … Clickety …


A vast horn, whose resonance dropped slowly beyond the lower threshold of human perception, bounced his senses with a throbbing pulse that seemed to snatch the power of volition from his mind.


Clickety … Clickety …


The white sticks were a hypnotic focus, filling an unknown void in his brain with an expanding pattern of criss-crossed sounds.


Clickety …


… and with the deep perfume carrying strange messengers into his lungs and then into his bloodstream, Marshal Wildheit—weapons ready but untouched—spun silently at the window and fell unconscious to the floor.


FIVE


WILDHEIT awoke in a vault of white stone, pillared and arched in the manner of a cellar which has to support considerable weight from a building above. Outside it was day, and strong sunlight entering a line of holes each no larger than his fist, made bright pearls of reflection on the polished smoothness of the floor. His immediate concern was for his weapons, but they were gone together with his uniform suit. While he had been unconscious, hands must have stripped him. He was left now with but a simple garment of woven cloth which he endeavored to draw round himself in a manner reminiscent of a toga. Coul quivered uncertainly.


“A fine mess you let me get into,” Wildheit said to the god.


“You were in no danger,” Coul reproved mildly. “It’s no function of mine to preserve you from anything short of death. Who can choose between the strange things humans do to each other? You’re a race pathologically addicted to interfering with the bodies of others.”


“A new moral philosophy is all I need to complete my morning,” said Wildheit morosely.


Shortly he located a door—or rather, several doors. All were stout, smooth, and without obvious locks or other means of purchase. Following a futile attempt to open one with his fingers, he climbed up and managed to look out one of the holes through which the sunlight entered.


He found he was no longer looking at the city, but at what appeared to be a scattered fortress. A long, broad, castellated wall surmounted by a footpath followed the contours of the landscape as far as he could see. Occasionally a frowning tower broke the continuing line of the wall, and in places a whole village or enclave seemed to be contained within a deviant loop and thus isolated from its surroundings. The notion of containment lent pointed support for Coul’s last critical comment. Coming so soon after Pilon’s jibe about the immaturity of the human race, Wildheit for the first time in his life had a momentary twinge of doubt about the validity of his actions.


Moodily, he continued to explore the cellar, but found nothing of any interest or value. Finally he sat on the floor amid the shafts of sunlight and waited for something to happen. He was not left there long. One of the doors opened and a man dressed in a black loose-fitting tunic came into the cellar. His approach was almost apologetic.


“Marshal Wildheit, I am Dabria, one of the senior Guardians of Mayo. Your apprehension was unfortunate but necessary. Had you consulted your star gazetteer, you’d have found that Mayo was a forbidden world. You should not have made planetfall.”


“I doubt the legality of refusing landing to a space-marshal. Most tyrants would welcome the option. In any case, my mission overrides ordinary considerations. The Federation needs the assistance of your Chaos Seer. How else could I negotiate?”


“We appreciate your needs and your problems. Even now the Conclave debates the issue. But your arrival was unfortunate. Internal tension among the Sensitives runs high. Your coming could be the catalyst which liberates a terrible reaction. You’re a danger to us all.”


“Then I’ll strike a bargain. Return my clothes and equipment, and bring me the Chaos Seer. We’ll be off-planet within the hour.”


“A one-sided bargain.” Dabria was unimpressed. “What do you offer in return?”


“A chance to resolve your internal affairs without my catalytic presence—and freedom from the necessity of my having to call in units of the Federation Space Force to effect my rescue. That would surely throw your dissidents into a turmoil.”


“A potent threat, but one you’ve no chance of achieving.”


“Indeed? I wouldn’t advise you to put me to the test.”


The guardian moved back toward the door. “I’ve heard of your ability to communicate without equipment. It’s a chance I’ll not take. Perhaps the solution you suggest would be easiest for us both. There’ll be much opposition, but I’ll see what I can do.”


Even as he spoke, the man leaped, his hand moving in one lightning swing to chop at the side of Wildheit’s throat. He reached the garment in which the marshal had been clothed only to find it already empty and still falling through the air. The full force of a blow on the nape of his neck brought Dabria down to his knees, and a wild foot pitched him forward on his face. His momentum carried him across the polished stone to where a pillar intercepted his headlong flight. Dazed, he found his attempted recovery blocked by the pressure of the marshal’s instep threatening to crush his windpipe.


“That was a very stupid thing to try,” said Wildheit disgustedly. “Killing me wouldn’t have solved anything. Next time you’d have had six marshals and an armed cruiser to contend with. Now get out of here and go find me the seer.”


In the Children’s Place, Roamer was watching her grazing animals. All morning she had carefully moved them up the long slope under the guard wall, leaving the grass a close-cropped picture of serenity. Now she directed her charges downward, dividing them equally between the little paths in order to neaten all the banks before she returned the herd to pasture.


Hers was patient, tranquil work. The intelligent ruminants were appreciative of her calm and thoughtful direction, which assured them of full stomachs without stress or competition. In return, the Children’s Place was cropped and neatened. It was all part of the pattern of interdependence between humans and animals which made life in this part of Mayo such a rewarding experience.


As they neared the completion of the task, Roamer looked back at their collective efforts and was pleased. This was not her place—she was a tenant of an Adolescent’s community—but everyone had to contribute to the welfare of the children. With fair weather, rich grass, and a calm herd, they had achieved today superb results—the milk would be rich and plentiful.


Then as they reached the bottom of the slope, there came an unexpected change in the pattern.


“Ho, Roamer!”


She looked up to see old Pilon on the guard wall, beckoning. She ran toward him, laughing.


“Have you come to play more games today? Did you know I can pick up entropy from right beyond the stars? I think soon I shall be able to reach all the way back to the Big Bang and the creation of the universe.” Then she stopped when she saw how grave was the look on his face.


“Come up here, Roamer. We have to talk.”


“I’m not allowed on the wall.”


“Today you are allowed. The watchmen won’t stop you. I’ve serious news for you.”


“It can’t be the end of the universe, else I’d have seen it coming.”


Hastily she directed the herd into the low pasture and ran to the nearest tower. Unexpectedly the watchmen let her through, and she climbed the dusty, twisting steps and emerged almost breathless on top of the the wall. This was the first time she had ever been on it, and the novelty of the view from the wall’s top gave her a delicious shiver of vertigo.


“What’s wrong, Pilon? You look so sad.”


“You remember the other day when you read Chaos to me. You said the war has begun.”


“I could see it. What of it?”


“You were right, little one. The war has come.”


“Come to Mayo?”


“Not yet, but to the galaxy certainly. And of all our seers, you were the only one who knew. Now someone has come from the Federation asking for your aid. Your ability to read Chaos is unique. Perhaps you alone have the power to fight the growing darkness.


“Then we should go and speak with him.”


“It’s not just to speak. He wants to take you away from Mayo with him.”


“To the stars?”


“To the stars and beyond, perhaps.”


“What nonsense you do speak.”


“Already his request has divided the Conclave of Elders, and the guardians are at each other’s throats. A curious form of nonsense!”


She turned away suddenly and looked across the green fields as if seeing them for the first time.


“Do you want me to go?”


“I want what’s best for you. Last night I was opposed to your going. Since then I’ve thought it through. There’s little enough future on Mayo for one possessing your talents. Outspace you’ll have the most powerful of protectors and a chance to develop as you should. Most seers would give their sight to have such an offer. But my final decision rests on the fact that if you don’t take this opportunity now, it may never be offered again.”


“Can you explain that?”


“The man reminds me that if they lose the war, the Federation will contract. Then the aliens will sweep this edge of the galaxy clear of humanity.”


“You make such serious talk.”


“Life is serious. The walls we build between the communities are serious. The gulf we put between ourselves and the rest of human kind is serious. The old Sensitives were dedicated to liberating the full potentials in man. We’ve released them from the individual, but confined them nonetheless. Perhaps in that we’ve betrayed the ancient trust.”


“Isn’t it taught that the stars are not ready for the seers?”


“Did anybody ask the stars? Perhaps they’re big enough to take care of themselves. If not, they must suffer the consequences.”


“Then I shall go.”


“It may not be easy. Many of the Conclave are opposed. But if there’s a way, we’ll find it. Come, I think Dabria has a plan. He won’t rest easily until this matter is settled.”


When Dabria entered the cellar again he remained by the door and made no attempt to approach the prisoner.


“Marshal, we had a disagreement earlier. It was nothing personal, but you do present considerable problems for me. But I take your point that killing you would multiply these problems rather than end them. Therefore I’ve a proposition to make.”


“So have I. I want the Chaos Seer and I demand release from this place. I’ll give you two hours before I call for a Space-force cruiser.”


“That won’t be necessary. I’ve been talking with Pilon. It’s seemingly in all our interests for the seer to go with you. Unfortunately it’s prohibited by law for any Sensitive to travel off-world. If I openly appear to allow the Chaos Seer to go, the pressure from other seers for like privilege could wreck our system of guardianship and destroy most of what we’ve established.”


“Which means you have a problem.”


“To which I have contrived a solution that should suit us both. Pilon has gone to fetch the Chaos Seer, who will be persuaded to accompany you. When the seer arrives, you’ll both be left here until the late watch goes on duty. At that time you’ll find the end door unlocked, and beyond it your clothes and equipment just as we removed them. I believe it well within your powers to force an escape and get the Chaos Seer off-world before the watch can prevent you. Thus you gain what you came for, and I do not have a revolution thrust upon me.”


“Who else knows about this plot?” Wildheit asked dubiously.


“None but Pilon and the seer.”


“So if it comes to fighting, the blood will be real?”


“Having examined your equipment, I doubt the blood will be yours. Let’s not be squeamish, Marshal. In the circumstances, there’s no alternative.”


For the next hour Wildheit was left contemplating the tortuous nature of human duplicity. Then Pilon entered, bringing with him a wild-eyed girl who had barely reached maturity.


“Marshal, I bring you the Chaos Seer. By a strange element of foresight, her name is Roamer. Take great care of her, because she’s one of the rarer flowers the Sensitives have yet produced.”


Wildheit struggled to his feet. “I’d no idea the Chaos Seer was a girl. I’d imagined …”


“I warned you your plan wouldn’t be wise.” Pilon was fighting with some buried emotion. “I also know the results won’t be those you anticipate. Nevertheless, you’ve forced the issue, and now there’s no turning back. Roamer, this is Space-Marshal Wildheit, a sort of Guardian of the galaxy. His weapons are terrible and his motivations sincere. Nonetheless he’s naive, and misinformed about the nature of the universe. He’ll need much instruction. Treat the stars gently, little one. Perhaps a few of them will survive.”


As he turned to go, Wildheit caught his arm.


“Hold a minute! Roamer, had I known you were so young I’d not have asked for you. The journey ahead is going to be difficult and dangerous—and the hunt for the Chaos Weapon even more so. Are you sure you’re prepared to come with me?”


Pilon looked back, and there was a hint of distant mischief in his eyes. “Well, Roamer, what do you say?”


“This moment already has its trace in the patterns of Chaos. It’s the casual origin of one of the greatest entropic shockpoints the galaxy has ever seen.”


“Did you hear that, Marshal? Future history has already given its verdict. Let neither of you consider you’ve any option in the matter. What you have started is due to shake the universe. It is not implied whether for good or evil—merely that it will happen.”


When Pilon left, Wildheit turned to Roamer. From the look of consternation on her face it was clear that she could actually see the god on his shoulder.


“You seem surprised at my companion, Roamer,” he said kindly. “You must have great sensitivity. Most people can’t see him at all.”


“What is it?” she asked. The tension in her vocal cords made her voice seem ragged.


“It’s a god. His name is Coul.”


“I don’t understand. God is infinite.”


“Believe what you must, little frog. But what I tell you is true. There are many gods. All of them are terrifying in their power. None is omnipotent.”


“Why does he flicker like that?”


“Because he travels in several dimensions, of which this is only one. He visits the others constantly, thus at no time is he fully here.”


“Why does he sit on your shoulder?”


“We’re attached until death—my death. Coul is immortal.”


“Can’t you take him off—ever?”


“There’s no way. He lives right into me.”


“Like a parasite?” The prospect clearly worried her.


“No, not like a parasite. This is symbiosis. We each contribute something to the other. A sort of partnership, you understand.”


“I don’t understand.”


“I support Coul with the life forces he needs to maintain a partial reality in this dimension. Because I’m a good host he looks after my welfare when my needs become extreme.”


Roamer had lost some of her fears now, and her repugnance was turning to fascination.


“I think he’s very, very ugly.”


“Touch him.”


“Should I?”


“He’d like it fine—if you believe in him. Do you believe he exists?”


“I can see him. Why therefore should I doubt?”


“Do you believe he’s a god?”


She hesitated for a moment, anxiously reading Wildheit’s eyes, wondering if, against all the odds, this could be some sort of joke. She found no mockery in his face, only a profound sympathy.


“I believe he is a god,” she said.


With infinite caution she extended her arm and let her fingers come delicately in contact with the leathery brown deity. As she touched it, she closed her eyes involuntarily, then opened them, in a kind of ecstasy. She remained thus for a couple of minutes, then took her hand away.


“What did you feel?” asked Wildheit.


“I felt … music.” Her voice was strangely distant.


“That’s good! He accepts you.”


“Why should he accept me?”


“Because he lives in a multitude of dimensions—all gods have problems of identity. You’ve demonstrated a belief in his existence here and now. That gives him a point of empathy he can use to strengthen his frame of reference.”


“You’re being very technical.”


“I’m being practical. Coul needs belief the way you need food. And he’s appreciative when he gets it. When you’re in extreme need, call out to him. If you believe in him enough, could be he’ll find a way to help. Now, what time does the late watch begin?”


“Soon now. Why?”


“Dabria has arranged a subterfuge. He dare not appear to approve of your leaving, so he’s arranged to allow us to escape. When the watch changes, I’ll have my weapons back and then we can go. Can you lead me through the city to the bridge over the river?”


“I think so.”


“Good! Out in the desert I have a spaceship. If we can reach that we’ll be safe. But we may have to fight to get there. Stay close to me, and do exactly as I say.”


As he was speaking he heard a slight noise from the far end of the cellar. Moving to investigate, he found one of the doors ajar, and in a small room beyond this his uniform and equipment had been laid on a table. Dressing as swiftly as he was able, he returned to Roamer.


“If you’re ready, partner, we’ll go see what Chaos has in store for us.”


Signaling for her to stand well back, he shattered the heavy door with a single explosive capsule, then fired a shock pellet down the corridor he found beyond. He ducked his head out of the way of the picopulse shock, then signaled for Roamer to follow fast. At the end of the corridor they found two stunned watchmen slumped over a table. Past them was another door and a flight of stairs leading upward which brought them out on the top of a guard wall on the fringes of the city itself.


“Now which way?”


“To the left. That way we can avoid the watch-school.”


The day was closing to a golden dusk, and the streets beneath the wall were largely deserted. A tower in the wall suggested a means of descent and also the presence of more watchmen. Wildheit cleared the entrance with a shock pellet and followed straight through down the spiral stone stairs. At the bottom he surprised two watchmen who were coming to investigate the noise. He dropped one with a hand-blow, and the second fled into another part of the tower presumably to fetch assistance.


The marshal did not follow him. They now had a clear route into the sandy streets and an urgent need to reach the bridge before too many watchmen could be mustered. The few people they passed among the random houses appeared surprised to see the pair run run by, but made no attempt to interfere. Soon they found themselves on the edge of the river and in sight of the bridge. Unexpectedly the bell in the gatehouse began to sound a soulful alarm. Other bells set further in the city took up the message and relayed it until the whole evening sky seemed alive with clamorous sounds.


SIX


WILDHEIT swore, then drew the breathless girl into a recess between two buildings.


“Is there another bridge, Roamer?”


“Many kilometers away.”


“Then I’m going to have to take this one the hard way. If we get cross, how will they follow us? On foot?”


“On animals, I think.”


“When we start for the bridge, keep running. Don’t stop for anything until we reach the other side.”


Wildheit began to load the projectors carried in his belt as they ran. As soon as the head of the bridge was within his range he began to open fire. The first projectiles hit their targets and lay silently for a few seconds then each started to emit a piercing scream which jarred, throbbed and interacted with the others to produce a painful cacophony of sound that easily drowned the loudest bells and drove the watchmen from the gatehouses in panic and alarm. As they congregated in the approach road, Wildheit laid a pattern of gas pellets among them, and they sagged slowly to their knees and pitched forward in ludicrous postures of sleep.


With a pellet of high explosive, Wildheit shattered the iron gate across the path well before they reached it. Soon they were on the bridge itself. However, many watchmen were closing into the area behind them and operating some form of projected beam that disturbed the light-path in the air as it probed disturbingly close. Continuing to run, the marshal began to distribute small canisters behind him. Some of these produced eye-baffling flares and other, great clouds of smoke which the flares made luminous and thus impenetrable to the eye. Then as they reached the farther bank of the river, a great series of explosions ripped the bridge apart.


Panting painfully for breath, they stopped for a moment to look back at the damage. When the smoke had cleared there was nothing left of the bridge but a few broken piers protruding above the surface of the dark and muddied waters.


“That should hold them for a bit,” said Wildheit as he lent the panting girl his arm to lean on. From a pocket he produced a small box and began to manipulate the studs inset on its front.


“What—what are you doing?” Roamer was still fighting to regain her breath.


“If they have fast animals I doubt if we’ve time to reach the ship on foot. But I have a vehicle near my spacecraft, and I’m calling it by radio. There now, it’s coming toward us. We’ll walk on ahead until we meet it.”


Shortly the engines of the crawler sounded over the desert sands and when the vehicle appeared, Wildheit expertly halted it close by and they climbed into the cabin. The experience of riding in a mechanical vehicle was new to Roamer. She closed her eyes and clung on tightly as they moved rapidly out to where the Gegenschein waited. As they neared the patrol-ship, however, she opened her eyes and cried out in sudden alarm.


“Please stop! We can’t go on. Something’s terribly wrong.”


“In what way?”


“I see a great and sudden leap in entropy. An explosion …”


Wildheit slowed the crawler to a halt, prepared to argue that what she was reading was probably the imminent future firing of the take-off engines. To allay her fears he patiently began explaining this theory when the Gegenschein abruptly burst into a flaming incandescence which lit the desert as bright as day and threw out such heat that the crawler’s occupants would have been burned alive had the vehicle not been built for radiation safety. Though the conflagration died as suddenly as it had blossomed, Wildheit knew he no longer had a ship. Another realization came also. From far out in the surrounding darkness came the sound of sticks on sticks …


Clickety … Clickety …


… overlaying the subnotes of a deep and reverberant horn …


… Clickety …


Great gouts of violet-scented perfume washed around them, and Wildheit found his senses start to swim. His immediate reaction was to cut off the external ventilation fans and switch the crawler over to its own internal atmosphere. The idea worked, and the suffocating scent of violets was swiftly removed by the activated-carbon filters. Then he brought the motors up to a thunderous scream and engaged the torque converter. The vehicle leaped forward like a startled animal and roared away across the desert past the molten remains of what had recently been the patrol-ship.


Curiously, even the great engine noise inside the cabin failed to prevent their perception of the clicking sticks; and behind and beyond the engine’s roar, the baying of the great horn slipped inexorably down below the lowest registers of the human auditory threshold. The slow throb of its pulse seemed alternately to attract and repel them, so that they began to sway like grasses in a wind.


With a strong oath, Wildheit switched on the crawler’s powerful searchlights and swept them over the desert scene. The scanning beam revealed nothing of note, so he armed the automatic cannon and put a complete circle of close-spaced super-high explosive charges round them at minimum range. The clicking sticks became silent, and the vast horn choked in mid-utterance and was dead. To complete the certainty of their deliverance, the marshal then put out a second circle of explosive death pitched at a slightly greater range. When he was certain that nothing within the span of his fire could be alive, he slowed the crawler back to cruising speed.


“That’s for Dabria,” he said disgustedly. “I should have guessed he’d lay ambush. Letting us escape wasn’t the only way he could keep control. Killing us would have been more effective. Nor would the Federation have bothered to send another marshal once the Chaos Seer was dead. What I don’t figure is how they had access to a device that could destroy a parked patrol-ship.”


“They wouldn’t need a device,” said Roamer. “Nor need it have been Dabria’s work. There are seers who can mentally trigger any source of potential energy.”


Now the beam of the searchlight began to pick up the blast craters, and near them he could see occasional bodies clad in the black tunic-dress of the Guardians. Several white sticks lay in the path, and farther out a buckled device of hoops and canvas was all that was left of the great subsonic horn.


“It’s a pity they had to learn the hard way,” said Wildheit seriously.


“What do we do now?” asked Roamer. Her relief at their escape from the ambush was evident, but a lingering fear still haunted her.


“We have to find another route off-world—and quickly. How far is the nearest spaceport?”


“There isn’t one. When Mayo was declared off-limits, all the spaceports were dismantled and all the ships destroyed. That’s how they made the prohibition absolute.”


Wildheit brought the crawler to a halt, then let the engines die.


“Coul, I wish to speak with Marshal Hover. Can you enter communion with Talloth?”


“I see no great evidence of need,” Coul said archly. “Have I not told you the purpose of communion is other than to circumvent your pedestrian communications system. Why not use your FTL transmitter?”


“Because the crawler’s FTL set isn’t powerful enough to reach Terra direct, and it could take days to attract the attention of a relay station. Anyway, the local sun broadcasts so much sub-etheric noise we’d never get any intelligence through the channel.”


“Then, because you love me, I’ll communicate with Talloth. If he’s of like mind, we may grant your wish.”


Wildheit relaxed and tried to be patient, knowing there was no way he could force the issue. Despite their careful mimicry of human conversation, the gods spoke to each other by unknown means across a whole spectrum of dimensions and with a complexity of thought a human mind was never likely to comprehend. At some instant of quantized time and in some alter-universe the two gods neared each other—perhaps shared a finite fraction of a second of composite identity. They were reluctant to use their powers of communion for the purpose of human communication, but the rare occasions when the request was granted frequently justified the presence of the gods on the marshals’ shoulders.


“Breathe,” said Coul finally.


“Hullo, Jym! This is Hover. What’s on your mind?”


“I’m still on Mayo, Cass. I’ve got the Chaos Seer, but lost the patrol-ship. At the moment we’re sitting it out in the crawler, but the local constabulary has elevated unfriendliness to the status of a fine art. What can you do about getting us off?”


“Hold a second while I check the shipping updates. Mmm! Not good. Space Force detected a mass alien breakthrough and put every ship they had about twenty kilo-parsecs out in the galactic drift. Even if they could spare a cruiser, it couldn’t get to you inside of six days. There’s nothing commercial anywhere near your edge of the Rim. Our best bet is a patrol-craft out from Terra, but that could take ten days. Can you hold out that long?


“No chance! Without the patrol-ship I can’t even refuel the crawler—leaving aside the niceties of food and rest.”


“Leave it to me, Jym. I’ll put out an all-service priority call. There’s bound to be some experimental craft around, or a random patrol-scout which isn’t on the updates. Whatever you do, reserve enough power for the radio-beacon, so you can be located from space. How’s he taking all this—the seer?”


“He’s not a he, he’s a she. Name of Roamer.”


“Aren’t you overdoing this running-low-on-fuel bit?”


“Knock it off, Cass. She’s about sixteen.”


“But she is a Chaos reader?”


“Pure and natural. I’d have been fried goose if she hadn’t predicted that the patrol-ship was going to blow.”


“Then clear all lines,” said Hover. “We need that talent fast. The Chaos Weapon just struck at Gannen, and we lost the relativity research ship and some of the best scientific brains in the galaxy.”


Wildheit added another fifty kilometers to their distance from the city before he decided to stop for the night. In the desert sand, the crawler left broad and easily followed tracks, so he reasoned that only distance could give them relative security from surprise attack. He then closed down all non-essential systems to conserve their dwindling fuel and activated the radio beacon in case Hover’s estimate had been unduly pessimistic.


Just before dawn, the soft bleep of the beacon’s return signal threw him sharply awake.


“What’s the matter?” Roamer asked.


“Spacecraft in the stratosphere. Very likely trying for a landing. I think we’re about to get lucky.”


He switched on the detectors and watched a spot of light falling across the screen, while the figures on the digital readout chased each other back and forth like agitated snakes.


“Landing for sure, but that’s no Service craft. I’ve seldom seen such a haphazard approach mode. At a guess he’s without instruments, blind drunk, and operating the controls with his feet.”


“Is that bad?” Roamer asked gravely.


“Well, there’s only one group in space who can be that bad and still survive—and that’s the Rhaqui.”


“The Rhaqui?”


“Space gypsies. There’s three or four tribes of them. They wander around in several old spacecraft salvaged from breaking yards. A finer gang of outright villains you’ll never meet. Nobody will give them planet-space, and they’re too lazy to develop a world of their own.”


From the path of its final trajectory they could tell that the descending spacecraft was nominally homing on their radio beacon. So crazy was the approach mode that Wildheit cancelled the beacon and drove a kilometer or so out of position lest the craft descend on top of them. Finally the huge hulk loomed down out of the sky and made an incredibly prolonged and untidy touchdown on the desert sands.


“That’s the Rhaqui for sure,” said Wildheit. “We’ll give them till sun-up then go over. It’ll take that long for the ground to cool.”


At the sight of the first edge of the sun, Wildheit maneuvered the crawler back into the vicinity of the antiquated and space-stained hull. Almost immediately a hatch opened and an outlandishly garbed and grinning figure wearing a huge tricorne hat climbed out and came swaggering across the sand to meet them.


“Kes-kes Saltzeim,” Wildheit said to Roamer. “The biggest rogue of them all.”


“Hola, Marshal Jym! What coincidence to meet you here!”


“It would have been coincidence, if you hadn’t been illegally monitoring the Service FTL transmissions and picked up an all-service priority call.”


Saltzeim grinned broadly. “Marshal, to you everything’s illegal. Smuggling, breaking quarantine, piracy, theft, rape—everything that gives life some spice. Not, of course, that I indulge in such things. But I can read, you understand?”


“I understand well enough,” said Wildheit.


“Like the story I was reading telling of a space-marshal engaged in a kidnap that went wrong. I think to myself I have ship and he doesn’t and if this was true and not story I could perhaps arrange trade.”


“You thought wrong, Kes-kes. I’m requisitioning your ship. Galactic Override Authority.”


“I see your lips move, but I hear no sense. Then I suppose to myself what the marshal’s enemies would pay me to leave him here. Pure supposition, you understand?”


“I understand. What’s your price, Kes-kes?”


During the conversation about twenty more gypsies, an assortment of male and female, old and young, had descended from the spacecraft and were forming an interested circle around the negotiators. Saltzeim made a mock attempt to scan the skies.


“There are rumors of some unprincipled characters wandering this sector. That always puts a premium on freight rates and virginity. Under the circumstances I couldn’t get you off-world for less than a Marshal’s Credit Note for six million stellars …”


“Space-worms have eaten your mind!”


“… and the crawler …”


“Federation property, not for sale.”


“… and the girl.”


“That’s not even negotiable. You know, I’d be doing the galaxy a favor if I returned to my cannon and blasted this rat-hulk and all your family out of existence.”


“But you won’t do that, Marshal Jym. My scanners tell me more than thousand riders approach across the desert. Do we have trade?”


“I’ll offer you three million stellars. That’s about a thousand times what your whole stinking outfit’s worth.”


“And the crawler?”


“I’ll abandon it on the desert. If you load it, you do so at your own risk. There’s a death penalty attached to its unlawful acquisition.”


“And the girl?”


“Completely out of the question. The first man who touches her is dead.”


Saltzeim appeared to give the matter careful consideration.


“You drive hard bargain, Marshal Jym. But we have trade. Please accept the hospitality of our ship. We’ll be space-borne as soon as we’ve swept our traces from the dust.”


Wildheit shrugged. He knew that Saltzeim had no intention of leaving the crawler in the desert. He was comforted by the fact that all the ammunition and spares were deliberately non-standard and of such complexity that inept operation was as likely to be as dangerous to the operator as to those attacked. His own duty should have been to activate the crawler’s radio-linked self-destruct mechanism, but he was considering a balance of risks. During the progress of the bargaining one of the onlookers had used the phrase amindumi. Knowing something of the customs of space gypsies, Wildheit considered it wise to have extra armaments to hand. Unwittingly the Rhaqui were busily engaged loading the vehicle containing these armaments into their own hold.


The interior of the Rhaqui ship was indescribably dirty and unsafe. The hull, largely by virtue of its extreme thickness, was mainly sound and unpatched; but the bulkheads, engines and life-support mechanisms were a frightening hodgepodge of old and adapted parts scrounged from shipyards at all corners of the galaxy. It said much for the ingenuity of the Rhaqui space-tinkers that such an ill-suited assortment of pieces could be made to function in any way at all. It said even more for the desperate thirsting for independence which drove the gypsies to accept such an inherently dangerous habitat as part of their way of life.


The flight-bridge was the center of the community. Here, dangerously degraded instrument panels vied for place with wooden trestles, stone drinking vessels, and a bewildering assortment of junk including castoff clothing which appeared to have been dropped at random wherever the former wearer fancied. To complete the confusion, numerous small animals and birds from several worlds fed from trays placed about the floor and chased each other around the navigation consoles.


Saltzeim’s superior status was indicated by his possession of a private cabin, which was reasonably tidy except, ludicrously, for the presence of a bathtub full of antique books. He shepherded Wildheit and Roamer into the cabin and waited pensively while the marshal drafted the irrevocable Credit Note. Then he folded the note with due ceremony and placed it in the lining of his outlandish tricorn hat.


“Thank you, Marshal Jym. This cabin shall be yours for the duration of the journey. The woman shall be found sleepspace elsewhere.”


“Not while I breathe,” said Wildheit. “The girl stays at all times within my sight. Remember, I shall kill anyone who attempts to approach her.”


“That won’t be necessary. I give you my word.”


“Your lips move, but I hear no sounds. When you’re drunk, who will restrain the others?”


“Am I not the father of the family?”


“If you think so, you’re a fool. Don’t you hear them joking about amindumi? That’s not part of the contract.”


“You’d take much upon yourself, Marshal, if you killed one of the family.”


“I would be as happy to kill them all as to kill one. Therefore the onus is on you. Keep control, lest I be forced to do so for you.”


Saltzeim went away muttering under his breath, and Wildheit turned to examine the cabin.


“You can sleep on the bunk, Roamer. There’s a curtain to give you some privacy.”


“And you?”


“I shan’t sleep. I’ve some tablets that will suffice instead. It’ll be necessary for me to guard the door.”


“Is that why you were cross with Saltzeim?”


“Kes-kes is a fool. He’s losing his grip. He’s in no position to make promises binding on the others.”


“What is this phrase—amindumi?”


“To understand it, you have to understand Rhaqui history. There are only three or four small clans of them, and their life-style makes them a self-contained and insular people. Marriage outside the Rhaqui is forbidden by clan law.”


As he spoke, Wildheit was examining the construction and fittings of the cabin, his curiosity questing among the collection of intricate and ancient pipes, tubes, and conduits with which the walls were laden.


“Unfortunately such a high degree of in-breeding combined with long spaceflight exposures ensures a continuing supply of defective and imbecile children. Without the frequent introduction of new bloodlines, the Rhaqui would soon cease to exist. Their ingenuity suggested a way to ensure the new blood without breaking the marriage taboos.”


Taking tools from his pockets, Wildheit was removing some of the paneling from the walls and examining the wiring he found beneath. He shrugged, as if finding nothing of use, then turned back to Roamer.


“They abduct women of unrelated stock. When they have found a suitable prospect they hold a series of orgies in which every male in the clan tries to fertilize her. One usually succeeds, though none can prove which is the successful sire. The pregnant women is kept under careful restraint until the child is born. The infant is adopted by the clan, but the mother is ceremonially killed by the wives as punishment for conjugal theft. These last rites are particularly barbarous. Their phrase for the victim is amindumi.”


“And that’s their intention for me?”


Wildheit checked his weapons’ belt. “There’s a wide gulf between intention and attainment. But I think you’d better take to the bunk for a bit, because Kes-kes’s take-offs are not noted for their finesse.”


SEVEN


THE take-off was fully as frightening as the dilapidated state of the craft threatened it would be. After a series of great explosions, the hulk lurched uneasily skyward and seemed to be dragged upward more by a spirit of desperation than by the thrust of its uncoordinated jets. The final achievement of escape velocity was greeted by ribald cheers from the flight-bridge, as if its attainment had been the subject of much doubt. Wildheit listened attentively to every phase of the takeoff and winced repeatedly as operational atrocities succeeded one another in a seemingly unending stream.


Once the ship had clawed its way into interplanetary space and settled into a continuous acceleration on gravitational drive, the ship-breakfast was prepared. This was traditionally the first meal of any trip, and its serving had to await the completion of various chores associated with renewed flight. Thus its timing was dictated by the necessities of flight duties rather than by human need, and they were all truly hungry by the time food was produced.


Roamer and Wildheit joined the others on the flight-bridge for the meal. The presence of the full family underscored the marshal’s point about the high incidence of congenital defects. Nearly half the members of the family appeared to have some degree of lowered intellect. Yet behind their overt childishness Wildheit could detect a dangerous animal sharpness not tempered by conscience. Since all were wiry, strong, and armed, it was a precarious situation for strangers.


The meal began peacefully enough. Saltzeim dominated the table from one end, with the seer and the marshal placed immediately to his right. Whole carcasses of meat had been roasted and brought to the table on thick metal trays at full oven heat so that cooking continued even while the meat was being served. Kes-kes, using a large-bladed knife of impressive sharpness, expertly divided the meat and flipped whole portions the length of the table where it was caught in plates held out by the family members. The guests were treated similarly except that the meat was slipped from the blade instead of being thrown.


As plentiful as the meat was the drink, a spirit raw from the crudeness of its fermenting and distillation. Wildheit, who had been uncomfortably aware that the eyes of all the male members of the family had been straying over Roamer since the meal began, became increasingly concerned as the alcohol loosened their tongues and began to conquer their minimal inhibitions. Soon the talk of amindumi was phrased not as a question but as an imminent reality. Finally the marshal rose to his feet, taking Roamer by the arm.


“Time to break this up, Kes-kes.”


“Sit down, Marshal! They’re just little high-spirited. Space has few entertainments.”


“And Roamer’s not going to become one of them. Keep control of them, else I’ll be forced to do it for you.”


“I’m their father,” said the Rhaqui belligerently, a tongue of meat curling down his chin. “Nobody would dare …”


A small gypsy youth with a curiously pinched face and shining, dark eyes leaped suddenly from the trestles and made a dive to get an arm round Roamer’s waist. The marshal’s hands were at his weapons’ belt, but he first looked at Saltzeim, giving him the chance to avert a tragedy. Kes-kes rose with an enraged oath, swayed drunkenly, then appeared to collect himself with a great shrug of his frame. He shouted at the errant Rhaqui, received no response whatsoever, then leaned across the corner of the table and struck out mightily with his broad-bladed knife.


The incident was a moment frozen in horror. The exploring hand, clean severed at the wrist, dropped on to the table where it spluttered rebelliously in the still-hot fat in one of the trays of meat. The miscreant, too shocked by the loss to acknowledge his pain, stood in dumb amazement at the fate of his appendage. Then he fainted. The absolute silence which had fallen over the family was broken by a storm of anger and protest. Wildheit foreshortened the melee by firing a noise-burst at the ceiling.


“Now hear this! You Rhaqui have accepted a trade, for which you are being paid a more than adequate price. Do not attempt to touch the girl. I shan’t be as merciful as Kes-kes. I’ll use a slim-beam on any and all of you who dares even to try.”


Back in the cabin, Roamer seemed quiet, but not as disturbed as Wildheit had anticipated. Nevertheless he gave her a relaxant from his medi-kit and sat watching the door thoughtfully while she slept.


Ostensibly the rest of the watch period was quiet, but when he and Roamer emerged at the start of the next watch, the attitude of everyone they encountered was one of hostility. At the controls an unfamiliar face wore Kes-kes Saltzeim’s tricorn hat. A form of clan justice appeared to have been exerted; and there was little doubt that in the space debris which reluctantly fell behind the still-accelerating ship, the body of the father of the family now drifted peacefully toward the farther shores of infinity.


No further incidents occurred until the middle of the third watch, when someone knocked on the door and invited them to join the meal. Hoping the previous lesson had been sufficient, Wildheit accepted. They found the family unusually subdued, but there was an unspoken expectation in the atmosphere which drew Wildheit’s fingers constantly closer to his weapon’s belt. With the serving of the drink, the tension appeared to relax a little, but Wildheit sharpened his perception and remained even more alert.


The attack when it came was treacherous and swift. Without any warning, someone flung a jugful of spirit in the marshal’s face. At the same instant a small and agile Rhaqui, who had not been present at the table before, sprang on to Wildheit’s back with a knife in each hand and drew in his arms preparatory to plunging each blade straight into the space-marshal’s eyes. Already partially blinded by the liquid, Wildheit could not have detected the danger in time. He would have been blinded permanently had not someone also attempted to drive a large stiletto between his ribs. The imminence of the certain death of his host was a circumstance Coul was not prepared to tolerate. For an instant, the scene became held in a time-locked stasis in which only Wildheit continued to move. Barely conscious of the few extra seconds the god had injected into his life, he hurled the enemy from his back straight on to a motionless stiletto; and before Coul could withdraw his temporal interference, he had gained access to his weapons.


Wildheit’s retribution was swift. He cut down three of the leaping Rhaqui with a slim-beam, then threw a localized shock-pellet to the far end of the room. The picopulse was painful to them all, but those closer to the pulse-point dropped to the floor, unconscious. One of the gypsies produced a chemical-propellant handgun and brought it to swift aim. Wildheit directed the slim-beam not at the man but at the gun. The device exploded with a roar, and the flying shrapnel did so much damage to the man and his accomplices that the attack turned into a screaming rout. Wildheit deliberately cut down three more as they fled, then found himself the only thing still moving on the flight-bridge.


This was the first moment he had realized Roamer was no longer at his side. A muffled noise behind him revealed the door through which she had been dragged. He cut the lock and hinges away with the slim-beam because it was quicker than attempting to open the door in the usual manner. On the far side of the portal he stopped short, amazed. The two young gypsies present in the room were dead. A quick inspection of their grotesque postures suggested neither of them still had any major bone unbroken in their bodies. Shaken, he turned to find Roamer watching him, her face unusually calm.


“Who did that?” Wildheit pointed to the tangled corpses.


“I did.” The answer was without particular emotion.


“How …?” He found his voice contained an element of anguish. Not the least disturbing fact was Roamer’s own composure.


She looked at her small, slim hands, then back to his eyes. “The Sensitive seers have specialties. But this doesn’t mean they’re limited to one talent. There are many things I’ve not practiced; but if this is the pattern of life among the stars, I’ll have to adapt to it. In time I think I shall learn to kill more.”


“You may not believe this,” Wildheit said ruefully, “but killing’s not the object of this exercise at all. I’m supposed to be a peacekeeper.”


She looked past him. “Then why do you carry so many dreadful weapons. Is peace not the last thing the stars want imposed upon them?”


“One day I’ll explain it to you,” said Wildheit. Then he began to wonder if he could ever explain it to himself.


Roamer suddenly gave a little gasp. The look of concentration on her face told him that her mind was searching far out beyond the Rhaqui ship.


“What’s the matter, Roamer?”


“The patterns of Chaos. Something happened—a causal point of this ship leading to a sudden leap in entropy.”


“Enough to destroy the ship?”


“Certainly enough. But there’s something odd. The entropic blaze should already have taken place, but something is intercepting the link between cause and effect. It’s delaying the reaction.”


“The Chaos Weapon?”


“I don’t know what to call it, but there’s a lot of energy involved. See—already it begins to stress the continuum.”


When she had pointed out the situation to Wildheit, he could see plainly what she meant. A critical view of any surface revealed a slight optical fuzz as if the light was being partially diffracted by the atmosphere.


Frowning as he tried to understand the implications, the marshal’s attention was suddenly diverted by a noise outside on the flight-bridge. He swung ready to repel an attack, but saw nothing but a fleeting gypsy figure scurrying through a door. Wildheit fired high as a warning, whereupon the fellow let something drop to the floor as he disappeared round the corner. Suspecting a trick, the marshal slammed a shock pellet into the area and followed fast to recover the object which had fallen.


He came back to Roamer bearing the remote-control box for the crawler, which must have become dislodged from his belt during the fight. The state of the indicators on it gave him cause for concern.


“What’s the matter?” asked Roamer.


“Some cretin’s been playing with the crawler’s control box. They’ve keyed the command for self-destruct.”


“That could explain our causal point,” said Roamer.


“The timing would be about right. But even if the crawler destructs in the holds it’s unlikely to take a ship of this size with it. Yet the Chaos Weapon appears to be holding off the reaction. Why?”


“It could be to concentrate the effect. The more stressed the continuum, the greater the energy release  when the reaction finally gets free. I see it as an act of desperation.”


“Desperation?”


“Think about it. You go to hunt the Chaos Weapon, right?”


“True enough.”


“And with my help, we would be unlikely to enter a Chaos omega point voluntarily. Right?”


“I think that’s a reasonable assumption.”


“So the only way the weapon’s controllers can stop us is to amplify the scale of some potential disaster we’re not in a position to avoid.”


“Of course! The crawler destruct mechanism can only do limited damage by itself. But if by holding that point sufficient stress can be built up in the continuum, the backlash could well tear the ship apart. Is there anything we can do?”


“I don’t know.” Roamer put her knuckles to her forehead. “I think all we can do is to try to get out of range before anything happens.”


Abruptly a voice came over the ship’s communicator. One of the Rhaqui was speaking.


“Marshal Wildheit, I call for a truce. The ship has achieved subspace entry velocity. Delay with the jump could be dangerous to us all. Because of our disagreement, you now hold the flight-bridge where our controls are located. If you’ll return to your cabin, we will return to the flight-bridge to continue safe navigation. In return for this exchange, you’ll have safe passage as an absolute guarantee.”


Wildheit looked at Roamer, and his eyes narrowed with speculation.


“I just wonder if this situation couldn’t be twisted into the answer to our problem.” He reached for the communicator button. “This is Wildheit. I’ve had enough Rhaqui guarantees to last me a lifetime. You may return to the flight-bridge under one condition. I want a serviceable lifecraft commissioned immediately. Your so-called hospitality has become unacceptable. Furthermore if I’m forced to kill any more of the family, you won’t have crew enough left to maintain flight safety. What do you answer?”


“An acceptable compromise, Marshal.” The voice carried obvious tones of relief. “Three million stellars was already little enough compensation for our losses. The lifecraft will be readied at once.”


Roamer and Wildheit returned to the cabin to wait, both now acutely conscious of the great stress that was building in the continuum. The distortion of light had become such that every edge of contrasting illumination and shade now had its own spectral rainbow, and fine print was becoming impossible to read. A kind of static charge was building up on surfaces, so that everything acquired a sort of slippery repulsion from its neighbors; under the deep vibration of the gravitational drive, small objects were beginning to move and slide over surfaces where friction would normally have kept them still. Such was the nature of human engineering that friction was a designed-in essential for holding things together: yet if the present trend continued, even powerfully locked screws and nuts would begin to turn and loosen.


With a realization of the growing perils caused by the upwinding spring of the continuum, Wildheit leaned again to the communicator. “Hurry along with that lifecraft! We wish to be away before you make subspace.”


There was no way he could explain the real reason for his urgency, nor did he attempt to do so. The Rhaqui, used to all the odd phenomena of space, probably attributed the effects to the imminence of some great storm in the regions between the stars. They would be cursing slippery locks, losing tools into cavities with unaccustomed frequency, and blaming the imprecision of their eyesight on alcohol or on some postulated space-vortex through which they might be passing. Only Wildheit and Roamer knew that the point of concern was not while the effect lasted, but the moment when it ceased.


“Marshal, the lifecraft is ready.” The welcome message came at last. “You will find her in the bow tube. We make subspace in seven minutes. Hopefully we shall not meet again.”


“Amen to that,” said Wildheit. “We’re on our way.”


Presumably to avoid the possibility of a further incident, they met none of the gypsies as they journeyed forward to the bow of the ship, where they found evidence of recent work. Great sheets of silver foil indicated where a brand-new lifecraft had been hastily broken out of its encapsulation. Wildheit breathed a prayer of thankfulness. He had been afraid they would be given some fifth-hand salvaged vessel maintained by the customary Rhaqui indolence and prayer. The new vessel, almost certainly looted from a space-wreck, had been activated but was otherwise in the same flawless condition as it was when it had been manufactured. He helped Roamer through the tiny hatch, scanned the blur of the steady-state indicators, and thumbed the ACCEPT switch. With a bellow of compressed gas straining the ancient launch tube, they were ejected into space.


Almost immediately on leaving the parent ship, their vision cleared and the loss of the slippery feeling brought back a comforting familiarity to their tactile senses. Programmed for fast emergency escape, the minute craft maintained a constant acceleration of two gravities until its auxiliary motors were exhausted, then gave the occupants the choice of drifting with the momentum they had already gained or continuing on a lower-powered main drive. Wildheit chose to drift. Other than heading back to Mayo, there was no place the craft could take them at sub-light speeds in less than several lifetimes. Their hopes lay in the fact that they were still in the planetary system of which Mayo was a part and toward which Hover’s rescue ship would be directed.


The Rhaqui ship had no such hopes of continued existence. As they watched, the ship appeared to become less distinct, as if the stress in the continuum was enfolding it in a bubble with a refractive index different from that of normal space. The system was unstable, and the bubble pulsed and heaved and threatened to rupture. The heaving atmosphere of distorted physical effects of which the bubble was composed grew constantly more dense. Wildheit’s mind was stretched to its limits trying to imagine what physical reality must now be like for the Rhaqui contained in this miniature, distorted universe.


The bubble burst. For an instant the ship appeared intact, then abruptly foreshortened as if it had tangled with relativity by attempting to ram the light-barrier instead of jumping it. The release of energy produced a blaze of radiation which raised the ship’s hull to an immediate incandescence and raised a wave of warning alarms on the lifecraft’s safety monitors. Then abruptly the situation was reversed. With a temperature rapidly falling to the wrong side of absolute zero, and an energy-vacuum which thirsted for every quantum of radiation available from space, the transient fireball that had been the ship dwindled to a dark nothingness to become the progenitor of an invisibly small black hole.


After a while, Wildheit turned on the lifecraft’s beacons and began to explore FTL transmissions hoping to gain the attention of a relay station. Roamer continued to stare fixedly at the point where the gypsy ship had once existed. She had postulated the use of the Chaos Weapon as being an act of desperation. As an attempt, it had failed. Now it was up to herself and Wildheit to justify the pitch of the desperation itself. Roamer thought she was going to like the stars.


EIGHT


AFTER seventeen hours, Wildheit’s screens identified not one but two approaching spacecraft. Both were traveling at sub-light speeds, and the farthest one was only just within scanner range. The nearer vessel, though smaller, was certainly moving faster. It appeared probable Hover had somehow managed to direct a scout-ship into the area in advance of a Space-force cruiser, and neither vessel had known that another was on the same rescue mission. Because of the urgent demand for cruiser participation to counter the alien breakthrough, Wildheit considered he had sufficient justification to ask Coul for a communion with Hover. Coul unwillingly agreed.


“How’re your legs, Cass?”


“Fine, Jym, fine! They’ve already started having to cut the toenails. And the muscle exercises in the culture medium are a sight you would not believe. You know, those legs are beautiful! I’m going to hate walking on them in case I spoil them.”


“Hmm! They’re going to have to invent a new psychological term to cover deviants who fall in love with their own legs. But it wasn’t legs I called you about, Cass. Since I last reported, we managed to get off-world in a Rhaqui tramp. Currently we’re adrift in a lifecraft somewhere in the outer limits of the Mayo system. Can you contact your boys and have them look for us in space and not on Mayo? And we don’t need the cruiser.”


“Understood, Jym. Estimated arrival time for the patrol-ship is about three days. Sorry, but that’s the best we can do.”


“Say that again, Cass—slowly.”


“Three days is the best we can do. There’s nothing closer to you than that.”


“Which is odd, because I’ve got two birds on the scanner right now. Both must have been within a single subspace jump.”


“Then they aren’t Federation ships.” Hover was suddenly serious. “Are you broadcasting a distress signal?”


“No. Only the beacon. Why?”


“It just crossed my mind that a couple of alien stragglers might have outflanked the Space Force counter-strike. Watch yourself, Jym! If there’s any doubt of identity keep all your power levels low as possible and try to sit it out unnoticed. Without the beacon you’ve a good chance of being mistaken for a piece of space debris. We’ll get a cruiser to you as fast as possible.”


“Check! Cutting beacon now. I’ll keep the FTL transmission channel open just so we’ll know when the cruiser gets into the sector.”


“While we’ve got contact, here’s another item which can’t go out over FTL transmission. You remember I thought there was a link between the group who ran into the trigger at Edel and Saraya himself. I struck a dead end trying to trace the men, so I tried investigating Saraya instead. Guess what—Saraya’s home planet has no existence either. He’s another one out of the void with no recorded past.”


Ending communion, Wildheit began to reduce the power levels in the lifecraft, leaving only the life-support systems ticking over. Regretfully he finally took the scanner out of circuit in case the pulsed microbeam of the scan betrayed their presence to a potential enemy. In doing so, he lost his view of the two ships approaching the system and had no means of ascertaining whether their coming was a accidental or purposeful. Soon only the rasp of sub-etheric noise from Mayo’s sun coming in on the open FTL receiver channel disturbed the muted ship noises.


Roamer finally broke the near-silence. “Coul’s very ancient, isn’t he?”


“I’ve no idea. He’s said to be immortal—but I suppose even immortality is relative.”


“I’ve been reading his Chaos patterns. Did you know his traces go right back to before the Big Bang which began the universe?”


“I find it difficult to believe anything existed before the universe began.”


“Before the Big Bang there was another universe,” she said factually.


“How could you possibly know that?”


“Because I can read back to its patterns. In this universe entropy increases with time. In that universe it decreased. Our universe expands—theirs contracted. That’s what created the singularity which caused the Big Bang.”


“Cosmology was never my strong point,” said Wildheit, distracted.


Lack of information about the approaching ships was an irritation and a danger. If the vessels’ approach was casual, Wildheit considered the lifecraft had sufficient power to move into an orbital path that would keep Mayo’s sun between them and the newcomers; for this, however, he needed information on their approach paths in order to make the necessary calculations. He decided to risk the scanner for a couple of seconds to see if the intruders’ courses showed any sign of intent. What the scan showed him was that his attempt at passive concealment had been a waste of time. The smaller ship was on an intercept course with the lifecraft, and the larger, though still many hours out, was undoubtedly tracking the smaller. Nothing about the returning signals gave him any clues as to their identity.


“Looks as if we can expect company,” he said to Roamer, trying to keep the manifold implications of the phrase out of his voice. He checked his weapons’ belt, but knew that in the lifecraft they were at such a disadvantage as to be virtually helpless. If the approaching craft were alien, they were already as good as dead.


Since there was no longer any point in keeping the scanner switched off, he watched the approach of the smaller ship with some trepidation. The expertise of the pilot was such that in a single maneuver he checked velocity and so accurately matched the lifecraft’s speed and direction that the two ships soon hung relatively motionless at about a hundred meters separation.


When the vessel entered optical range, Wildheit had been using the limited lens system of the lifecraft to try and establish its identity. Though small by space standards, it was immense in comparison to the tiny lifecraft. It had a very strange design, being more squat and angular than any the marshal had ever before seen. As with the drive mechanisms of completely unfamiliar pattern, so with the formidable armed blisters, whose sinister muzzles protruding from the pods suggested devices of great power yet of unguessable range and effect. Since by training and profession the marshal’s knowledge of galactic weaponry was necessarily nearly complete, his inability to identify these wicked-looking tubes and projectors gave him the feeling of a cold lump of iron forming in his stomach. There were no emblems or identifying symbols on the scarred hull, and the only thing that eased the marshal’s growing fears was the fact that his close-range observations had suggested the curious vessel to be of human design and construction.


Roamer, viewing the vessel intently, gave a little gasp.


“What do you read in her, little frog?” asked Wildheit.


“That ship—is very old. Its patterns go a long way back in time.”


“Not before the Big Bang, I hope.” He was gently teasing.


“No. Six—seven thousand years.”


“I think we’re going to have to have you recalibrated. All history of man in space doesn’t go back much beyond two thousand years.”


“I know that. I can’t explain about the ship, but what I tell you is true.”


The hiatus since the ship had come to rest tended to confirm Wildheit’s notion that this vessel was not an alien ship which would have carried out an immediate extermination run. Then the FTL communicator channel broke into life.


“Survivors on lifecraft—we are applying tractors. Prepare to be hauled in.” The voice was human and the language pure Delta Intergalactic.


Wildheit leaped for the communicator. “Who are you? Please identify yourselves.”


“Time for questions later, friend. We intend to leave this system fast, and you’re coming with us. Now prepare!”


The warning came a fraction of a second too late. The savage grasp of tractor beams caught the lifecraft in a gravitational clamp which spun the vessel sharply through ninety degrees to match the beam’s orientation. So sharp was this maneuver that Wildheit was thrown against the communications rack and hit his head on a projection with a force that stunned him momentarily. He recovered a few moments later with blood streaming down his temple to find the lifecraft hurtling into the maw of the strange ship’s craft-lock.


The whole operation had been rapidly executed. Before the lifecraft had even come to rest on the ramp, the spacelock doors closed behind them, and the strong song of some unknown drive immediately began to thrust the host-ship on its way. They had to wait through a long acceleration period before the lock finally was filled with air and they could leave their little ship.


The man with brown coveralls who came into the lock to receive them had a weapon in his hand, and a strange glint of amusement in his eyes as they climbed out.


“Well, what have we here? A space-marshal and a thin chicken. Curious what things one nets in space! Drop all your armaments, Marshal, nice and slowly. On this ship there’s no way you can win an argument.”


After a swift look at the man’s face, Wildheit did as he was told. He was familiar with the expressions of professional survivors. A second man came to the hatch and led the way into the ship, the armed man following. The second man also betrayed the same killer instincts.


Although he was familiar with most types of spacecraft built in the galaxy, Wildheit found the vessel as different internally as he found it strange externally. While all the craftsmanship was identifiably human work, the actual design was the product of a school with no obvious roots or connections with those known to Wildheit. Familiar though the functions of many of the instruments seemed, the mechanisms and technology were strange. Only occasional items appeared to be of contemporary manufacture. Among these was a Chaos detector and a computing assembly similar to the units Wildheit had seen at ChaosCenter.


They were led into a cabin paneled with genuine wood. At a desk sat a third man in brown coveralls, with a fourth and fifth standing to each side of him. The seated man eyed them with the same interested amusement as had his companion.


“A space-marshal, eh? Pieces begin to fit. I take it that Saraya’s behind this somewhere?”


“You know Saraya?” asked Wildheit.


“You might say we’ve been acquainted for quite a long time.” The speaker shot an amused glance at his companions. “Saraya never learns.”


“Who are you?”


“Names? I am Kasdeya. The one with the gun on your spine is Jequn, and your guide through the ship was Asbeel. On my right stands Gadreel, with whom I advise you not to pick a quarrel; and on my left meet Penemue, who you would be unwise to challenge intellectually. We five are what I think you would call adventurers, perhaps even renegades. Don’t underestimate our desperation or our willingness to kill.”


“I’m already acquainted with the look in the eyes of the damned.”


“Good! We’ve achieved a point of understanding. But now you have the advantage of us, Marshal. Who are you, and what were you doing in a lifecraft on the edge of the galaxy?”


“I’m Space-Marshal Jym Wildheit, presently on Federation business.”


“What business?”


“You don’t expect me to answer that?”


“Without duress, probably not.” Kasdeya’s amused eyes circled his companions. “Not that we shy from refined violence if the need arises. But if I’ve the smell of this aright, we’ve more to gain by cooperation than by coercion. I’m going to throw out a few questions to see if we’ve a common interest. Those you don’t answer we may extract from you the hard way later—depending on our need and our humor.”


“That’s a Federation capital offense.”


“Don’t make me laugh! We don’t care a damn for your stupid laws. The whole Federation’s a structure of no consequence. It’s a mere flea in the hairs of the rabid dog whose tail we’re twisting. Our enemies would make your enemies seem like bosom friends by comparison. Let me make one point very clear to you, Marshal. In the game you’ve somehow entered, you’re so far out of your class you might as well never have been born.”


As he spoke, a great, soundless explosion in space picked up the ship and shook it with a series of bone-jerking shocks. For a moment the lights darkened to the dull level of an emergency supply, and then were reestablished. Kasdeya was already on his feet.


“Speaking of enemies, the rabid dog runs at our heels. We’re going to have to kick one of the bitch’s fangs out. This conversation will be continued later.”


Kasdeya and three of the men leaped for the door. Jequn motioned with his gun that Wildheit and Roamer should pass through into a smaller cabin beyond, the door of which he then locked from the outside.


Three more vast, soundless explosions racked the ship, shaking it so extremely that Wildheit feared the hull would fracture. Fortunately, no such disaster took place, and it became obvious that here was a vessel whose construction lay beyond his broad experience. Then the voices of strange weapons began to speak from the ship, and the soundless shakings, though frequent, grew less severe.


The marshall was not surprised to find Roamer’s face ashen white, and he turned to comfort her.


“Take it easy, little frog! I don’t think our new companions are the type to let themselves get into a situation they can’t handle.”


“Oh … the ship?” Roamer shook her head. “That doesn’t worry me. Its patterns continue way into the future. Therefore it won’t be harmed. But the men themselves are old—nearly as old as this ship.”


“How old, Roamer?”


“Six—seven thousand years. Violent patterns that reach right back in time. Dabria was one of their kind, too.”


“Dabria the Guardian?”


“Yes. He too was very old. He thought nobody knew—but I knew because I could read his patterns.”


“And this frightens you?”


“Dabria was a terrible man. Only such a man could have contained the seers. But the men on this ship are even more terrible than Dabria. How can anyone be that old?”


“I’m not even convinced that they are that old. But the galaxy grows remarkably small. Kasdeya was one of the group who triggered a disaster in a place called Edel, on which the Chaos Weapon was operating. Apparently he also knows Saraya of the Terran Chaos-Center, for whom we work. And we also find that Saraya himself has no discernable origins either. With Dabria, we seem to have a total of seven men, none of whom fit properly into the scheme of things as we understand it. Where do they come from, Roamer?”


“I don’t know, but …”


A sudden shiver possessed the whole ship—not the brutal bucking of the previous explosions, but a more subtle, almost sensual movement that entered both the vessel’s fabric and the bodies of its occupants. The sensation lasted for about two minutes. During all that time Coul gripped with tight, intangible talons deep into Wildheit’s shoulder and drew his symbiotic sustenance directly from the marshal’s heart.


“What was that?” asked Roamer.


“They went through some sort of space-jump, probably to escape their pursuers. But it wasn’t a subspace jump. It was … something else …”


If the jump had been intended as an escape maneuver, it was a failure. No sooner had the peculiar sensation ceased than the great, soundless buffeting began again with an increase both in frequency and intensity. To Wildheit it was painfully apparent that no craft, no matter how well constructed, would be able to take that level of punishment for very long. Yet Roamer had predicted the ship’s continued existence. These two facts were irreconcilable, and the appearance of buckling and stress fractures in the bulkheads suggested strongly that Roamer was wrong. Unless the buffeting quickly ceased, the vacuum-integrity of the hull had to fail. Only the appearance of some new factor could preserve the Chaos prediction. And one was suddenly provided.


Jequn, this time without his weapon, burst suddenly into the cabin. “Marshal—we’ve been cleverly ambushed in space. If we can’t fight our way out, it’ll be the end of all of us. And that includes both of you. For the sake of self-preservation, are you prepared to man a weapon for us?”


“Against whom?”


“It would take too long to explain. Suffice it to say they’re the possessors of the Chaos Weapon.”


“If I help, I want my questions answered and no more constraint when the battle’s done.”


“Help us get out of this, and you can dictate your own terms.”


Jequn dashed from the cabin again, leaving the door open. Dragging Roamer by the hand, Wildheit followed fast. Jequn stopped before a weapon cockpit and motioned to the marshal to occupy it. Knowing nothing of the weapon or its capability, Wildheit slipped into the seat and felt the controls fall naturally under his fingers. With very few seconds of exploration of the ranging and direction devices, he gained sufficient insight into the operating principles to feel confident that he could use the device to marginal effect. The fire control was too obvious to be missed.


Roamer wedged herself behind the cockpit seat so that they both had a view of the screen which displayed the range and position of the myriad ships of an enemy space-force ranged in massive ambush. Wildheit selected a target and began to trim the controls to fetch it centrally into the firing sight, but Roamer stopped him.


“Not there—here!”


On a half hunch, the marshal swung to the position indicated by her finger which was near but not coincident with one of the targets on the screen. The co-ordinates located easily within the firing sight, and he pressed the fire control. The strange weapon sounded, and six seconds later the target disappeared from the screen. Wildheit’s eyes opened appreciably. There was no way in which he himself could have found the exact intercept position except by correction after a number of ranging shots. Roamer’s ability to read in advance the entropic change associated with the ship’s destruction had enabled her to predict with the utmost accuracy where the target would be at the instant the weapon-fire reached that point.


He glanced back at Roamer. “That’s something new in space gunnery. Which one now?”


Her finger silently selected a new position near one of the targets. Wildheit swung the firing sight to cover it, and fired. As he watched, the blip representing the target vessel actually moved toward the spot at which he had directed the weapon-fire and then disappeared from the screen as it reached the coincident point. In the back of his mind the thought occurred to him that Roamer herself constituted a Chaos Weapon of no mean potential.


He began a pattern of rapid firing wherever Roamer’s finger rested, without bothering to witness the destruction of one target before sighting on the next. The results were dramatic. Not a single shot was wasted, and the rapid mode of completely effective fire was eating decisively into the great horde of ships that had menaced the screen.


All their knowledge of the targets and results was drawn from the electronic representation on the screen before them, but in his mind’s eye Wildheit had a clear picture of the harder realities of the space battle. The disappearing blips from the screen gave little hint of the gigantic explosions, the short-lived scream of air escaping from fractured hulls, the crucially damaging heat and radiation from super-critical power plants, the mega-blasts from magazines in the process of destruction, and the growing menace of space-debris and lifecraft ever-spreading to impede the progress of the remaining ships.
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AS the battle progressed, so the great, soundless buffetings to which they had been subjected gradually lessened and finally ceased. The screens clearly showed that units of the opposing space-force were beginning to peel away and retreat from the fight. Although the battle was obviously won, Roamer’s fingers continued to indicate fresh targets, and Wildheit continued firing until the last of the stragglers had moved beyond the range of the ship’s weapons.


In the heat of the battle, Wildheit had been so completely dedicated to the problems of maintaining rapid fire to Roamer’s directions that he had spared no thought to the proportions of their mutual success. Now, as the battle faded, his eyes strayed to the counters on the control panel. The diagrammatic tally, in a base-twelve notation, indicated the equivalent of two hundred and nineteen—and every single shot had taken a ship out of space. Amazing!


Aware suddenly that they had gained an audience, Wildheit turned to find that on the cessation of the battle the five men of the ship had gathered to watch the disposal of the stragglers.


Kasdeya finally spoke. “Such marksmanship’s not only incredible, Marshal, it’s impossible!”


“Just one of my better days,” said Wildheit, with a wry smile.


“I’m not joking, Marshal. We know the potential of that weapon and the limits of human capability with it. You exceeded them both by an unbelievable margin. How?”


Wildheit looked questioningly at Roamer, and she turned to the questioners.


“The patterns of Chaos already bore the traces of their destruction. It was only necessary to resolve the timing and positioning.”


“For a single incident, and with calculations taken from a broad enough baseline, of course it’s possible to run a Chaos calculation of that sort—in about two days.” Kasdeya’s brow was full of earnest speculation. “In no way is it possible to calculate hundreds of Omega points virtually instantaneously.”


“It is possible if you can see the patterns.” Her voice remained perfectly level, but she was obviously aware of the impact of her statement.


The five men of the ship stopped, transfixed by a shaft of disbelief around which a thread of growing hope was joyfully entwined.


“You crazy chicken!” said Kasdeya at last. “Are you telling me you can read the patterns direct?”


“It’s true,” said Wildheit. “Had it not been for that ability we’d still have been on the Rhaqui ship which was destroyed by the Chaos Weapon.”


Kasdeya’s face was filled with a sudden comprehension.


“Ah, that explains a great deal! A while back, we noticed a distortion of the continuum which suggested the Chaos Weapon was at work, but we couldn’t think of a target on the Rim important enough to cause our enemies to expend so much power. According to our instruments, the weapon must have been using energy at the rate of about ten stellar masses per second. We went to investigate—and found nothing but the two of you in a lifecraft. At the time the facts didn’t add up at all.”


“But now it does?” asked Wildheit.


“Very much so. It also accounts for the size of this recent ambush. Finding no catastrophe they could amplify, they sent in a fleet instead. But they weren’t trying to ambush us. It was the two of you they were after.”


“That isn’t credible.”


“To us it is. Marshal, you and this crazy chicken appear to be just about the hottest property in the universe today. Somebody reading the Chaos patterns way into the future doesn’t much care for what he sees. So he’s backtracking down the chain of cause and effect hoping some point in the sequence can be altered so that the final disaster goes past his door instead of through it.”


“How could he track all that back to Roamer and me?”


“He doesn’t need to be specific. You Terrans have a saying something like: … for want of a nail, the shoe was lost; for want of a shoe, the horse was lost; and for want of a horse, the rider was lost. You don’t have to know much about the nail except that it was present or absent. You and the chicken are the nail, Marshal. And the battle the rider could have won has yet to happen. Yet the connection between the two of you and the battle event is already established in the patterns of Chaos.”


“Is this true, Roamer?”


“Naive but correct. Somebody’s exploring back down a set of coincident axes from some future effect to its past cause. We’re standing at the other end of that same causal chain, catalysts for a series of events that threaten to set the universe afire. To complete Kasdeya’s simile, the recent ambush represents an attempt to destroy the shoe, having failed to prevent the finding of the nail.”


“So what happens next?” asked Wildheit.


“I think next they will try to shoot the horse.” Kasdeya smiled ruefully. “Seems I wronged Saraya. I thought he didn’t know the game. I should have saved my breath. The old fox has invented a game of his own—using a brand new set of rules of his own devising. A master stroke, no less. Marshal, we’ve got to get the ship out of this area before they can send in reinforcements. Then I want a conference with my colleagues. I think later we may have a proposition for you.”


“Have I secured our freedom of the ship?”


“That and a great deal more. Regain your weapons, Marshal, if they give you any comfort. We’re going to get this vessel prepared for a fast trip. When you hear the jump alarm, lay down and bite on something soft. We’re going to take the hard route out.”


While the five crew members busied themselves with various ship-control chores, Wildheit, with Roamer at his side, picked his way toward the craft-lock in which his weapons had been left. Again he was struck by the curious features of the ship’s design. It was as if all the same engineering problems had been ably solved, but by a culture without links or exchange with his own. There was something faintly alien about the ship, yet it was obviously designed by and intended for the use of human beings. The idea of a parallel human space culture was inescapable, yet the possible existence of such a culture was something his instincts and his knowledge both denied. He knew of many completely alien cultures in the universe, but no planet other than Terra had ever been known to spawn the race of man.


He recovered his weapons’ belt and checked the stocks of pellets and capsules with some concern. His somewhat free use of the devices since he had acquired the Chaos Seer had lowered his supply, and replenishments could be obtained only from one of the strategic depots which served the space-marshals’ needs around the galaxy. Nonetheless he still had sufficient arms left to mount a fair battle if required.


They were still in the craft-lock when the jump alarm sounded. Obedient to their instructions, both lay down: Roamer with a folded cloth between her teeth, and Wildheit with a doubled equipment strap clenched between his jaws. The jump began, starting with the same sensual thrill they had experienced earlier, but continuing and ascending to strange heights which invoked both an ecstasy and an agony nearing the limits of endurance. Above Wildheit’s shoulder the symbiotic god hovered in stilled anxiety, extending his ethereal tendrils deep into the marshal’s heart.


While his body endured the sensations of the ordeal, Wildheit’s brain was trying desperately to analyze the peculiar nature of the jump mode itself. The subspace jumps with which he was familiar avoided the relativistic restrictions of the light barrier by application of a tunnel-effect which took a ship through the forbidden velocity of the speed of light and into the tachyon space beyond. In this domain, in which nothing travels slower than the speed of light, a reasonable inverse of known physical laws held true. Providing no alteration in speed was made during the duration of the jump, the effects of relativity upon entering and leaving tachyon space canceled out precisely, and no dilation of time occurred.


The present jump sequence which racked their bodies was an effect of quite a different kind. Wildheit’s silent speculation was that the sensations their bodies were experiencing was an indication of how their senses were trying to adapt to increments of altered time. In some obscure way, the ship was not circumventing the light barrier, but had become enmeshed in it and was dancing through random voids and interstices in the great luxon wall in much the same manner as water seeps through a bed of stones. Nor were the effects constant, but rather continuously varied as waves of heightened intensity began to beat upon an already anguished background.


As he lay there, Wildheit contrived to look at Roamer. Since the emotional turmoil was threatening his own consciousness, he was doubly concerned lest the trial should already have taken the girl past the point of endurance. What he found in her face both reassured and disturbed him. She wore the same look of calm she had shown when he had found her in the cabin of the Rhaqui ship with two dead gypsies at her feet. It was an expression of some dreadful internal strength which far transcended his own and fleetingly reminded him of a phrase from Pilon’s farewell on Mayo: “… treat the stars gently, little one. Perhaps a few of them will survive.”


Reckoning the probable number of lives which had been lost since that phrase was spoken, the marshal began to believe Pilon’s warning that the rest of the universe was not yet ready for contact with the seers.


Then the full impact of a new phase in the jump hit them, and even Roamer cried out with the shock of it. A smashing wave of blackness caught at them as if trying to draw life away and leave only empty husks of what had once been people. Wildheit fought the sensation, then succumbed, feeling his life-force being forcibly stripped from his body and being unable to resist the painful evacuation. Time soon lost all meaning for him. He became conscious some unknown period later to find that all the jump sensations had ended. Roamer seemed to be appraising nothing in particular with a great air of puzzlement.


Wildheit pulled himself up, feeling his head to reassure himself that it was still intact. A greatly-subdued Coul hung low over his shoulder.


“Eeesh!” said Wildheit. “When those boys say they’re going to take the hard route out, they surely can’t be accused of understatement.”


“Those boys, as you call them, have patterns reading back to about the start of Terra’s recorded history.” Something was worrying Roamer. “Where are we?”


“After a jump like that we could be almost anywhere in the galaxy.”


“I wasn’t thinking of star locations. I meant which universe?”


“Hmm! We seem to be having problems with definitions. To me the term universe summarizes the totality of everything. All the stars, all the galaxies, all space—the lot. There’s only one universe, because by definition it encompasses everything.”


“That isn’t right!” She made a movement of objection. “Before the Big Bang there was another universe. That’s two, just for a start.”


“I’ll take your words for it. But don’t tell me we’ve jumped through to the universe before the Big Bang.”


“Not that one, but to another similar.”


“What gives you that crazy notion?”


“Marshal Jym, I can read the patterns. In the region we’ve entered now, entropy is decreasing with time.”


“That’s impossible!”


“Why is it? The direction of entropy is only a symptom of an expanding universe. This one’s contracting. Ours began with the Big Bang. This one’s going to finish with it.”


“You have me at a disadvantage. I don’t have the information to know whether what you are saying is true.”


“Then let’s go to the flight-bridge. Perhaps the stars will tell their own story.”


Frowning with faint doubts about Roamer’s ability to contain any more of the recent stresses, Wildheit followed. As they reached the flight-bridge, however, the speculation was replaced by doubts about his own ability to adjust to what he saw. Spanning the flight-bridge, a flattened, transparent dome gave an unimpeded view of a whole hemisphere of space. What he had casually mistaken for a high level of artificial illumination on the bridge proved to be nothing but starlight—but such starlight as he had never before imagined.


His mind swam, and he was seized with an instant of vertigo as he began to comprehend the realities of the great stellar host arrayed so magnificently in space. Within the range of his unaided eye, thousands of millions of stars were packed so inconceivably close that they formed a wall of illumination through which it was difficult to see the dark recesses of space beyond. Although he knew with reasonable certainty that many light-years separated each star from its neighbors, it was hard to believe that many were not in imminent danger of catastrophic collision. This was obviously part of a great galactic system, but it was a galaxy so drawn in upon itself that the density of its starry population must have been many millions of times greater than that of any comparable array which Wildheit had ever known in his own universe.


Not so visibly impressive but more staggering in its implication was the probability that many thousands of millions of similar galaxies, each with a like complement of stars, would be pressing in from a contracting universe, all headed for the same ultimate and finite death. Here all the matter from an entire universe was returning to the one great and final singularity which was the progenitor of what? The Big Bang—or complete annihilation?


He started as Kasdeya moved behind them unheard and adjusted the polarizing fields in the dome to dim the starlight to a more tolerable but still impressive level.


“Marshal Wildheit—I promised you a proposal. My colleagues are unanimously behind me in what I have to say.”


Kasdeya crossed to a control console, heaved himself up to sit on it, then turned to face them. The oblique incidence of the reduced starlight threw a thousand lines in his face into minute relief, and for a moment Wildheit could have believed the man was fully as old as Roamer claimed him to be. Standing in this faintly alien ship under impossible starlight, in the company of two such unlikely people as Kasdeya and Roamer, Wildheit was suddenly struck both by the drama and the unreality of the situation. It was an instant out of time, in which anything was possible. Kasdeya’s following words were fully in keeping with the mood.


“I scarcely know where to start, because there’s so many things you’ve not been in a position to know. I think Roamer, with her unique perceptions, has already guessed at half the truth. You, Marshal, will find this the most fantastic story ever told. Suffice it to say that were it not true, we should none of us be at this place at this time, exchanging these words.”


“Does your story have some bearing on the Chaos Weapon?” asked Wildheit.


“It does indeed, as you will see. But let us start at a point with which you’re already familiar. As the chicken said, somebody is exploring back down a set of coincident axes from some future effect to its past cause. The two of you are standing at the other end of that same causal chain.”


“I understand the words, Kasdeya. But not the reason why.”


“The reason is best understood by acknowledging that there are two universes—your own, and the one in which we now find ourselves.”


“On that point I must accept the evidence of my own eyes. There’s no concentration of stars like this in the universe I know.”


“Good! That saves a lot of argument. But one of the things you had no chance of knowing is that the inhabitants of this universe, whom, for simplicity I shall call the Ra, were long aware of the dual nature of the continuum. And since their universe is doomed, they looked to yours for continued existence. In fact, it’s they who control the Chaos Weapon, which is part of their armory of conquest. It’s the Ra who are worried by the threat the two of you comprise.”


“A threat I still don’t understand.”


“You reckon without Saraya at ChaosCenter. His part in all this will be apparent later, but for now let’s say he’s one of the Ra, yet mortally opposed to them. For many years he’s been researching into Chaos looking for a causal trigger which will stop the Ra’s plans or perhaps destroy them entirely. From the Ra’s violent attempts to stop you, I’d guess Saraya finally found the right formula—a Chaos reader and a space-marshal, backed by five of the most desperate renegades in space.”


“Backed by?”


“Certainly, Marshal. I think we’re all included in Saraya’s calculation. Your enemy is our old enemy. We have the advantage of knowledge and of mobility between the two universes; you, of a certain way with Chaos. The proposition is that we join forces.”


“Not unless I get a hell of a lot more answers. Who are you, Kasdeya?”


Kasdeya sighed. “I said this was going to be the most fantastic story ever told. Well, here it is. The trans-continuum jump, which you’ve just experienced, has always been difficult, dangerous, and painful. Until very recently the ships capable of making this transition, of which this is one, took years to build and were limited to a physical size which could accommodate ten men at most. Thus until a couple of years ago, a mass migration from the old universe to your new one was scarcely practical.


“Realizing this, the early trans-continuum pioneers invaded the new universe with the spirit of colonists. Unfortunately, there is a minimum size for a self-sustaining colony of any species, and all these pioneer ventures failed. Then, in ranging through the new universe, one of the ships chanced upon a world containing an animal so like man that they hit upon a unique solution to the colonization problem. By genetic manipulation and cross-fertilization, they metaphorically grafted man on to a self-sustaining colony of the animals. This colony survived.”


“You’re not answering my question.”


“It’s relevant first to establish who you are, Marshal. You see, the name of the world is Terra, the name of the animal was Neanderthal—and the hybrid became Cro-Magnon, the progenitor of Homo sapiens.”
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WILDHEIT fought with the idea until his brain stopped racing.


“Are you saying Homo sapiens didn’t evolve on Terra?”


“No farther than Neanderthal, which was an evolutionary dead end, like so many of its variants. None of the Terran primates had any quality which particularly fitted them for dominance. No, Marshal, it was our intervention which first gave them intelligence and then a culture. This was the impetus which took them out of the trees and caves and into space.”


“You’re also one of the Ra?”


“We five, and Saraya, and a few others also. Outcasts all of us. We’re remnants of some of the later teams who nursed the infant hybrid culture. Cro-Magnon had a penchant for mating with his more brutish cousins, and the bloodline was contaminated many times. The colony only survived by repeated interference and selective culling over a period of many centuries. But finally most of the battle was won, and the unique genetic identity of Homo sapiens was established. This was the triumph for which we were crucified.”


“Crucified?”


“Metaphorically. The realities were much harsher. The mandate of the earlier trans-continuum teams had been to ensure the future of man against the coming holocaust of our contracting universe. This they did by seeding the new universe. But, as I’ve explained, the job took far too long. In the passing of such great time, there was a subtle shift of emphasis among the Ra. Suddenly it was not the survival of man they wanted, but their own survival.”


“A human enough reaction.”


“Leading to an irrational sequel. As the old universe grew smaller, whole galaxies started coalescing under the increasing stresses. Populated worlds were being obliterated by the tens of thousands. Time was running out. But what had the trans-continuum teams achieved? Mass transport across the continuum junction remained impossible, but the teams had effectively give the whole new universe not to the Ra, but to a whole new breed of man.


“The situation generated what has become known as the Great Anger. The trans-continuum teams were literally destroyed by an upsurge of bitterness and violence of proportions you’d not believe. Only a few teams managed to escape. We were one of these, and in order to survive we had to flee back across the continuum junction into the new universe.”


“When did all this take place?”


“About three thousand years before the start of your current scale of time. We five were working on the establishment of the Sumerian City-states when the Great Anger exploded in our faces.”


“But that was seven thousand years ago,” Wildheit objected. “Do you possess immortality?”


“No more than you. But consider this—the trans-continuum jump involves a direct penetration of the light barrier, not the circumnavigation of your subspace hops. For this reason, all trans-continuum vessels have light-speed capability. We were hunted and pursued, but we could always escape. Being misplaced and desperate, we were prepared to make the one sacrifice our persecutors would not.”


“Which was?”


“The time-dilation effect. At ninety-nine-point-nine-nine-nine percent of the speed of light, our subjective experience of time was less than six months for every century of real time passed. In the seventy centuries which have elapsed, we’ve aged only about thirty of your years. Our persecutors, having families and friends in their own time, could afford to make no such sacrifice.”


“But they’re all a long time dead. Surely the Ra don’t still hunt you?”


“So powerful was the Great Anger that even their descendants were taught to hate and remember us. We would drop out of dilated time every century or so, hoping they had forgotten us. But each time they’ve found us again, and we’ve been forced to flee into the future. That’s why we offer to join forces with you, Marshal. After seven thousand years of running, we’ve become immortally tired.”


“And Saraya was also a member of a surviving team?”


“Saraya, Dabria, Selemia, Ethan and Asiel. They were different. They were dedicated men. Despite being chased into time dilation by the Great Anger, they continued over the centuries to nurse their infant culture toward maturity. I suppose it was an act that gave purpose to their shattered lives. One by one they’ve mostly settled over the centuries and spent the remainder of their lives at a normal rate. I think now only Dabria and Saraya remain.”


“What made you think Saraya didn’t know what was going on?”


“Because we still make trips back into the old universe, while he does not. Great changes have taken place of which he may not be aware.”


“What sort of changes?”


“Firstly, the Ra’s increased proficiency with Chaos technique. It’s now so good they can predict our movements centuries ahead. Whenever we emerge from time-dilation we soon find their fleets waiting for us. But that’s not the worst of it.”


“Tell me the worst.”


“Something else Saraya may not know. The Ra have cracked the problem of making the trans-continuum crossing in mass. At last it’s become practical for the Ra to leave their own universe and migrate into yours. But what do they find waiting? An armed space federation already occupying most of the habitable planets in one galaxy and poised to spread to others—in short, a strong usurper occupying the universe which aeons of tradition promised to the Ra.”


“So the Great Anger is rekindled. Is that why they started using the Chaos Weapon against the Federation?”


“Yes. It’s a policy of dislocate and weaken. With the length of their supply lines, they could never sustain a major spacewar against the Federation forces. But with the Chaos Weapon they can undercut the foundations on which the Federation is built. When the structure begins to fall apart, that’s when they’ll attack.”


“One thing puzzles me.” said Wildheit. “In the new universe, man is only established in one galaxy—a minute fraction of the total. Isn’t there also room for the Ra?”


“Marshal, the technical problems of traveling between the galaxies have already been solved. Federation colony ships are already crossing the void. Have you any idea of the prodigious rate at which mankind can multiply given unlimited space and unlimited opportunity? Occupy one world today, and you’ll need a thousand worlds within a century, and a million within two. Want to bet the universe will be large enough for both you and the Ra five hundred years from now?”


“I take your point. But how can Saraya hope to stop them coming?”


“Suppose you were designing the tactics for a battle, and had access to histories written in the future. You could set the design and see what the results might be, without having to fire a shot. If you find you would have been beaten, you go back and rethink your tactics. Then you test for history again.”


“And future history can be read from the patterns of Chaos?”


“In the broadest sense, yes. You can read the entropic peaks and determine their location. It doesn’t tell you who has won, but you do know whether the great explosions will take place on your doorstep or on the hearths of your opponents. History has many quirks—points where timing, coincidence, and certain individuals have a completely disproportionate affect on the results. These are the event catalysts. If you can locate and manipulate the right combination of catalysts, you can control the reaction any way you wish.”


“And that’s what Saraya’s doing?”


“It is. And the Ra know it. They put their faith in the Chaos Weapon and sheer numerical superiority. Saraya, with no such advantages to protect his infant culture, has explored catalysis instead.”


Wildheit found the polarizing control, returned the fantastic starry field above the dome to its former brilliance, and stood looking at the mind-staggering array. Roamer, too, was looking upward and outward. In contrast to the turmoil and despair which inhabited the marshal when faced with the impossibly daunting prospect of doing battle with all these stars, Roamer’s fact was calm. Her viewpoint was seemingly backed by some dreadful assurance that odds of a thousand-million-million-to-one presented no particular problem. It was at this point that Wildheit chanced to wonder why Dabria had found it reasonable to spend the rest of his natural life attempting to contain the Sensitive seers.


A sudden reduction in the level of starlight caused all three of them to look up suddenly, as a group of great ships materialized in close proximity to their own craft. Immediately a whole succession of alarms sounded on the flight-bridge and throughout the length of the vessel. Kasdeya swore and scrambled to his control panels, but even before he was halfway there another four of the great vessels came between them and their view of the over-plentiful stars.


“What’s happening?” asked Wildheit.


“The Ra! Destroyers this time. You won’t find it possible to shoot these out of space like plaster ducks. We’ve neither ray nor projectile which can penetrate those shields.”


In response to the alarm, Jequn and Asbeel ran into the room and took up stations at the instruments. Jequn called over wryly.


“I think, Marshal, this time they come to shoot the horse.”


Kasdeya was slamming his hands over the controls, and the strong music of the strange engines climbed toward the far ultrasonic. As the note ran higher, a slight thrill possessed them. At a critical frequency the starlight faded from the scene, but not before several great, soundless explosions in space had shaken them severely. Several minutes later the starlight reappeared, but from different stars and shaped by different constellations. The huge battleships leaped into position seconds later, and a new round of soundless explosions followed almost simultaneously.


Kasdeya’s hands on the instrument panel flung the ship into another starless jaunt, from which they emerged to find the destroyers already in position and the great explosions so close that it was a miracle they survived. Instantly they were back in their starless mode of transit, but Kasdeya’s face was grave.


“If it wasn’t for their progressive accuracy, this could become monotonous,” said Wildheit.


Kasdeya grimaced. “Exactly! You see what I mean about their proficiency with Chaos. They’re now predicting our arrival within seconds and our position within meters. At best we can hope to emerge twice more before they have us at dead center. The only way we can throw them is to go in for time-dilation.”


“No!” This cry from Roamer was the first word she had uttered for some time. “Don’t you see that’s what they want us to do?”


“What?” Kasdeya looked up sharply.


“Of course! It’s the only way they can win—by driving Saraya’s catalysts so far into the future that they can make their invasion before we become active again.”


“Is that worse than destroying the catalysts altogether?” Kasdeya’s hands hesitated above his controls. “Do you have any better ideas?”


“Have you nothing aboard this ship that can destroy those battleships out there?”


“We’ve plenty of space mines that could do the job. But they have to be sown. They’re not like projectiles which can be fired at a target. And the Ra certainly aren’t going to hang around waiting while we seed the sector with mines.”


“Marshal Jym,” she turned to Wildheit, “how can we use the mines?”


“How long does it take to get them into space?” he asked Kasdeya.


“They’re gas propelled to run clear of the vessel. Say about a minute to spread a radial pattern to the diameter those ships have been ranging.”


“So the problem’s one of reaching a point of emergence a minute before the Chaos predictions say we will. Can that be done, Roamer?”


“I can read where the patterns will fall and tell Kasdeya how to anticipate them. But in order to satisfy the Chaos equation we shall have to remain in that position for the full minute.”


“Why is that?”


“Because in order for there to have been a Chaos pattern in the first place, we will have to be present at that time. If we don’t satisfy that part of the equation, the Chaos pattern will be located over our actual point of emergence rather than the one we wish to simulate.”


“This discussion is way over my head,” said Wildheit. “But we’ll give it a try.”


Kasdeya shook his head. “Too much of a risk. If that crazy chicken’s wrong and we attempt to sit out there for a full minute, we’re surely dead.”


“How can I be wrong, you idiot?” Although her voice remained level, Wildheit noted the merest flicker of anger cross her brow. He was suddenly undecided as to whether this was a juvenile reaction or whether Kasdeya had touched some more dangerous strata underneath. He feared the latter, and took the initiative himself.


“Jequn, arm the mines. Let me know when they’re ready. Kasdeya, take your timing from Roamer. Roamer, as soon as Jequn’s ready, find us the minute we need.”


“Why so suddenly positive, Marshal?” Kasdeya was critical.


“What’s the use of a catalyst if it doesn’t influence the reaction. We’re in no position to fight fire with fire, so we’re going to try fighting Chaos with Chaos.”


When the banks of stars returned to view on Roamer’s command, the great ships were absent from the scene. Obedient to his instructions, Jequn fired a pattern of space-mines, and for a brief instant they could actually see the trails of evaporating vapor leap away from the ship as the deadly weapons dispersed themselves in space. In the hiatus that followed, nobody spoke. The tension increased perceptibly with the passing of the seconds. Then the critical minute was over—and nothing whatever happened.


The anticlimax brought an angry reaction from Kasdeya.


“Told you the chicken was mad! Now we don’t know when the hell they’ll jump on us next.”


“Or was it due to the cowardice that made you time-jump an extra space ahead?” Roamer asked calmly.


“What!” Kasdeya attempted to cuff Roamer with the back of his hand. But the blow did not reach her. With incredible speed, she intercepted the swing and twisted his arm somehow back upon itself. Kasdeya’s agonized cry, however, lost its impact with the arrival of the battleships and their immediate and most spectacular destruction. Each massive ship blazed into a miniature nova so bright that the polarizers in the flight-bridge dome blanked everything else from view in striving to cut off the fierce and critical burst of radiation.


Literally two full minutes elapsed before the dome permitted the stars to come back into view, and then the scene was of a space filled with large balls of incandescent metal that still gave birth to occasional bursts of sparkling fire. Of the great, dark, persecuting ships, these were the only remains.


“Let’s get out of here!”


Asbeel had taken Kasdeya’s place at the controls. The latter, white-faced and grim, was nursing a brutally-strained shoulder and confronting an incredibly calm Roamer.


“You hell-bitch! What did you have to do that for?”


“Did you think I’d stand and let you strike me? Remember, I can read your intention before you even make the decision. Next time you or anyone tries the like of that, I’ll kill them.”


“You’ll do what? You skinny chicken!” Kasdeya was unable to believe his ears. He nearly choked with incredulity. “Don’t you know my reputation?” He started to raise his other arm in a threatening gesture, then found himself looking down the muzzle of one of Wildheit’s projectors.


“Break it up, you two! With a whole hostile universe outside, don’t you think we’ve enemies enough? I don’t blame you for what happened, Roamer. But it’d be useful to have a few allies left when we actually start taking on the Ra. Better get that arm fixed, Kasdeya. Jequn, help him.”


“Are you giving orders on my ship, Marshal?” Kasdeya asked belligerently.


“Not through choice, believe me. But if we don’t restore some unity among ourselves, we’re lost.”


“What makes you think you’re able to take control?”


“Let’s put it this way. Roamer and I have taken more Ra ships out of space in a few hours than have you in seventy centuries. Is that a fair assumption?”


“Yes, but …”


“And left to your own devices, you might achieve another seven thousand years of running before natural death catches up with you. But I can’t afford that sort of time. It was your proposition that we join forces. Well, I accept—but I make the decisions and I give the orders until the job’s done. After that you can make your own way to hell at any velocity you choose.”


Kasdeya gave a sour grimace, but his shoulder was plainly giving him great pain, and he was in no mood for further argument.


“Very well, Marshal. We’ll try it your way. But keep this crazy chicken out of my route. Else I’ll show her a few aspects of personal violence she’ll not be able to anticipate.”


Out of the corners of his eyes, Wildheit saw Roamer tense for a spring like a wild tigress. Then just as she began to move she suddenly stopped and froze to statuesque immobility as she read his intention to use the shock pellet in his projector to stop her. She turned and looked at him with eyes full of subdued rage.


“Yes—that goes for you, too, Roamer.” Wildheit was uncompromising. “Uneasy bedfellows we may be, but I have one overriding priority, and that’s to beat the damn Chaos Weapon. Don’t think I’m going to let anything or anyone stand in the way.” He turned to Asbeel. “Now, is there any way of establishing radio contact with Terra?”


“Not a hope. There’s no way of getting any interactive phenomena through the trans-continuum junction unless you’ve access to something like the Chaos Weapon which can stress the continuum itself. The only way we could achieve radio contact is to go back into the new universe. Is it that important?”


“Well, Saraya organized this little nest of catalysts, so I presume he knew how he intended it should be used. The trouble is, he forgot to tell us. By no stretch of imagination can we take on a whole universe by simple force of arms. Therefore it’d be interesting to find out just what Saraya had in mind.”


ELEVEN


“MARSHAL, I am in communion with Talloth. Marshal Hover wishes to speak with you. But first, Talloth and I have something to say.”


Wildheit dragged himself awake and switched on the light in the small cabin in which he had found vacant bunkspace. His action of checking his chronometer had less to do with a desire to know the time than with preparing his mind for an unusual precedent—a communication from the symbiotic gods undertaken of their own volition.


“What’s on your minds, Coul?”


“The things which you are preparing to do frighten even us gods.”


“I wasn’t consciously preparing to do anything. But please continue.”


“We have been through such a cataclysmic period before. Many of us did not emerge from the trial. When continua collide, even dimensions buckle and warp. Many of us were lost in the strange storms that occur in domains even we cannot understand.”


“You’re describing cosmologies many orders above my comprehension. What do you want of me?”


“It’s more a question of what you expect of us. You are my faithful and loving host in this dimension. In return I strive occasionally to save you from the consequences of your own mortal stupidity. But the situation you are entering has elements of scale beyond any possibility of our intervention. We dare not follow where you intend to tread.”


“In other words, when the going gets really rough, I’m on my own?”


“A correct interpretation. The human short and singular life-style breeds a casual disregard for death which cannot be shared by those both potentially immortal and having composite identity. By way of compensation, you shall have special privileges until I take off. For a short period you may call on me without mortal need.”


“Thanks for the offer. When do you go?”


“I shall stay until the last second. When you find me no longer at your shoulder you will know the final catastrophe is imminent. Now if you breathe carefully, I will relay the pedestrian thoughts of Marshal Hover.”


“Jym! Thank heavens you’re still alive.” Hover’s voice broke out of Wildheit’s mouth. “I’ve had the very dickens of a time trying to persuade Talloth to make communion. He insisted that you were in no danger that generated a special reason.”


“Objectively, that’s probably true at the moment. How’re your legs coming along, Cass?”


“They’re the greatest since synthetic onion. Yesterday I ran a mile in four-and-a-half minutes. I reckon to get my time under four by the end of the month.”


“Great to know you can joke about it. Have they set a date for the fitting?”


“Oh my God!”


“What’s the matter now?”


“Jym, how long do you estimate since the last time we spoke?”


“I was in a lifecraft just clear of Mayo, before we got picked up. I’d reckon about thirty hours.”


“Then mark this carefully, Jym boy. That conversation took place nearer twenty months ago, not thirty hours.”


“Then you really do have the legs?”


“Fitted and functioning. And I’ve the corns to prove it. So what the devil happened to you?”


“I think I can guess. I got involved with some characters who have a rather casual approach to the velocity of light. I assume some of their maneuvers involve measurable time-dilation.”


“In these days of subspace travel? Where are you now?”


“I don’t think you’re going to believe this, Cass.”


“Try me!”


“I’m in a completely different universe, with a kid who can read Chaos off the top of her head, a symbiotic god who just handed in his resignation, and five characters who were practicing sociology around two thousand B.C.”


“You’re right—I don’t believe you. Except …”


“Except what?”


“Except that Saraya’s standing next to me nodding agreement to everything you say.”


“He should be in agreement. He set me up for this gig. Ask him what the program is from here out.”


Wildheit was interrupted by a loud and urgent knocking on the cabin door.


“Hold a minute, Cass. Sounds as if we’ve an emergency here.”


Gadreel was outside. There was perspiration on his brow.


“Marshal, the Ra are massing. Many thousands of ships have hit space. Kasdeya wants you to see.”


“I’ll be there directly,” said Wildheit, closing the door again. “Cass, tell Saraya the Ra invasion is beginning.”


“Will do! He says damn and blast, and that’s the one move he hoped they wouldn’t make at this time. Once through the trans-continuum junction they can manufacture their own disasters—and then amplify them with the Chaos Weapon. Does that make sense, Jym?”


“Very much so.”


“Therefore, it’s absolutely vital you put the Chaos Weapon out of action once and for all. Can you do that?”


“I haven’t a clue, but I can try.”


“Saraya says trying’s not enough. It’s imperative you succeed.”


“If it’s humanly possible, we’ll do it.”


“Fine! But Talloth’s getting the fidgets, so this communion is ended. Take care …”


Everyone was on the flight-bridge, including Roamer. All the screens were turned on, but even without them it was possible to distinguish the myriad points of light moving in a steadfast stream across the starry backdrop. Gadreel’s first estimate had been drastically low, for the thousands had become tens of thousands and hundreds of thousands; a unique and impressive strand of space-born migrants drifting like some golden insect swarm toward its promised lands.


The screens gave a closer and more sinister viewpoint. Intermixed with the relatively featureless ships, which Wildheit judged to be personnel transports, was a high proportion of obviously armed and extremely wicked-looking vessels that were undoubtedly sophisticated warcraft. These armed ships were also present in mass in protective phalanxes which rode escort at intervals alongside the fantastic convoy. The spearhead of the entire parade was a concentration of huge battleships similar to those which Kasdeya’s vessel had so narrowly escaped. In terms of the sheer number of overtly armed craft, the Federation Space Force was already matched, and there was no sign that the great stream of ships was anything but unending.


“Are they all going—the whole universe?” Wildheit asked, finding a slightly plaintive note creep into the back of his voice.


Kasdeya was grimly amused. “Preserve a sense of scale, Marshal. That’s the contribution from only about about five star systems. Mere pathfinders. There’s a hundred-thousand inhabited systems in this one galaxy alone, and at least a hundred-thousand-million galaxies in this universe. What you see is the thinnest edge of the thinnest possible wedge.”


“And they’re afraid of the Federation?”


“Those ships have no possibility of rearming or refueling, nor is any but a handful equipped to make the return journey back across the trans-continuum junction. Logistically, they’re at a complete disadvantage. The Federation ships can hit hard and run back to base for repair or supplies. The Ra have to carry with them every atom they require. They can count on no help at all until they’ve had the chance to establish industrial colonies capable of giving space-going support. That could take at least twenty years. So this first part of the fleet is a throw-away armada designed to establish a bridgehead, but no more.”


Wildheit returned to the screens, trying to reconcile the view of this armed and mighty force with Kasdeya’s description of it as a throw-away armada. He had to admit the difference in viewpoint was related to the sense of scale, but his own comprehension was daunted by the endless stream of golden ships whose origin appeared to be infinity.


“The Chaos Weapon—where is it?” he asked suddenly.


“It’s actually located somewhere in the trans-continuum junction itself. What’s on your mind, Marshal?”


“I want to put it out of action.”


“You’re as crazy as the chicken.”


“Why? Is it impossible to sabotage it?”


“Wait till you’ve seen it before you decide. I don’t think you appreciate its size. They drain whole stars into the furnace to fuel it, and use ten black holes each of two solar masses in a stabilized ring for the focusing. When it operates it distorts the value of pi over a radius of better than five light-years.”


“Even so, we have to try. If that fleet gets through to the new universe with the Chaos Weapon still operating, the Ra can win all the way down the line.”


“How do you figure that?”


“Can you imagine a more destructive combination than a suicide fleet with its effect multiplied by the Chaos Weapon? The potential of any attack can be magnified out of all proportion by linking it to the backlash of continuum distortion. Once through the trans-continuum junction they can manufacture their own disasters to order.”


“You make a very perceptive point, Marshal, which is surprising. Up to this time, your knowledge of Chaos has been superficial, to say the least.”


“I’m a late bloomer,” Wildheit said, unwilling to go into detail. “Is the attack on?”


“Ask the crazy chicken. She appears to have a close grasp of the future.”


“Do I detect a grudging undercurrent of belief?”


“Marshal, I saw her stop when you only thought about using that projector on her. I’d swear you didn’t move a single muscle, yet she knew your intention. I’m easily persuaded about facts which aid survival.”


“Roamer?”


“The patterns erupt into more violence than there are words to describe it. The ultimate catastrophe is coming—but not yet. There’s time to attack the Chaos Weapon, and no great entropic change is located at that point. I think we should try.”


“I’ll go along with that,” said Kasdeya. “Penemue, run us a course plot for the trans-continuum junction. I want the marshal to see what he’s up against. I don’t myself see any way of tackling an object of that size, but perhaps Saraya’s catalysts can achieve something that logic can’t.”


“Where are we?” Wildheit asked, as the agonies of the fast flight died away.


“In the trans-continuum junction itself—a theoretical nowhere.” Penemue, on whose shoulders fell most of the mathematical chores, appeared to be the only one who felt qualified to answer the question. “At this point we are included in neither one universe nor the other. We’re in the junction which separates the two continua. It’s a domain unique in itself, being starless, massless, theoretically infinite, and with only a negative set of physical principles of its own. It’s boundaries are defined only by the velocity of light, yet it is neither tardyon nor tachyon space nor anything else that has a definition. It is nothing at all, in the most literal sense of the term.”


“Yet things can exist here?” Wildheit was fighting to comprehend Penemue’s concepts.


“Certainly. But don’t become confused by the apparent simplicity of that fact, Marshal. The mathematics of the continuum septum are quite horrendous. Basically, any artifact which exists in this domain is relative only where it is contained by itself. Simply, it is the hull containing this ship that enables the principles of ordinary physics to be maintained inside it. Outside that containment, no unifying physical principles apply.”


“I thought you said that was simple,” Wildheit complained. “What does that jargon mean in practical terms?”


“It makes this the one place where the Chaos Weapon could be built. With respect to the junction domain, mass has no mass, momentum nor gravitational interaction. A man could manhandle a planet as if it were a bubble, and it would move where he pushed it and stop where he stopped it. Even black holes can be handled from outside their event-horizons, because no matter how crucial their internal gravitational fields may be, once outside the sphere of containment, gravity, by definition, ceases to exist. It’s these conditions, Marshal, which make it possible for that to be built and operated.”


With a gesture of pure drama Penemue pressed a switch, whereupon one of the major viewscreens livened to reveal a breathtaking structure set against the background of absolute nothing. To the left of the picture, a shining metal cage like a gigantic roller bearing minus the rollers, turned endlessly about an unseen center. Toward the middle of the screen—and aligned on the same axis as the spinning cage—was a vast assembly that reminded Wildheit of nothing so much as the internal structure of some ancient cathode-ray tube. Sets of deflector plates and toroidal rings plainly controlled some central shaft of phenomena, the nature of which was not obvious.


To the right of the picture, and still axially aligned, was a vast, broad disk which spun in unison with the cage, and from the center of the disk emerged a great golden funnel the open end of which was vastly flared like some unique cosmic trumpet. Nor was this all. In low orbit around the whole structure, little satellite space-stations twinkled as they spun in furious attendance to their fantastic charge. Illuminating the whole scene, four small suns were stationed motionless as if tethered by invisible wires.


“And that’s the Chaos Weapon?” Wildheit asked at last.


“That’s it, Marshal, but let’s give you some points of scale. Although you can’t see them, the cage contains ten black holes, each about two kilometers in diameter and about twice the mass of your own terrestrial sun. The cage itself is about twenty-five kilometers in diameter. The accelerating section in the center is over a hundred and fifty kilometers long, and the spinning reactor to the right is thirty kilometers diameter by fifteen wide. The horn is the collector. Into it they spin filamentary star-stuff from the old universe at rates of up to ten star masses per second.”


“Ouch!”


“The beam from the cage end of the weapon is composed of pure entropy, from which all extraneous phenomena have been stripped. Its power is such that it can stand a ten-millionfold attenuation on breaking through the continuum septum, and still have enough power to modify events anywhere in the new universe.”


“It doesn’t compute,” protested Wildheit. “All that equipment and power for so little actual effect.”


“The effects are relative to your viewpoint and your needs, Marshal. You see, out here they aren’t looking at individual events. They’re looking at sets of Chaos calculations, and tuning the device to try and modify event chains which appear dangerous to them either now or in the future. The scale of physical realities at the receiving end are irrelevant. It’s the amount of change which they can manipulate that counts.”


Kasdeya, who had been listening quietly in the background, came forward.


“Don’t you see, Marshal, the destruction of a planet or the loss of a horseshoe nail can both be equivalent in terms of winning or losing the final battle. In fact, the mammoth catastrophes in which the weapon has been involved have largely been due to the backlash of an over-stressed continuum rather than part of the original design. But as you so rightly point out, with ships on the other side of the continuum, they have a new dimension of attack. They can create their own small disasters and deliberately amplify them by the backlash effect.”


“Marshal!” Gadreel had been examining the screen closely. “I think we’re about to get a demonstration.”


They crowded back to the screen, and Gadreel’s fingers traced the path of a fast, fine, filamentary thread, which, as if controlled by a blind whirlwind, was randomly feeling for the entrance to the mighty horn. As the entry was found, the filament twisted into a tight spiral which thickened to become a skein and then a rope of vibrant energy reaching out from the farther limits of nothingness, weaving its magnificent plasma with a hectic compulsion to drive into the bell of the golden trumpet. Soon the great fire-thread began pulsing, as pearl-like beads of sheer coherent energy began to slide with ever-increasing frequency into the implacable maw of the ever-spinning reactor.


“Looks like a major project.” Penemue was impressed. “That’s fast-rate feeding if ever I saw it. I wonder what’s afoot? If they release all that energy in a single burst, somebody’ll get a jolt which’ll transfer them to the far side of reality.”


“They’re coming round to new bearings,” said Kasdeya. “See how the whole assembly swings in unison. Only out here in the junction could you achieve a maneuverability like that.”


But Wildheit was not listening. On his shoulder, Coul was uneasily tensed, and the marshal turned to look at Roamer. With a shock, he found her face a mask of terror. Although her hands moved spasmodically, attempting to convey some expression, her vocal cords must have been paralyzed by a level of fear too great to permit even a scream.


In trying to make a frenzied summary of the situation, Wildheit turned back to the screen. There, the reason for Roamer’s distress seemed only too apparent. He found himself looking straight down the operating end of the Chaos Weapon itself …


TWELVE


KASDEYA had seen the same thing and rushed for the controls, frenetically intent on getting the ship out of range before the weapon could fire. Inexplicably, however, Roamer broke out of her shock-state and, giving vent to an anguished screech of protest, hurled herself between Kasdeya and the instrument panel. He pushed her away and grasped the controls, but she returned in a frenzy and tore at his hands so viciously that her nails cut strips of skin from his wrists.


“Don’t take the ship away!” She was nearly crying with the intensity of her emotion.


“Get out of it, you crazy chicken!” Kasdeya threw her bodily aside and secured his place at the panel. The next instant she was back upon him, but this time even more purposefully. A single, unexpected blow with the side of her delicate hand toppled him unconscious on to the deck.


Gadreel had watched the Chaos Weapon swinging toward them with hypnotic fascination. The rumpus behind him, however, caused him to turn, and he immediately leaped to the position from which Kasdeya had fallen.


“What are you doing, chicken? Trying to get us killed?” His pose was that of an habitual fighter and he turned on her, fully prepared to counter any manner of attack. There was no doubt he was prepared to kill if necessary. She circled him warily, but as he turned to touch the controls she shouted in alarm.


“No—don’t touch those!”


Gadreel made a mock attack to drive her away, calling on Penemue for support. The repeater screens on the instrument panel showed the Chaos Weapon now pointed squarely at the ship and still taking on energy at a prodigious rate. There was no way of telling how many seconds were left before it fired.


A moment’s diversion of attention was the break that Roamer was seeking. She got in one deft blow on Gadreel’s shoulder, which caused him to counter. As he moved, he was off-balance on the turn, and her follow-through, more rapid than the eye could follow, dropped him like a stone. The angle of his neck as he slid along the floor left no doubt that he was dead.


At that instant, one of Wildheit’s microshock pellets burst near the ceiling, and Roamer spiraled uncertainly to the floor. In so confined a space the rest of them also suffered momentary stun effects, but it was Penemue who reached the controls first. As his hands thrashed across the panel, Roamer sat up again dazedly and made a last ineffectual attempt to reach his legs. Then she slumped back weeping. But against the rising song of the engines Wildheit could discern her words and was speared with a sudden doubt about his wisdom in supporting Kasdeya’s attempted flight.


“You stupid fools! Don’t you see, they can’t touch us here. It isn’t written in the patterns.”


It was, however, too late to abort the flight. In the same instant the ship passed out of the region in which Chaos logic had prohibited any reaction. As the vessel leaped out of the strange space between the continua, Wildheit’s last view on the screens showed a beam of bright energy spearing from the Chaos Weapon towards them. Somewhere on the fringes of the speed of light, a bolt of sheer, unattenuated energy picked up the ship and smashed it against the elastic walls of the continuum itself. Even Coul whimpered with a new kind of fright.


The following period of time beggared description. Added to the pervading and agonizing thrill of their trans-light passage was a new dimension of vibration in several planes simultaneously. Wildheit assumed this was some form of resonance set up in the continuum barrier against which the ship was sliding. Whatever its actual nature, its potential to destroy the occupants of the craft was very convincing. The floors, walls, and every part of the ship’s structure oscillated with energetic excursions that could painfully bruise at the merest touch; moreover, a low harmonic gave birth to broader, deeper waves of inertia which flung the occupants into contact with the vibrant and damaging walls and items of equipment to an extent that made it certain that human survival would soon become impossible.


Nor was this the only circumstance to be feared. The reciprocating stresses set up in the structure and fittings began literally to tear the ship apart. Joints cracked open ominously, and fractured metal pins popped like bullets from over-stressed bulkheads. Equipment racks broke free from clamps and fastenings and began to lurch drunkenly about the decks on strange waltzing paths of their own devising. Fractured connections begat sparks and smoke, and the smell of ozone and the acrid stench of overheated insulation began to clog the air, that caused breathing to become extraordinarily painful.


In the midst of this nightmare, Wildheit felt Roamer touch his arm.


“Help me, Marshal Jym. Over there …” She gestured toward the control panel.


Without understanding her intention, he helped her cross the painfully vibrating floor, forcing away heavy items of equipment with feet that already cried for mercy and badly bruising his knuckles by merely brushing against the control panel housing.


Roamer closed her eyes in concentration, and her fingers sought the control keys randomly until her Chaos insight gave her an idea of what response she could gain from a particular operation. Nevertheless her hands were sorely beaten by the vicious vibration of the very keys she was trying to manipulate.


Finally she began to win. Searching out the quieter eddies in the swirling patterns of Chaos, she edged the craft slowly into a more passive stream and finally to complete rest in some spatial backwater sheltered from the storms and winds of entropy. For the last part of the operation, Kasdeya had recovered and come to her side, but was taking instructions obediently from Roamer’s movements, only gradually assuming complete control as the harmonic shaking lessened and died.


“Marshal,” Kasdeya mopped his brow, “I owe the chicken an apology. If I’d listened to her we wouldn’t have hit this mess in the first place. And without her, we would not have gotten out of it. I don’t know how she did it, but she’s saved our lives.” On a sudden impulse he knelt and kissed Roamer’s swollen fingers.


“I also made the same mistake,” said Wildheit. “But it was you who threw me, Roamer. Are you certain we would have been safe had we stayed?”


“Of course! The Chaos Weapon without an impending disaster to act upon, is no weapon at all. Only when we fled into a situation of potential danger could it act.”


“Then what frightened you so much when it turned toward us?”


“I saw a sudden burst of Chaos as Kasdeya panicked. But I also saw past that—into the future.”


“And what did you see there?”


“The ultimate catastrophe. There are no words to describe it, Marshal Jym.”


Penemue was examining Gadreel’s body on the deck.


“He’s dead,” he said, and his voice contained a mixture of speculation and admiration. “I thought that nobody could ever best Gadreel in a fight, least of all kill him. What dreadful mentors teach the chickens on Mayo, Marshal? That is a terrifying girl you’ve unleashed on the universe.”


“Of that I was forewarned,” said Wildheit. “But I suspect what we’ve seen her do is only a foretaste of what’s to come. If I was of the Ra, I’d be very much afraid.”


Kasdeya had finally closed down the controls and was running what checks he could with the ruins of his instruments. His final summary was discouraging.


“The hull’s still sound, and we’ve sufficient air. But that’s about all. Most of the instruments are gone, and though the engines are intact we dare not operate them without the right controls. Also, the structural frame won’t take even a close approach to light speed without breaking up. In short, we’re in a precarious wreck that has seen its last battle. The most we can hope for is survival.”


“That’s not enough,” said Wildheit. “Which universe are we in?”


“The new one, to judge from the star density. But in which galaxy, it’s impossible to say. From the angle at which we hit the boundary of the continuum, we could be anywhere in space.”


“So how do I get back to the Chaos Weapon?”


“You don’t. This is a point which hopefully marks the end of the careers of those who nurtured the hybrid colony of man. You limp in a broken ship to some habitable and preferably inhabited planet, then you live out the rest of your days in real-time, trying to organize the locals into some form of defense just in case the Ra should ever find you.”


“What’s hopeful about that?”


“The alternative is that you don’t reach a habitable planet, and you die in some forlorn corner of space either by the Ra’s hands or your own.”


“All of which assumes the battle is lost. That’s a point I can’t concede. Any ideas, Roamer?”


“I see no useful action we can take, nor do the patterns hint of any place of survival we can reach. Therefore I suggest we wait for the Ra. They’re the only ones who’ll be looking for us, and the only ones who have the capacity to find us.”


“Wait for the Ra?” Kasdeya was aghast. “Nothing would please them better than to find us in a crippled ship. They’d have us out of space in seconds.”


Roamer was adamant. “Not this time, I think. They’ve lost a lot of ships to Saraya’s catalysts. They’ll be curious. I think they’ll take us prisoner instead.”


“That’s even worse. Do you know how the Ra treat their prisoners? The Great Anger is as alive now as ever it was. I’ve not escaped them for seven thousand years just to let them have their final revenge now.”


“You don’t have any alternative.”


“Don’t I? I can run the power plant to critical and head out in one final blaze, taking any of the Ra who dare to come too close.”


“Which, in view of their number, is a very puny gesture,” said Wildheit. “Anyway, if the catalyst could be that easily removed from the Chaos reactions, they wouldn’t have been so concerned with us in the first place. Roamer’s right. We wait for the Ra.”


“It’s all right for you to talk, Marshal. They’ve not spent seventy centuries nursing a grudge against you. We four are going to set out at the best speed we can make, and if they find us we’ll fight them in any way we can right through to the end. If you won’t join us, you can return to your lifecraft and wait right here for the Ra to come and find you.”


“Is this the great cooperation you were proposing?”


“Let’s be realistic. What good is the cooperation of dead men?”


“I’ve a job to do. I need to destroy the Chaos Weapon. Your ship isn’t going to get me back to its vicinity, and only a Ra ship can get through the continuum junction. So we wait for the Ra—and then play it by ear.”


“You two alone, Marshal. That’s final.”


“No, all of us.” Wildheit’s fingers hovered close to his projectors.


Kasdeya scowled, and a line above his brow displayed his speculation about challenging the marshal’s implied threat. He turned sullenly back to checking his instruments, then spread his hands in a gesture of defeat.


“Anyway, the point’s academic. The Ra are already here.”


The dim, half-functioning screen portraying the scene outside, told its own grim story. Fully a dozen of the great men of war were drawn in tight formation, and one even larger spacecraft was bearing so close that the construction details of its hull were plain to see.


Kasdeya looked at one of the weapons cockpits, but the failure of all the instrument indicators told the story of insufficient power. The event was followed by a long hiatus, in which the Ra ships moved into close station around them, but seemingly delayed any attack or attempted contact. Then through the flight-bridge dome a faint blue glow appeared and grew to form a complete encapsulation around Kasdeya’s ship.


“What do you suppose they are doing?” Wildheit asked.


Penemue answered. “They’re creating a crash web—an energy shell. If you pick up a space wreck you never know if or when its power plant might blow, so you spin an energy web around it first to protect yourselves. Then you can sort out the pieces at your leisure. In this instance, they’re taking no chances at all. That’s a high-energy shell. Even a weapon blast couldn’t get through that.”


“When will they make contact?”


“Any time now, I should think. Since they’ve picked up the biggest prize of the century, they’ll almost certainly be planning most carefully how they should proceed.”


“What’s the big vessel?”


“I don’t know. For one of such size, it’s very lightly armed. A research ship of some sort, I should think. Anyway, we’ll soon find out …”


While Penemue was speaking, a ring of battleships suddenly sprouted bright-blue tractor beams, which gently but firmly gripped the small ship and began to move it toward the giant vessel. Here, a craft-lock easily able to contain Kasdeya’s entire ship opened its huge jaw. Then additional tractors from within reached out and guided the vessel into a vast dock area. At the exact moment of touchdown the crash-web disappeared, and Kasdeya looked speculatively at the power plant controls.


“Blowing the power plant wouldn’t work,” said Penemue from behind. “The entire dock is lined with collapsite. We’d destroy nobody but ourselves.”


They watched from the flight-bridge dome as a hatch finally opened and a group of uniformed figures came out into the dock area.


“Reception committee—or firing squad?” Asbeel was apprehensive.


“A committee of investigation,” said Kasdeya, and his voice was tense. “If they had intended to destroy us quickly they could have done it all too easily out there.”


Something metallic was affixed to the outside of the hull with a loud clang, and a voice was induced through the hull itself. It spoke in a language Wildheit did not recognize.


“They’re telling us to come out naked and without weapons,” said Kasdeya. “We have two minutes. Then they’re going to fill the hull with corrosive nerve gas. Anyone who remains inside the hull will die in acute pain.”


“Nice people,” commented Wildheit.


“For the Ra, that is restrained behavior. Usually it is a touch of the gas first, and the warning afterward. That makes their prisoners run to them willingly. They have very persuasive ways, the Ra.”


“Then we’d better get down there,” said Wildheit. “It’s impolite to keep an anxious host waiting.”


At the hatch they all stripped, Roamer very unwillingly, but encouraged by Wildheit’s anxious frown. Kasdeya demonstrated the right attitude for surrender as they stepped out, walking with his arms outstretched and fingers wide open so that there could be no suspicion that he had a weapon concealed in his hands. When he reached the waiting reception party, a strong white yoke was passed behind his neck and across his shoulders to maintain his arms outstretched, each arm being fastened to the yoke at the wrist, elbow, and shoulder. They all, including Roamer, were similarly fastened on descent.


Orders were given, which Kasdeya translated.


“Now we march. Anyone who is not completely docile and compliant will be given lance.”


“What’s that?”


“I think, Marshal, you might call it malignant acupuncture. It’s done with hypodermic arrows, and they’re very good at it. The cruelty is in denying you the death for which you’re praying.”


Following a curt imperative, Kasdeya led the way through the dock and into a metal chamber beyond. Wildheit had momentarily wondered why the prisoners were secured with yokes instead of simple limb-bindings or handcuffs, but at this point he understood. A metal frame was brought up under the yoke ends to raise them all clear of the deck and leave them hanging by their arms, with their heads at roughly uniform height. Then their captors retired from the chamber. The next instant stinging jets of some liquid almost too hot to bear, struck out from all the walls of the chamber and from the floor and ceiling, setting the unfortunate recipients swinging like dolls on the frame.


“What the hell is this?” Wildheit shouted above the shriek of the swirling sprays.


“Combined degradation, decontamination, and identification.” Kasdeya had difficulty shouting his answer back. “It gets interesting in a minute.”


Upon the cessation of the sprays, the chamber was rapidly flooded with pale straw fluid, the level of which rose rapidly, and the temperature of which was uncomfortably hot. The fluid had an organic, strongly aromatic smell which caught at the backs of their throats and made breathing a strain. Such was the speed of the pumping, that great reflected waves surged back and forth across the chamber and soon threatened to drown them as the level rose close to their throats.


Then with a great surge of the pumps, the level rose rapidly right over their heads and remained so for an interval in which each was convinced he would drown. Then, as rapidly, the fluid was withdrawn, and Kasdeya’s description of the process as identification became apparent. As Wildheit managed to clear his stinging eyes a gasp of amazement escaped him—for he and all his companions had been dyed a luminescent yellow-gold; and they hung like gilded statues, shining against the shadowed background.


There was more to follow then. Restrained always by the yoke across his arms and occasionally by clamps around his ankles, Wildheit found himself spun on a wheel before a battery of lamps, run through a series of machines which he took to be medical diagnostic equipment. They were examined by a team of men who used a painfully agonizing probe to elicit responses from virtually every muscle in his body. Although separated from the rest, he periodically caught sight of the others undergoing the same treatment, and he felt particularly sorry that Roamer should be subjected to some of the less delicate aspects of the ordeal.


Finally the processing was ended. He was then taken to a small cell, given a brief yellow garment, and his yoke was fastened to a wall on a fixture prepared to receive it. The height of the fixture was adjusted so that he could take the weight from his arms only by standing uncomfortably on tiptoe. Kasdeya and Penemue, gilded and grave, were already racked alongside. Asbeel and Jequn were secured there shortly after. Roamer was brought in somewhat later, but of all of them she alone possessed a face which was confident and calm. She hung like a golden nymph before them, and her composure did much to quiet the continuing sense of panic that predominated their mood as they waited to find out what new things the Ra would do to them.


“Why did they dye us gold?” Wildheit asked Kasdeya.


“Primarily because it’s the one skin tone not native to the nations of the Ra. Historically it symbolizes degradation—a reference to legendary golden beasts in Ra prehistory that contributed the gross animal instincts to human nature. Psychologically, it’s used as a foil. A Ra feels no conscience about killing or ill-treating a golden victim. The fact that he first dyed his victim gold is a piece of double-thinking conveniently overlooked.”


“Give a dog a bad name and hang it,” Wildheit commented.


“Ah, you should be so lucky as to hang! The Ra never believe in making the way out easy for their enemies.”


THIRTEEN


DURING the next hour the great ship began to make headway. From its ever-increasing engine song, which rose swiftly beyond the limits of audibility, Wildheit surmised they were going back through the trans-continuum junction. At least for this he was glad, because only the Ra possessed the means to get him back to the vicinity of the Chaos Weapon. Secured as he was, an absolute prisoner, he had no idea how he might accomplish his task. But the Ra’s reaction to the predicted catalytic effects of Roamer and himself appeared to show that they were destined to strike some great and decisive blow at the Ra, and he could imagine no act more potent than destroying the Chaos Weapon itself.


Before long, they began to experience the same peculiar sensation they had experienced on Kasdeya’s ship as it approached the light barrier. But this time they immediately experienced a far more intense effect as they penetrated the fabric of the luxon wall itself. Having to absorb these sensations in an uncomfortable tiptoe stance added greatly to the trials of the experience, so they were all relieved when the great ship finally slipped into the sensationless silence of the trans-continuum domain itself.


At this point, Jequn, Asbeel, Penemue, and Kasdeya were taken away by guards. They went as unwillingly as their bondage would permit.


Wildheit bit his lip. “What do you see in the patterns, Roamer?”


“The ultimate catastrophe. The mind can’t comprehend its magnitude. This is the disaster at which all other disasters end.”


“Does it arise from destroying the Chaos Weapon?”


“It’s difficult to see, but I think not.”


“How can that be?”


“The patterns are too complex to be sure of anything. All I know is that it will happen.”


Somehow Wildheit slept.


He woke occasionally to find Roamer always awake and watching him with her accustomed calmness. He marveled at the inner strength that kept her functioning when the trials to his own supposedly superior physique had brought him to a pitch of exhaustion which overcame all discomfort. Once he was awakened by someone he presumed to be a medic. The man examined the shoulder on which Coul resided, then compared his findings with some white platelet records. Despite his probing he discovered nothing of significance, perhaps because his perception was too weak to enable him to see the god on Wildheit’s shoulder.


Later, Kasdeya was brought back, this time without the yoke on his shoulders. Although apparently physically unharmed, his eyes held a haunted look, as if his experience had destroyed much of the man he used to be.


“Marshal, now it’s your turn. You and the chicken. To buy a few extra hours of life, I’ve volunteered to translate for you.”


“And the other three?”


“They suffered, but they’ll recover. Apparently we are not important now. The Great Anger has turned into the Great Curiosity—about you and the chicken and about the threat which Chaos says you hold for them. They cannot credit the existence of so powerful a catalytic effect, yet neither can they doubt the probability of their own predictions.”


“Tell them,” said Wildheit, “that I insist the yokes be taken from our shoulders.”


Kasdeya was concerned. “They will punish you for even making such a suggestion.”


“Tell them nonetheless. Also tell them the message must be conveyed to their commander.”


“What do you hope to gain by such tactics?”


“From what their Chaos readings must have told them and from the account I think they extracted from you, Roamer and I should be something of a legend by now. A good legend needs to be kept alive.”


“I hope they keep me alive as well to retell it.” Kasdeya was still dubious. “But I’ll give it a try.” He turned toward the guards and spoke rapidly at some length. Finally the incredulity and anger gained a note of hesitation, then one of the guards was despatched presumably to consult with a superior. After ten long minutes, the messenger returned. He was followed by one who, from the deference he received, promised to turn out to be a very senior person indeed.


“You have them worried,” said Kasdeya quietly. “The yokes are to be removed.”


“Fine! Take your cues from me, Kasdeya. Translate not only what I say but also the spirit of the delivery. And don’t be surprised at anything.”


“I wish I know what you were up to, Marshal.”


“I’m going to capitalize on our assets, such as they are. That is what space-marshals are trained to do best. Did you never think it strange that the Federation needs send only one man to settle a war?”


The senior officer who had accompanied the guard watched narrowly as Roamer and Wildheit were freed from their yokes. Their arms were stiff from having been pinioned so long, and Wildheit made a deliberate point of exercising in bold defiance of the weapons held by the escort. The movement gave him the opportunity to study the officer and prepare his approach. The man’s face was set with deep lines. The massive, craggy skull, surmounted by iron-gray hair, warned of a formidable intellect and completed the picture of the officer as a man of considerable stature in all respects.


At weapon-point Roamer and Wildheit were marched into a large chamber with walls of the smoothest white. They were made to stand on a low circular stage in the center. The officer took his place at a transparent-topped table and clenched his hands beneath his chin thoughtfully. Armed guards, three against each wall, covered the captives with their weapons. Kasdeya anxiously took his place out of the direct line of fire should the time come when the marshal’s Ra-baiting received its logical reward.


“To whom am I speaking?” Wildheit began the questioning.


The lines on the officer’s face creased with deep amusement.


“You are standing before Fleet Commander Zecol of the Scientific Wing of the Ra War Force. I am a specialist in Chaos, Marshal Wildheit.”


Kasdeya was translating verbatim, attempting to reproduce the tone as well as the content of the exchange.


Wildheit rubbed his chin speculatively. “Then we meet on common ground. We also are specialists: Roamer in Chaos, and I in the protection of the Federation. It is fortunate for you, Commander, that I am a tolerant man, otherwise I would resent you treating us like this. I understand your pathetic need for caution, but you lack a basic understanding of what you are doing.”


“Oh?” Zecol’s amusement increased. “I take it you object to being gilded?” Kasdeya managed to reproduce the edge of sarcasm with great fidelity.


“Not at all!” Wildheit smiled blandly. “That was your mistake which played to our advantage. Golden beasts were in our ancestry too. But we contrive not to outgrow our legends. Of all creatures, the beasts will ultimately survive. Thus you help us to represent not only your progenitors but also your successors. So it behooves you to show proper humility.”


A frown of anger crossed Zecol’s face, and he looked at Kasdeya to verify the translation. Then he ran his fingers through a pile of platelet records on the table.


“This wasn’t what I expected. Nothing here would indicate megalomania nor an over-developed death wish. I conclude, Marshal, that you’re playing a game with me. It’s a stupid thing to try. You’ll certainly regret it.”


He waved his hand to the guards. “Take the marshal away and give him some treatment to cure his attack of insubordination. When he returns I want to see him on his knees, pleading. Take the girl also, to witness his education. I’ll continue the questioning later.”


“You bloody fool!” Kasdeya was worried. “You touched him on a raw spot when you spoke of the golden beasts. Did you really think he’d stand for that idiocy?”


“Not yet, but he will,” said Wildheit. “He just needs a little softening-up first.”


The guards put the yoke back on Wildheit’s shoulders and took him to an adjoining chamber. Here the yoke was suspended on a fixture, and his feet were also secured to eyebolts. With the thoughtful look of a specialist, one of the Ra began to heat long metal pins in a furnace until they were bright red. Then he turned back to his helpless victim and began to examine Wildheit’s thigh and arm muscles.


“Marshal, I advise you to start begging for mercy now,” said Kasdeya. “Then perhaps you may escape with the minimum of pain.”


“Keep translating,” said Wildheit. “You won’t understand, but everything is going my way.”


“Angels of space! Don’t you know what he intends doing to you?”


“Yes. But he doesn’t know what I have in store for him.”


The Ra torturer began clipping handles on to his heated pins, then picked one up and held it close to the marshal’s eyes.


“We shall see, golden beast, how many of these you can take before you yield. With most, it’s only three or four. It’s an art, you see—knowing where to place them for the best effect.”


“I wouldn’t advise you to try it,” said Wildheit coolly.


“Marshal, in the name of all space-demons!” Kasdeya was growing frantic. He looked desperately at Roamer for support, but her face registered only its accustomed calm.


The Ra took the cooling needle for reheating. Then, picking one of the right degree of heat, he selected a spot on Wildheit’s thigh and made a precise and deliberate thrust. There was an immediate stench of scorched flesh and a howl of anguish, but it was the Ra who staggered back as the pin completely penetrated his own forearm. For half a second he stared at it stupidly, his brain refusing to accept what his senses screamed was the truth—that it was his own arm that he had so painfully pierced. The final realization brought forth a whimper of fright. Possibly in that moment he had actually caught a glimpse of the ugly, transient god who lived on Wildheit’s shoulder. Whether or not he comprehended what he saw was beyond guessing, but he cried a phrase in a tongue even Kasdeya could not translate, and fled out of sight.


“Thanks, Coul,” breathed Wildheit. “You did a good job there.”


“I promised you special dispensation since I soon expect to leave. But I think your need is not yet over.”


Soon, three of the Ra guards appeared—one, his original tormentor, now with a sprayed surgical dressing on his arm. The three were engaged in a heated argument. Finally two came toward the shackled marshal, while the third held back nervously.


“They’re discussing the possibility of the incarnate … sitting over you.” Kasdeya himself still had not grasped the nature of the apparent accident.


The pair inspected Wildheit’s neck and shoulders carefully, but it was apparent they detected nothing even though Coul’s transient presence remained unaltered. The first guard was encouraged to proceed with the programmed persuasion, but he declined to do so, saying his injury rendered him unfit. So one of the others took a pin from the furnace and advanced upon Wildheit with menace. Instantly the injured man drew back, convinced that he could see the crouched incarnate being. He cried a warning to his companion with the pin, who ignored him. Wildheit felt the ache in his shoulder suddenly increase, whereupon he braced himself to expect the unexpected.


There came a sound like distant thunder. The man with the heated pin stopped and shook his head, as if he believed the sound was inside his own skull rather than out. The next pulse of thunder was deeper and nearer and could be felt in a strong vibration of the metal walls of the chamber. Assuming the effect to be elsewhere in the ship, one of the guards ran off to locate the cause of the disturbance. The man with the pin continued his advance.


Then the thunderbolt struck.


A black something burst in the middle of the chamber and smote about with soft, concussive blows. The furnace cooled instantly, and the pin in the fellow’s hand drove itself lengthwise into the startled man’s forearm. The black whirlwind—or whatever it was—ripped at the chamber with twisting, invisible fingers, and all things not secured were lifted by its curious spinning force and sent rattling and clattering around the metal walls. Then the curling wind tightened its coils and heaped all the debris into a pile in the center of the room. To this pile was added the bodies of the two guards, their faces already gray—the cause of death, unexplained.


The guard who had left the chamber to investigate the thunder returned to the door and stopped in amazement. He took one look at the death and confusion and raised his weapon with the intention of killing the marshal, whom he believed to be responsible. A command from outside the door in Zecol’s voice cried an urgent prohibition. Nevertheless, the man with the weapon turned his head in protest and fired. The weapon exploded spitefully in his face, and he dropped out of sight leaving the entrance spattered with gore. Then Zecol appeared and stood still, fearful of crossing the threshold. His eyes were very grave as he attempted to comprehend what had taken place.


“For a bound man, Marshal, you have the most remarkable powers of destruction.” Kasdeya had to conquer his own amazement in order to translate Zecol’s words.


“Ah,” said Wildheit. “You should see the damage I can do with my hands free!”


As if to emphasize the point, the yoke across his back abruptly shattered, leaving the fastenings around his arms looking like bangles. The eyebolts to which his feet were secured were torn from the deck so abruptly that pieces flew to the far corners of the chamber, yet the links of the chain which had held his ankles tumbled separately to the floor each still individually intact. During all this activity, the marshal did not appear to move a muscle.


“Was that demonstration sufficient?” he asked Zecol. “Or do you want some more?”


Zecol’s scowl was a mask of thunder, yet his voice was subdued. “I think you’ve made your point, Marshal. What manner of creature are you?”


“As I said, Commander, I represent both your progenitors and your successors. I am one of the golden beasts that torment your history—past, present, and future.”


Shaking his head, Zecol led the way back to the large, white chamber and stood with his back against the table instead of sitting behind it. The guards around the chamber’s edge fidgeted with their weapons, but this time did not take aim. News of the fate of their colleague who had tried to fire at the marshal had apparently already reached their ears. Wildheit studied the officer sagely for a few seconds.


“I take it that you are still not sufficiently convinced, Commander. Unwisely, you suspect some form of trickery, though you can’t detect how such magic could have been performed. How would you like to see another example—to demonstrate how far you are outclassed?”


“This is madness!”


“You have men skilled in unarmed combat?”


“Many of the best.”


“Then I suggest you summon three of them, to be opposed in a fight to the death—and call up fifty of your ship’s company to bear witness. Here’s your only chance to kill a growing legend.”


Zecol lifted his great head speculatively. “Three men to be opposed by you and your magic, Marshal? Is that the trap you set for me?”


“Not at all! I was proposing three of your men against one girl.”


Zecol’s eyes were deeply questioning. “I at least know she doesn’t have a space-marshal’s legendary defenses.” He glanced at the guards, who were listening with interest to the conversation while appearing not to do so. “And if I decline I shall apparently further the legend even more. I’ll call your bluff, Marshal. The fight shall be as you say—though I don’t see what you expect to gain from it.”


“Let’s say it’s a question of what you’ve got to lose, if three of your men can’t withstand one girl.” He turned to Roamer. “Are you happy with the arrangement?”


She met his gaze levelly and tried to maintain a passive face, but finished with the breakthrough of a smile.


“You’re a perceptive old devil, Marshal Jym.”


“I need to be, with the sort of company I keep.”


“Perceptive or not,” said Zecol, “this time you’ve overreached yourselves.”


He called a guard and gave a string of orders. Soon an assembly of Ra shipmen began to file in, their natural glee at this unexpected entertainment being partially inhibited by Zecol’s frowning presence. When the walls of the chamber were lined two-deep with men—Wildheit estimated that something like a hundred had contrived to attend—Zecol called in his champions. All were rippled and muscular yet with a lightness of foot that suggested practiced speed and precision. Each one was grinning and joking with the others about how they intended to ill-use the female golden beast before they killed her.


Roamer stood centrally on the low circular stage and watched them come, only her eyes showing the degree of her concentration, while her face remained serene. Something about her composure gave the men momentary pause. But Zecol barked an order, and they again continued their approach.


One took the initiative and dived onto the stage, making an elaborate gesture of grasping the girl, rather than trying a deliberate attack. It was a piece of idiocy for which he paid dearly. With a barely perceptible flow of movements, Roamer used his momentum destructively and took advantage of his incautious plunge to lift and twist him in the air then bring his body down over the angle of the edge of the stage. Paralyzed from a broken back, the fellow rolled over. His eyes became glassily inert. The intake of startled breaths was unanimous throughout the audience.


Critically alerted to their danger, the other two contenders instantly became serious. The game they had anticipated had lost its flavor, and the whole affair was unexpectedly converted into a matter of life and death. They held a brief consultation, then one advanced in an attitude prepared for attack. Watching him approach, Roamer seemed unprepared to offer any defense. He was not deceived, and placed himself perfectly before striking the single blow which should have killed her.


His savage chop met empty air. Then she was beside and behind and around him in a fantastic dance choreographed by an inspired anticipation of his intended movements. Baffled and bewildered by his inability to complete even a single telling jab, he grew angry and a little careless. Roamer eased his sanity over the edge with a series of little, stinging blows that he found no opportunity to return. Then she began to chop at him seriously, her purpose apparently being to cause as much damage as possible before she administered the coup de grace. Again and again he lashed out at her with hands intended to become increasingly more lethal, but each time she anticipated him by the merest fraction of a second. No matter how desperate he became he was able to inflict on her virtually no damage whatsoever.


In the meantime the one remaining contender was circling constantly, always attempting to stay behind Roamer and waiting for his opportunity to strike at her from the rear. The unfairness of these tactics provoked derogatory comments from his comrades lined up against the walls, but Roamer’s expert and deliberately prolonged demolition of the man she faced persuaded the man behind her that his tactics were justified despite the adverse opinions of his friends. Then suddenly he leaped in with a savage elbow blow intended to break her spine. In the flurry of action that ensued, nobody had a clear idea of the sequence of events. But at the finale one of her adversaries lay coughing up life-blood, while the other, his arms curiously disjointed, rushed headlong from the fight.


The roar of protest that rose from around the walls halted his flight, but a silence closed suddenly as Roamer held up her hand. Then, ignoring any barrier of language, she beckoned the would-be deserter with an expressive finger. Faced with the derision of his comrades if he fled from the female golden beast, or returning with broken arms to face almost certain destruction, the fellow halted in an agony of indecision. Something that his comrades shouted tipped the balance. With a look of hopeless resignation he walked unsteadily back toward Roamer. She danced a pirouette right round him before dislocating his neck with a single well-placed blow.


FOURTEEN


STANDING next to the marshal, Kasdeya’s face registered a mixture of relief and incredulity.


“I don’t understand you at all. Why did you make the chicken take such risks?” This was an accusation phrased as a question.


“The risks were slight, Kasdeya. Remember when she fought Gadreel, she did so in the manner of the Ra. Therefore Dabria himself must have had a hand in her instruction. She knew what blows to give and to expect.”


“Yes, but a girl against three …”


“… was unfair, but not in the way you imagine. She has one great advantage none of the Ra possesses. She can read in advance the timing and position of each blow and can even detect the decision pulse which directs it. By comparison, the Ra she fought were blind men. Also, the Ra are killers only by virtue of their training, but with Roamer, it’s an instinct. One day I think she will try to kill even me.”


Commander Zecol, his brow clouded with anger, seized Wildheit by the arm. To do so he had to force his way through the crowd of shipmen and technicians who had been brought to witness the fight and who were now engaged in a vociferous argument, with much sympathy and admiration being expressed for the golden beastess.


“Marshal, collect the girl and follow me. I have things to say.”


Wildheit signaled for Roamer to join them. Several guards fell in behind, but Zecol waved them away impatiently and strode through the decks at a furious pace, with the marshal, the seer, and Kasdeya trailing behind. Entering a large and well-appointed cabin, the commander slammed the door behind them, then turned angrily to Wildheit.


“Let’s come to an understanding, Marshal. You may have some protective spirit, but I am sure that killing you is not impossible. Don’t tempt me to try it. According to our Chaos calculations, the pair of you form the most powerful catalyst yet known. I can personally testify that your influence is totally out of proportion to your number. But that individual edge is all you have. All this talk of golden beasts is but a lie, mere fabrication.”


“Believe what you must,” said Wildheit. “But I’ll guarantee the legend runs stronger among the lower echelons on this ship. Every culture has a secret affection for its own devils, because individuals can never succeed in matching up to their own saints.”


“Aha!” Zecol was on the point instantly. “I thought I smelled sociological training. But you’ve created a problem for me. You’ve infected my security guard with superstition and undermined the discipline by which I command this ship, Marshal. You’re a disruptive influence that I cannot tolerate, yet one I am loath to destroy because we’ve much work to do in countering the effect of your catalysis.”


“Quite a dilemma,” said Wildheit.


“Indeed! But one I’ll soon resolve. I had intended to examine your catalysis aboard this ship. Instead, you’ll be transferred to a Chaos research station, where the maintenance of space discipline is less important. If you cooperate, you might manage to survive the ordeal. But offer any more tricks like those we’ve seen today, and I’ll destroy you, catalysis or not. I warn you, Marshal, stay in this room and don’t try any more pantomimes, or else I’ll personally supervise your conversion into space-garbage.”


He went out again, slamming and locking the door behind him. Wildheit shrugged and began to prowl around the cabin on a tour of exploration.


“I told you things were going my way, Kasdeya.”


“I’d be happier if I knew what your way was. The Ra aren’t the only ones who’ve had a few shocks today. Still, I doubt if many prisoners wind up quartered in the commander’s cabin. That’s a measure of the impression you’ve made on Zecol. But I’d love to hear him trying to refute a charge of pandering to the golden beasts.”


Wildheit was examining a desk, on the top of which he had found an inset cube which reminded him of a viewing screen.


“Can you work this thing, Kasdeya?”


The Ra renegade examined it dourly. “Complex—but the instruction symbols are plain enough. What were you hoping to see?”


“I wonder if this set has access to the images on the navigation screens. I’d like to know where they’re going to drop us off.”


“We entered the trans-continuum junction, for sure, but we didn’t make the reverse transition out the other side. At a guess, we’re still somewhere between the two continua. Our best information to date suggests we’re to be set down at a space station of sorts.”


“How did you arrive at that conclusion?”


“Zecol specifically spoke about putting us down somewhere where the maintenance of space discipline was less important. That suggests to me a secure space-environment rather than a planetary installation.”


During the conversation, Kasdeya had been working on the controls located beneath the cube. He was able to get a number of images apparently taken by cameras within the ship, and then he broke into a bank of ciphered information which was presumably a data link. Finally he began to find empty frames which peripheral information told him were scanner pictures of the empty wastes of the trans-continuum domain.


“Nothing to see yet, but that doesn’t mean to say there’s nothing there. A space station’s a remarkably small item when set in the midst of infinity.”


“How can the junction be infinite when it has a boundary?”


“Penemue could explain that to you better than I. The only answer I can give is that its limits are defined by velocity, not by dimensions. It’s the queerest sort of place.”


Wildheit sat behind the desk watching the vacant screen and trying to comprehend the realities of the situation out of the cryptic ciphers which swarmed around the picture’s edge. Though no movement at all was visible, in his imagination the great ship was plunging with furious velocity toward some point yet too distant to be seen. Occasionally he thought he detected a minute splint of light against the otherwise featureless background displayed on the surface of the cube, but this always proved to be an illusion. The exercise proved almost hypnotic. Being comfortably seated in the chair, his attention began to wander, until finally he drifted off into a light sleep.


He was awakened by the clamor of call signals sounding throughout the ship. As his eyes came into focus he sat bolt upright and called the others to him.


“Roamer, Kasdeya—come and see where we’re headed.”


They scrambled over to see before them on the screen the fantastic array of the Chaos Weapon, itself. Its detail became clearer every second as the ship headed for a close parking position.


“What a stroke of luck!”


“Not really luck.” Kasdeya was thoughtful. “We should have thought of it before. It makes sense to have your research facilities located close to your major weapon. But the prime factor is the nature of the junction itself. The junction domain has no physical phenomena of its own, therefore it provides an entropically quiet background against which Chaos events can be carefully observed. I suspect that’s why Zecol fetched his ship into the junction in the first place.”


Once they had become motionless with respect to the great bulk of the weapon, a period of a couple of hours elapsed during which a succession of shuttle-craft were seen to be exchanged between the ship and one of the satellites which spun furiously around the body of the great disk-like reactor. During this time a meal was brought to them and, significantly, a set of coveralls which almost, though not quite, concealed the gold-dyed hue of their skins.


The marshal spent a long time examining the Chaos Weapon in detail on the screen. Kasdeya had found how to operate a zoom control and how to alter the scanner angle sufficiently so that the whole weapon could be seen from end to end.


The techniques employed for the weapon’s construction were not half as fascinating as its gigantic scale. Including the separation spaces between the various units of the assembly, the whole contrivance must have approached two hundred and fifty kilometers in total length. It was not currently operating. A partial view of the interior of the great horn into which the star-stuff was spun showed great whorls and craters in the lining, where the inert material from which it had been made had succumbed to heavy corrosion by contact with the plasma from unwoven suns.


Eventually Zecol returned to find Wildheit still preoccupied with the viewing screen. He shook his head ruefully.


“The next time we locate a crippled ship in space I shall order its immediate destruction in case there’s a space-marshal aboard. I don’t think I could stand contact with another one.” He was speaking directly to Kasdeya. “The marshal and the girl are being transferred to a Chaos research laboratory for experimentation. The remaining four of you will accompany them to act as interpreters. In this way you may buy yourselves a short stay of execution.”


“I understand,” said Kasdeya gravely.


“But don’t think you can escape. There’s no place you can run to. Your life expectancy is therefore directly proportional to the degree of your cooperation. A shuttlecraft awaits in the craft-lock. Gather your group together and assemble there.”


Slightly dazed by an unexpected degree of freedom, Kasdeya headed for the cells to receive Asbeel, Jequn and Penemue; then all six were permitted to make their way to the craft-lock and the waiting shuttle. Zecol and two guards accompanied them, and minutes later they were space-borne and beginning the intricate maneuvers that would match their speed and position with that of one of the space stations orbiting the Chaos Weapon.


The docking maneuver was perfectly executed, and soon they were treading the interior vastness of what, from the ship, had seemed a very diminutive artificial world. The eternity of metal corridors and metal walls was broken by great halls of equipment the nature of which meant little or nothing to Wildheit, but strongly suggested that Ra science had progressed far beyond that of the Federation. However, because of the human content of its design, the occasional glimpses of project rooms and service areas gave a futuristic rather than an alien impression.


Roamer, Wildheit, and Kasdeya were later separated from the others and led into a large hall whose serried ranks of seats reminded the marshal of a lecture theater. At a crescent-shaped table on the lowest level sat a group of Ra civilians. Among these Zecol also took his place. The marshal, Roamer, and their interpreter were directed to stand up front.


A questioner stood and inspected Wildheit carefully.


“Do you know why you’re here, Space-Marshal?”


“Of course,” replied Wildheit easily. “I’m here to destroy you.”


A ripple of emotion ran round the table, and Zecol shook his head sadly.


“And what makes you so certain you can destroy us?”


“It is written in the patterns of Chaos.”


“Patterns can have many interpretations. There are various techniques of manipulation and substitution which can satisfy a Chaos equation without justifying a particular prediction.”


“But not this one,” said Wildheit.


“Why should you say that?”


The marshal glanced at Roamer. “Because you stand on the edge of the ultimate catastrophe. This will be the disaster at which all other disasters come to an end. There is nothing you can substitute, nothing you can alter, and nothing of you will remain.”


A long period of agitated silence followed. Then another speaker rose to his feet. “For what it’s worth, your predictions coincide with our own. But we’ve sets of multivariables with potentially different interpretations. These we intend to exploit.”


“You’re grasping at straws,” said Wildheit.


“I think not. The two of you have been identified as a singularly potent catalytic force. I am aware that killing you would not necessarily end the catalytic effect. Sometimes, as with sociological events like martyrdom, the death of the principal can actually trigger the reaction. So we propose to run Chaos analyses on you to define the nature of your catalysis and to divert it to a less disruptive end.”


“That won’t work,” said Wildheit. “The patterns are already set. Future history has no place for the Ra.”


“Then future history will have to be rewritten, Marshal. And this we are learning to do. With what we shall gain from examining the two of you, not only shall we survive, but we’ll be able to write our own history in advance. But now I think we had better become engaged with practical things, because the times passes and we still have a great deal to do.”


The cage in which Wildheit found himself confined was intended not so much as a method of containment but as a means by which he, as a specimen, could be lowered into the great apparatus in one of the equipment halls. Nevertheless, as a crane lifted the spherical birdcage high into the air he inevitably thought of one of the ancient punishments where a caged man was hoisted on high and left to die of thirst, starvation, and exposure—and of finally becoming carrion for the birds. In contrast, his own destination was intended to be infinitely less exposed.


A mammoth block of some shielding substance about fifty meters square had a shaft drilled from top to bottom and circular tunnels cut at right angles between the opposite faces of the cube. The crane lowered him carefully and deliberately down the shaft until he was at the intersection of the opposing tunnels, his ball-cage thus axially aligned in three dimensions. His only light was that which incidentally penetrated down the shaft from the top. He had noted in his brief flight that the horizontal tunnels terminated in equipment heads presumably designed to bombard the cage with some effect and measure the results obtained.


A voice which reverberated around the tunnel complex asked suddenly: “Can you hear me, Marshal?”


“Who’s that?”


“Penemue. I’m doing the interpreting for his session.”


“What are they going to do to me?”


“You’ve been screened as far as possible from extraneous entropic radiation. You will now be subjected to alterations in entropic state, so that your Chaos spectra can be determined. From that they hope to deduce the nature of your catalytic effect.”


“Can that tell them much?”


“I think not. If Saraya has done his work properly, circumstance is the real catalyst; with you merely as the agent to which the circumstance is attached. I think the Ra also fear this is true, but it won’t prevent them trying to prove otherwise.”


“Is it likely to be rough?”


“Depends on what fields they use and what results they find.”


“Well, tell them to speed it up, because this parrot-cage is giving me cramps in muscles I don’t even possess.”


Penemue’s ability to influence the timing of the project was doubtful, nevertheless the equipment started up almost immediately. First a strong draft of air was forced through the horizontal tunnels and withdrawn through the vertical shafts, placing Wildheit in the center of a miniature hurricane which whistled through the bars of his cage. Then further equipment was brought into play which illuminated the tunnel ends with a pulsing red illumination. A continuous whine signaled the next phase of the operation in which some form of beam was projected down each of the horizontal tunnels to converge on him from all sides.


The nature of the beam was not apparent, and for a moment he noticed nothing but a strong field of radiant heat. Then he was hit by a charge of electrical tension which made his hair stand on end and caused sparks of static to discharge across the bar of the cage and leap across to his skin. Wildheit drew himself as far from the bars as he was able, but soon the long, tinkling sparks began to play between his fingers and between his arms and his chest and even from his chin and ears to his neck.


“How are you doing?” Penemue asked anxiously.


“When you can smell roast meat you might as well drop down some gravy and vegetables. They’re cooking me alive. Tell them to turn the damn thing off.”


“I’ll try.” Penemue sounded dubious, but before he could possibly have relayed the request there came the sound of a loud explosion somewhere in the hall, and all the effects faded and died.


“You needn’t have put it quite that forcibly,” said Wildheit in mock reproof.


Penemue was excited. “I didn’t do it, you did. Your Chaos index climbed a sudden exponential when they started scanning into the future, and continued way up to infinity. Their amplification was such that they couldn’t contain the overload. It’s blown a fair part of their equipment. Zecol is half out of his mind. Swears you did it to spite him.”


“What do you make of it?”


“From the results I’ve seen so far, your prediction of the ultimate catastrophe holds true. Not only that, but you’re predicted to be about epicenter when the blow-up begins. This virtually proves the case for the existence of a circumstantial catalyst with you as the trigger agent. But nobody is agreed upon which is the nature of the catastrophe, or what circumstance could cause you to trigger it.”


“I’d welcome a bit of information on that myself. Are they going to pull me out now?”


“Not yet. They’re trying to hook in some new equipment so that they can have a few verification runs with variations on some of the parameters. For one thing, the timing is no way in agreement with their original predictions. On your showing, the disaster should happen within days, whereas they gave themselves years. If only you’re right and they’re wrong, very few of the Ra are ever going to get the chance to see the new universe.”


FIFTEEN


THEY were quartered in a wing of the space station, in which they had the unexpected luxury of individual cabins and a lounge which they jointly shared. Their supervision by the station guards was a purely nominal affair because, except when the infrequent supply ships arrived, there was no place where they could run. Apart from a few high-security areas, they effectively had the freedom of the entire station, and this arrangement Wildheit was attempting to use to his advantage.


The employment of all four Ra renegades as translators meant that collectively they had access to most of the results of the test program. At the same time, they had sufficient leisure to explore the station and its relationship to the Chaos Weapon which it orbited. The most potentially valuable pieces of information which this freedom enabled them to gain was that the targeting programs for the weapon were actually compiled at the station in which they were confined and that the guidance of the weapon itself was controlled by another station immediately adjacent. The most dispiriting news collected through this channel was that all communications between the complex of orbiting stations was by means of a data-transfer link, and that physical transfers between stations were hardly ever made. This latter fact crippled a crucial piece of Wildheit’s planning, which was to have been an attempt to sabotage the weapon itself.


Meanwhile, tension in the Ra technical crew was rising. As Penemue had surmised, the Chaos catalyst had been confirmed as being a web of circumstance in which the marshal merely functioned as an agent. There was no way in which the Ra could obtain definitive patterns from anything as insubstantial as a theoretical circumstance; yet their tests showed, with increasing definition, a causal link between Wildheit and the ultimate catastrophe. It also showed a substantial mismatch in time between the predictions obtained from Wildheit’s patterns and those derived from the Ra’s own broad sweeps of Chaos.


Yet a moment of jubilant speculation came for the Ra when they began to concentrate their attention on Roamer. The patterns they found attached to her were in broad agreement with their own, and there was no suggestion that she was a catalytic trigger. The realization that the dreaded Chaos catalyst was divisible into two non-identical components brought a night of rejoicing for the Ra, and their confidence was high that the problem would soon be solved.


Kasdeya, too, was having new thoughts about Roamer. He was unhappy about her easy cooperation in the tests, and the way in which she knowledgeably discussed the test results with the Ra technicians and occasionally added her own Chaos insight to their interpretation. When he taxed her with this she grew evasive and sullen, and a critical schism might have developed had not Zecol shown a comprehending hand.


A body of armed guards came in the middle of the rest period and took Roamer, Asbeel, and Jequn off to a lock where a shuttle had been brought secretly. The pinnace departed for an unstated destination, leaving Wildheit, Kasdeya, and Penemue despairing and angry. Whereas they had previously had at least the assurance of ultimate success as predicted by Chaos, in the departure of Roamer they had lost the key against which they could test the results of their actions. Suddenly their whole campaign seemed futile; and the prospects of the ultimate disaster becoming a reality seemed substantially less real than the reams of graphs that ostensibly claimed it to be future fact.


Whether such demoralization was intentional or merely incidental to the progress of the investigation, they could not be sure. A visit from Zecol, however, helped fuel their disillusionment. His mood was one of jubilation as he called the trio together.


“Our mission here is nearly ended. I’ve called for a provost-craft to take the three of you to War Base. Kasdeya and Penemue will stand trial there for their parts in the events leading up to the Great Anger and for numerous subsequent incidents—not the least, treason. There is no possibility of acquittal. As for you, Marshal, armed resistance may merit a swifter death but one nonetheless sure.”


“I wonder you bother,” said Kasdeya critically. “War Base is a long way to take us just for an execution.”


“You miss the point. After the shadow under which we’ve been living has been raised, your show-trial will be not the least of our celebrations.”


“After the shadows have been raised?” Penemue was quick to note the point.


“There are a few details to finalize, but no problems which can’t be solved. In such matters, the girl from Mayo is remarkably astute, especially since her separation from the marshal. Without her assistance we could not have gotten so far in so short a time.”


“At what price was this assistance purchased?” asked Wildheit suddenly.


“None of your business. But since you ask, it’s a promise to liberate the people of Mayo from Federation oppression.”


“Damn! I might have guessed.” Wildheit was nearly tempted to smile. “Commander, you’ll find you’ve struck the worst end of a bad bargain.”


“Nothing that a couple of accidental hell-burners can’t take care of,” said Zecol slyly.


“Don’t you think she’d have read that in advance? No, Commander. Even the Devil would think twice before making a pact with one of the Sensitives.”


“Don’t disappoint me, Marshal. I would salute you as a gallant loser, but a loser nonetheless. Don’t spoil your image by carping. We plan no further tests here, so you may relax until the provost-craft arrives.”


When the Commander had left the station, Wildheit called his group together. “This doesn’t compute,” he said. “Penemue, you saw the results on the last test run. Was there anything to suggest that the patterns had changed substantially?”


“Quite the opposite. It added two significant figures to the timing certainty.”


“Then what’s Zecol playing at? Surely he’s not foolish enough to count on his chicken before he’s run a good Chaos prediction on what she’s hatching?”


“Where do you think they’ve taken Roamer?”


“At a guess, no farther than the weapon guidance station.”


“Then they’ve had enough time to make some extra Chaos runs there,” said Penemue. “Could be they’ve found something different. But I suspect another sort of answer. I think the chicken’s given them a substitution method so that the equation which applies to you can be satisfied in terms of your destruction, but the effect, though violent, will be purely local. In other words, what will happen will not now be the ultimate catastrophe, but simply the ultimate catastrophe which happens to Space-Marshal Jym Wildheit.”


“I doubt that could be made to work,” objected Kasdeya. “Too much energy showed up on that scale. For instance, if the power plant on this station went nova right now, it would certainly take some of the adjacent stations with it. And if Roamer is in one of those, she’d go too.”


“Not true,” said Penemue. “In the junction domain, effects are relative only to themselves. This station could go nova, and another only meters away would be completely unaffected. There is no interactive transfer of energy in the junction.”


“Then isn’t it possible that something of that nature is what they’ve arranged? Just suppose they plan to destroy this station along with the marshal in order to arrange an entropic substitution to balance the Chaos equation?”


“It would need one hell of an explosion to balance those power figures.”


“True. But conservation of energy would require that if the energy couldn’t be radiated into the junction, it must be reflected. This station is spherical, and internal reflections in a sphere could produce a phenomenal flux density at centerpoint.”


“So what do we do, Marshal?” asked Penemue. “On rough considerations of the thermodynamics, it begins to look as if the ultimate catastrophe could be simulated right here in this station.”


“I’ll tell you what we do—we concentrate on getting away from here by any conceivable means. If I’m not here, the blowup predicted by Chaos will have to be provided by some other phenomenon. So the most damage we could do would be to steal a ship with deep-space capability and take it out of the junction into the old universe. There we could let the catastrophe strike us somewhere in the middle of the Ra invasion fleet.”


“A scheme which appeals to me in toto,” said Penemue. “It does, however, have one drawback—there aren’t any ships available to steal.”


“There’s that provost-craft coming,” said Kasdeya.


“I wonder if that’s true?” Penemue was deep in thought. “If they plan a substitution, there’s no point in sending a provost-craft—there’ll be nothing for them to collect when they arrive. And if the provost-ship does come, perhaps we’re wrong about the substitution.”


“We can’t be wrong about the substitution of effects. There’s no other way in which the difference in timing between the marshal’s catastrophe and their own can be explained.”


“So we have a paradox. I think the chicken could explain it.”


“I’m beginning to wonder if Roamer isn’t responsible for it,” said Wildheit. “She can read Chaos in real-time, whereas the Ra need a few megatons of equipment and a long computing time to achieve a fraction of the data she can see at a glance. That gives her the ability to run rings around them if she chooses.”


“Where you leading, Marshal?”


“What if there was to be a substitution—but one not engineered by Zecol but by Roamer herself? What if she’s using both ourselves and the Ra for some purpose of her own?”


“A bit far fetched …”


“Think about it. Ostensibly she struck a bargain with Zecol, in return for which Mayo was to be released from the Federation yoke. But there never was any Federation restraint on Mayo. Their isolation was self-imposed. So what did she have to gain by buying something she didn’t need?”


“I don’t know.” Kasdeya was uneasy. “But I’d be a lot happier in a ship out in deep-space. We’ve none of us got anything to lose now. Substitution or not, we’re all theoretically dead men. So let’s get on with the problem of finding a way out of here.”


On the assumption that the provost-craft was not a myth, they conceived a daring plan which involved much organization. With the termination of the Chaos tests, the Ra technical crews had returned to routine tasks, and supervision by the guard detail had become more cursory than ever. The plotters therefore effectively had the run of all except the high-security areas of the station; they used this apparent leisure to familiarize themselves with details of the station’s construction and installations, most particularly with the communications area and with the air-lock facilities that connected with the absolute vacuum outside the spherical hull.


It was Penemue who pointed out that the station had been constructed purely as a working environment and that the possibilities of sabotage appeared to have been overlooked by its designers. The structure was divided by vacuum-proof bulkheads into five main areas, but these were segmented in planes in such a manner that a vacuum failure in the central segment, which contained the store and docking facilities, would effectively cut the station in two and deny access to the remaining half to all but men wearing vacuum suits. In the top portion of the station was located the living and recreation rooms for the staff, with the major laboratories beneath; next below came the store and docking segment; with the lower planes having other laboratories and service functions and the communications rooms associated with targeting for the Chaos Weapon.


Kasdeya’s careful count of heads over several duty cycles revealed that there were critical watch-change intervals during the rest period in which less than five men were below the central docking segment as compared to more than a hundred men who were above it. Therefore the destruction of the integrity of the vacuum seals in the docking area at a carefully chosen moment could award the escapees virtual control of nearly half the station, including the only means of external communication.


There remained the problem of containing the men trapped in the upper half, who would quickly don suits to cross the vacuum-filled sector. This difficulty was solved by Wildheit, who inconspicuously managed to sabotage every suit he could find in the emergency racks by the simple expedient of removing an airline coupling ring from each and putting the collected rings in the waste destructor. A rack of suits in the lower half of the station he left intact for their own use.


Their main problem was one of timing. Since the plan to seize half the station could only be fully effective when operated at particular parts of the duty cycle, they needed advance warning of the coming of the provost-craft or any suitable alternative vessel. There was a reasonable certainty that if they made a move too soon, those trapped in the upper levels of the station would repair or acquire sufficient suits to cross the vacuum barrier or would devise some way of communicating with the other stations, thus ruining the escape attempt.


It was not possible to obtain information on approaching vessels directly from the communications rooms without attracting attention, so the trio had to content themselves with drawing clues from the makeup of the docking teams in the periods immediately preceding the arrival of the infrequent supply vessels. By identifying the speciality of each docking crew member and noting who was called in advance to make up a particular team, it became possible to make a fair prediction of what type of cargo an approaching vessel would discharge. Thus something of the nature of the vessel itself could be deduced.


The last problem was one of arms. Of the few weapons they had detected on the station, all belonged to the guard detail, and were limited gas-projectiles which could maim or kill if fired within the station, but could not endanger the vacuum integrity of the hull. These guns were carried at all times while roving the station, but during quiet periods they were laid carelessly around the guard duty-cabin. Wildheit and Kasdeya were agreed that as long as no emergency was suspected in advance, they had a fair chance of entering the duty-cabin and seizing a couple of guns before the occupants realized their intention. Here again, timing was critical, and the optimum moment would not necessarily coincide with the watch-change of the rest period or the arrival of a suitable deep-space vessel.


They still had not resolved this timing problem when Penemue reported unusual activity around the docking area. Call signals had been put out for guards to attend the work-party when the next ship came. This was an unusual procedure that suggested that even if the arrival was not the provost-craft itself, it might still be a better escape prospect than one of the routine cargo-transfer vessels. On this basis Wildheit came to the decision to attack regardless of the less than favorable timing.


He and Kasdeya immediately went to tackle the guard. Such was the acceptance of their presence in all parts of the station that the three men in the duty-cabin actually greeted their entry with a gesture of welcome. The first two were unconscious and the third was dead before the actual intent had been recognized. Wildheit picked up a gun and charged through to the adjoining room, firing as he went. He found the room empty, however, which meant that at least three on-duty guards were somewhere on a tour of the station carrying their weapons. This was an unforeseen complication, but there was no time now to change plans. Kasdeya had already seized the remaining two guns and had leaped outside again to cover the entrance. He was ready to sprint away for the next part of the operation.


Meanwhile Penemue had donned a vacuum suit and was making his way through the stores area on the center segment to where an auxiliary space-lock was located. He had previously analyzed the mechanism of the lock and was confident that he could contrive a false signal that would make the safety interlocks think that a space-transfer tube was clamped to the outside of the lock and safety pressurized. That way the whole system could be opened.


In view of the adverse timing of the move, it was purely fortuitous that the store area was clear of men at that particular time. He swiftly stripped the covers off the control gear, cursing to find unexpected complications that caused him to make a few ill-considered alterations to his original scheme. Then he operated the master control, praying for the lock doors to swing open to the raw vacuum of the junction domain.


Nothing happened. The doors remained obstinately closed. A series of tell-tales on the signal panel, which would be repeated elsewhere in the station, lit up to indicate a whole series of faults in the lock-control mechanism. All these indicators that should have been quiescent were a dead give-away of his tampering. So it was with something approaching desperation that he used the message given by the tell-tale panels themselves to analyze and correct the fault in his logic which had led to the failure of his sabotage attempt.


Then, with the vast whistle and moan of escaping air, the doors opened. Penemue had precious little time to secure himself to prevent being hurled out into the absolute nothingness of junction space. The safety doors leading to the upper and lower segments of the station responded quickly to the pressure drop, and the clangorous sound of alarms faded swiftly as the departing air left nothing to conduct the sound. Penemue then turned toward the main lock, hoping against hope that Wildheit and Kasdeya were hurrying to join him.


The marshal and the Ra renegade, however, were not finding things going entirely their way. The misfortune of the timing had meant that many more men were in the lower segment than had been anticipated. Initially they were unaware of any crisis, and four had been shot down before the screaming alarms which told of Penemue’s success had alerted everyone to the presence of danger. Unfortunately, the missing guards had actually been on their way to the dock, and these three had comprehended the situation swiftly and came racing back to surprise Wildheit and Kasdeya in the middle of one of the great Chaos laboratory halls.


While Wildheit drew their fire from behind a large cluster of apparatus, Kasdeya desperately climbed one of the mighty cubes of a Chaos insulator and lay silently on top until the three guards ventured into view. Then he dropped all three with incredible aim and rapidity and returned to help Wildheit clear the corridor of several incautiously brave technicians who had decided to bar their way. This carnage was unpleasant, but necessary for survival. But the confrontation consumed precious time which should have been devoted to putting the communications room out of action.


Wildheit therefore decided to risk the fact that premature communication with the approaching vessel might cause later difficulties; he indicated to Kasdeya that they should don vacuum suits and make for the center section without delay. This operation was complicated by the fact that one of the technicians had a weapon of his own and kept them both pinned against an emergency rack until Kasdeya was able to drop him with a sudden spray of gunfire.


From that point on they met no further resistance. Vacuum-suited, they arrived at a segment door only to find it had no air-lock and therefore could not be opened against a vacuum. The next position, however, did have an air-lock facility, and they were through at last into the docking segment where Penemue was anxiously awaiting their arrival.


SIXTEEN


PENEMUE had already managed to disconnect the main lighting at the power infeed, so the only illumination was now the low-level of the emergency supply. Wildheit decided that even this was brighter than what suited his plan, so with a metal rod he smashed away three more of the illuminating strips around the main space-lock entrance. By this time the tell-tales around the lock were signaling the anticipated arrival of a vessel. Nothing, however, in the call array, apart from an illuminated request for a guard detail, gave any hint of what type of vessel was closing to the station. Nor were any further clues provided as the array indicated the seeking and attachment of a space-transfer tube to the outside of the lock.


This was the most critical moment of the whole escape operation, and a great deal depended on whether or not the crew of the docked vessel had already been alerted to the crisis within the station. Wildheit decided to assume the worst, and they acted as if the lock would open to permit the egress of men both alerted and armed. In this decision he was right, because the doors opened on six armed men vacuum-suited in the yellow of the Ra provost-units, seeking instant trouble.


They found the trouble they were seeking, but not in the way that they had hoped. The provost-men searched the darkened dock area warily; but, finding no sign of the would-be escapees, they moved on toward the stores section. Their leader jacked his suit plug into a wall-communicator point and spoke to someone in the air-filled part of the station. It was at this point that what they had mistakenly assumed to be a set of vacuum suits on an emergency rack, inflated by expansion of residual air against the vacuum of the dock, suddenly came to life behind them. The gas-propelled projectiles they fired did not need to be too accurately aimed, because the suits worn by the provost-men were not armored. The vacuum soon completed any death-dealing the six bullets left unfinished.


Kasdeya jacked his suit phone into the communicator which the fallen provost leader had previously used, and he spoke rapidly. “We have the renegades, but we also have casualties. Therefore we must return instantly into the ship. Please relay this information to our control.”


He then followed over to the spot where Wildheit and Penemue had taken possession of some electron carbines dropped by the fallen men. After examination, they acquired three of these in addition to the gas guns they already possessed. Thus armed they entered the lock, leaving what they hoped was adequate time for Kasdeya’s message to be relayed to the ship outside. An entry was expected, and the lock was cycled externally to permit them to pass into the pressurized space-transfer tube. There, two more yellow-suited men were waiting, but without drawn arms. Both fell before the unexpected fire of the electron carbines as the lock door opened.


There followed a mad scramble along the springy softness of the transfer tube and into the space-lock of the provost-craft itself. Here, the impression of something amiss had already gained hold, and the inner door of the lock refused to open to the automatic switch. Penemue swore and applied himself to the emergency handwheel, struggling to override the insistence of the automatic mechanism that the door should remain closed. A blast of electron fire through the opening gap warned them that the two provost-men still in the ship were prepared to make a fight of it.


Wildheit finally found a way out of the dilemma. He surmised that the men who had remained within the ship would not be vacuum-suited. He turned and with a rapid volley of gas-propelled projectiles punctured a large portion of the space-transfer tube, thus allowing air to escape not only from the tube and the lock but also from the interior of the vessel via the partly-opened lock door. Then he helped Penemue hold the violent handwheel which the automatic system tried to turn to close the door. Meanwhile, Kasdeya, with careful positioning, was sniping around the edge of the door to prevent the occupants from taking any more decisive action.


Finally the electron fire from within died away, and the trio entered to find two vacuum-asphyxiated bodies, which they dragged into the leaking space-transfer tube before closing the lock behind them. Penemue’s first concern was to restore a breathable atmosphere in the provost-craft, and fortunately there was a sufficient supply of air to enable this to be done rapidly. While this maneuver was in progress, Wildheit and Kasdeya, still vacuum-suited, had run a quick check of their prize to ensure that no more provost-men were aboard the ship. They finally reached the flight-bridge where Kasdeya was taking a wary look at a most unfamiliar control assembly.


Penemue joined them shortly. With the air pressure being rapidly restored, he was able to assist Kasdeya in understanding the controls. The umbilical cord of the space-transfer tube was jettisoned, and the provost-craft swung to new coordinates before it blasted away from the vicinity of the space station and the Chaos Weapon itself.


Unable to assist in these operations, Wildheit waited until the atmosphere was back to normal and then removed his suit. Already the engine song was rising high as the two Ra renegades at the controls pushed the pace of escape as fast as the strong engines would allow. Shortly he was able to watch the gradually illuminating screens as Kasdeya and Penemue defined navigation channels and began to bring to life the rest of the control boards. The instruments gave him a good view of the starless junction environment and the rapidly receding Chaos Weapon.


The sight made him stop in sudden concern. Remembering the last time they had peered down the focused barrel of the weapon he had no wish to repeat the performance. Yet before their own trajectory had hardened into a course the great space assembly had been leveled and was waiting, so accurately placed that the scanners gave him a clear view straight down the concentric axis.


More than that, he could see the great filaments of unspun star-stuff twisting across the featureless firmament in prodigious loops and whirls, hurrying to be swallowed by the gigantic horn and converted into the very force from which great catastrophes were formed. Whole suns were somewhere being peeled, and their frantic energies twisted into a luminous thread that leaped ever faster into the gigantic funnel’s maw.


His unease was greatly intensified by the idea that Roamer’s hands and Roamer’s foreknowledge of Chaos probably guide the weapon’s controls. He shouted a warning to Kasdeya and Penemue, but the pair had already seen the danger for themselves and were spurring the engines of the provost-craft to even greater efforts that began to be effective about the same instant as the Chaos Weapon fired.


This time there was no doubt that the bolt from the weapon reached them. They felt a lifting sensation as it caught the ship, and their velocity received a tremendous boost that no amount of engine power could have imparted. The engine song rose to a scream as its burden was suddenly borne by other energies, which forced the rate of acceleration up to completely unprecedented levels and strained to the limit the null-G counter-force which prevented the occupants from being smashed to pulp by the conflict between inertia and their rapidly increasing velocity. Their transition through the trans-continuum barrier was nonetheless made more durable by a great wave of painful darkness which smashed the senses from their bodies and left them unconscious and inert.


Time passed.


How much time flowed was uncertain, but when he awoke, Wildheit felt drained and empty, as if his sleep had lasted many days. He found Kasdeya on his knees, attempting to stand on legs that signaled weak uncertainty. Penemue was conscious but trying to explore critically the nature of the circumstance which had withdrawn most of the energy from his limbs. Kasdeya finally reached a cabinet and distributed soft tubes which, when crushed in the mouth, exuded a liquid like an aromatic dextrose. Something in its sugary sweetness appeared to do the trick, and they all gained sufficient energy to permit them to stand.


“What the hell happened?” Wildheit asked weakly.


Penemue grimaced slowly. “We hit the trans-continuum septum so fast we must have created some sort of warp in it—a bulge that took us right out beyond physics and back again.”


“Assuming we did get back again,” said Kasdeya. “Let’s try and find out where we are now.”


The screens were still illuminated, but they told no particular story. It was not until Kasdeya had played with the controls for some moments that he gave a sudden gasp of understanding and then dimmed them all from a state of classic overload. Then they saw a sight that was difficult to believe—a density of stars and galaxies so great that the view was even more incredible than the magnificent display Wildheit had seen aboard Kasdeya’s ship. Their light formed an absolutely continuous wall in every direction, and only the slight differences in distance, temperature, and color made any sort of interpretation of the scene possible. Here was the most fantastic, the most marvelous and the most dreadful backcloth in creation, and an appreciation of its scope, depth, and scale left their minds numb and amazed.


“The old universe, for sure,” Penemue said finally. “But somewhere near the core, I think. All these stars are drawing in. Soon a group will start to coalesce. That will attract more, and then the sheer pressure of gravity and starlight will force all the others to join in a cascade which will grow faster the larger the core becomes. Finally all the matter in this universe will be contained in that one single mass.”


“What happens then?” asked Wildheit.


“We don’t know. We can only speculate. Certainly it will form a singularity of matter and energy so compacted that a black hole would seem like a vacuum by comparison. A sort of a stewpot of unknown physics forming the end of Creation. One surmises and hopes that ultimately comes the Big Bang and the birth of a new universe.”


“A phoenix reborn,” said Wildheit quietly. “When will all this happen?”


“There’s no way of knowing. Even the Ra couldn’t pin the time too accurately with their Chaos scans. I suppose the truth is that events on that scale take place relatively slowly when viewed against cosmic time. It could start tomorrow and last for a million years, yet such is the balance of forces that the thing which triggers it off could be something so small and slight as to be cosmically imperceptible—an atom, or a starquake …”


“… or a man?” asked Wildheit.


“Yes, I think perhaps a man,” said Penemue. He was following the direction of Wildheit’s attention—the corner of a table’s edge. That edge no longer had a sharp appearance, but was fringed with a minute halo, as if the light path was being partially diffracted by an imperceptible fog.


“Roamer!” said Wildheit heavily. “We might have guessed! Somehow she got me here—the trigger man in the center of the greatest conceivable potential catastrophe. And we’re still lined up under the crossed-hairs of the Chaos Weapon. Here’s all the power their Chaos tests predicted—millions upon millions of suns and galaxies waiting for the trigger to signal the end of the universe in the most unequivocal way.”


“But it’s the Ra’s own weapon,” objected Kasdeya. “They wouldn’t let her do that with it.”


“How could they know what she was doing. She’s promised to help them destroy the marshal, and they’ve programmed the weapon to make just that happen. The marshal’s great disaster is due, but their own is too diffuse to fix with certainty. Only Roamer could see that the two disasters were one and the same event.”


“And the time paradox?” asked Kasdeya.


“There is none, except that the marshal is at the center of the event, and they are spread far from it. Under gravitational attraction, the movement of these stars is going to be limited to the velocity of light. Just how many centuries do you think its going to take for all of them to reach the singularity?”


“Then,” said Kasdeya, “it appears that Saraya’s catalyst is about to fulfill its function.”


Although the build-up was slow, there was no doubting the great stress which was winding the continuum. As the hours passed, so the haloed fringes began to appear on every line and surface in the ship. Articles acquired a slippery sensation that gave the impression that everything was covered with a layer of slime. Small objects unaccountably slipped out of spring fixtures and slid out of grooves in which they had previously been safely maintained. Later, the loss of static friction became even more marked; heavy objects began to move down even the slightest incline in the surfaces on which they rested; and the deck had all the retentive security of a sheet of polished ice.


On Wildheit’s shoulder, Coul began to quiver, and the marshal went to a lower deck where they could speak unobserved.


“How much longer, Coul, before you leave?”


“Not very long. But I shall stay with you until the last second.” The symbiotic god sounded grave. “We gods are much troubled. My leaving will be a betrayal of the life-bond we formed between us. I wish there was another way.”


“I don’t see it as a betrayal,” said Wildheit. “Even gods are not infallible. It’s better that one of us survives than neither.”


“If the situation were reversed—if you were a god and I a human—would you leave me?”


“There’s no answer to that question. My present thinking is colored by human emotions I would not possess if I were a god.”


“Then you would not leave. For that I thank you. I’m in communion with Talloth. Do you wish to speak with Marshal Hover?”


“If that can be arranged.”


“Then breathe …”


“Jym, for Heaven’s sake!” Hover’s voice was immediate and concerned. “Where are you and what the devil are you doing now?”


“How long since we spoke last time, Cass?”


“All of twelve months.”


“Not according to my book. About three weeks is all. The chance to pick up all that back pay would be a fine thing.”


“Quit fooling! We’ve got a war on. Did you manage to fix the Chaos Weapon?”


“No, but it’s got a fix on me, right now. And if it’s any consolation, I’m programmed to take the Ra universe with me when I go. How’s that for a finale?”


“Honestly, Jym! I’m supposed to write a report on all this!”


“If you can spell Big Bang you haven’t got a problem. Tell Saraya it’s just about to begin. It’s the best—and the last—thing I shall be able to do for you. Did many of their ships get through?”


“Plenty too many. Fortunately some of them tangled with the aliens round the Rim and took a pasting, which saved us having to fight them ourselves. Their main fleet, however, came in from deep-space, and we went out to intercept. But after a short and very wild engagement, they quite literally disappeared.”


“They did what?”


“They disappeared. They wound up their speed like crazy and jumped clean out of space.”


“Oh no!”


“What’s funny about that?”


“They have standard subspace capability, Cass, but when they really want out, they’ve a tendency to go where you wouldn’t want to follow—into time-dilation. The chances are that units of that fleet are spread right over the next ten centuries, waiting for a supply backup which isn’t going to show up.”


“Jym, it’s becoming a good job you do only report in once a year or so, because you invariably leave me greatly confused. I’ve only just come to understand your last communication.”


“Never mind. Saraya will get the point. In hours, or days at the most, the Ra universe will start to end. That’s the Chaos resultant Saraya foresaw, and what his catalyst was designed to achieve. I only wish I could be around for the celebrations, but there’s one thing about a catalyst I’ve only just come to appreciate.”


“What’s that?”


“To be effective, Cass, you have to be right at the heart of the reaction.”


Vision even of gross details was now becoming blurred, and the friction between his shoes and the floor had become less than that of wet ice on wet ice. The ascent back to the upper levels of the craft was a nightmare journey, because it was impossible to grasp anything that did not slip through the fingers. Only by crooking his wrist and arms around stanchions and fittings could he gain sufficient purchase to make any progress at all.


Kasdeya and Penemue were sitting on the floor, having tired of slipping off the control seats, and they were resignedly watching screws, bolts, and fixtures unfix themselves and drop in a continuous rain of small parts that soon, they feared, would be followed by larger structures. It was obviously only a matter of time before something vital came apart in the ship’s engines or power plant which would destroy the vessel entirely. That this blow-up would itself initiate the destruction of the universe seemed unlikely, and Wildheit found himself waiting for the one final shock to the continuum which would trigger the greatest catastrophe of all.


By some trick of inspired acrobatics, Wildheit managed to depolarize the dome above the flight-bridge to such an extent that the great unbroken wall of stars shone brilliantly down on them as they lay slithering on their backs among errant bolts, washers, and springs. All the nearer, more easily-delineated stars seemed to have acquired their own stress-haloes, as if whatever forces gripped the ship also fanned far and wide beyond. If the same interference with natural forces continued down to the molecular scale and up to the stellar, then whole suns would soon become unknit and verify Penemue’s prediction of a vast coalescence to form the nucleus of the death of a universe.


Then something happened, something which at first appeared to be the antithesis of what they expected: there came a sudden silence. The craft’s engines ceased to sing; the clatter and untwisting of inanimate minutia stopped; the hail of small parts halted; and a quiet too absolute to be real clamped over their senses. In that same instant clarity returned to vision and the comforting sense of tactile roughness returned to the environment. Yet none of them attempted to stand, being content to remain on their backs to watch the story of the ending of a universe as it began before their eyes.


And with the withdrawal of the field of the Chaos Weapon, came the backlash of the continuum itself.


SEVENTEEN


WITH a bruising series of excursions, the whole universe was shaken. A mighty, invisible hand seized galaxies, stars, and provost-craft alike, and jarred them violently with long claps of soundless thunder. Within the ship the concussion fractured many of the already-weakened fittings, causing untold damage to its already precarious installations: in the universe at large, its results were traumatic.


Coul whimpered, was gone, returned briefly, then flickered with an uncertainty that suggested he was at rest in none of the dimensions in which he coexisted. His insatiable desire to witness events from a human standpoint was a force which drew him back to Wildheit’s shoulder, even though a greater wisdom warned him it was already long past a safe time for his departure. Wildheit understood the god’s indecision, but was glad to feel the ethereal roots of the symbiosis still deeply in his shoulder; he knew that when Coul left, his own going would not be long delayed.


The beginning of the end was impressive even by cosmic standards. A cluster of perhaps a hundred-thousand stars was thrown into criticality by the giant pulses of the continuum backlash. Had the stars been more separate, a series of novae would have wasted their potential; but so close was their proximity that the explosive compression caused each to lose its separate identity in a mammoth exchange of flux and incandescent matter of such a density that gravitational attraction welded them into a composite whole. The resultant flare eclipsed everything else in that quadrant of space, and although the polarizers in the dome strove to shield the flight-bridge from excessive radiation, nothing save a solid bulkhead could have completely excluded all its terrifying radiance.


Through the now virtually-complete opacity of the dome, the fine structure of the fireball could be seen with clarity: a vast ball of plasma shot through with streamers and vortices and whirlpools; crazed remnants of former suns driven to random movements by the boiling off of a whole series of nuclear reaction states; a bright corona with flame-tongues fifty million miles in length; and somewhere inside, a white heart of cosmic proportions beating the slowing pulse of a dying universe.


Even as they watched, the giant heart heaved convulsively and died, and a new series of reactions began. Extremely small at first, but rapidly increasing in size, there grew a sphere of absolute darkness which was the event-horizon of a region where matter had been so hopelessly compressed by gravitational forces that a voracious black hole had been born out of the heated ashes of the surrendered suns.


The great fireball turned in upon itself, the vibrant life of its luminescence being drained in long trailing filaments and streamers as the soon-gigantic black hole sucked away its essence from inside. Other suns, like swirling water around a whirlpool, hurried to join and merge with the giant corona which harbored the hungry malignancy. Soon, the crowding throng of suicidal suns exceeded even the appetite of the hungry black hole, and a second sphere of radiation formed inside the corona, with temperatures and characteristics which had no place in any orthodox scheme of physics. So dense and active became the fragmented atoms in this new sphere that soon even the black hole was consumed by this new and even more singular singularity.


Wildheit heard Penemue gasp and dragged his eyes away from the giant nucleus to scan the great circulating storm which wracked the rest of space. Whereas the movements of the stars had previously been imperceptible, now all were caught by the great maelstrom, spiraling with increasing rapidity toward the nucleus. Many suns were prematurely divesting themselves of brilliant mantles of star-stuff which flared under magnetic compulsion across the intervening space like sheets of incandescent velvet—advance gifts of great intrinsic beauty attempting to propitiate this angriest of gods. Even as the fascinated onlookers watched, the great whirlpool tide became stronger and swifter; the race to destruction became a mania; and the whole universe began to drain from all sides, its components jostling, thrusting, exploding, and fractionating in the hectic, desperate race to become one within the confines of this singular end of everything.


Wildheit did not need instruments to know that the provost-craft had itself joined the cosmic death-rush. The great fireball was growing; but even faster than it grew, its apparent size was enhanced by the speed of their own movement toward it. Furthermore the crush of self-destructive suns entrained in the spiral whirlpool was pressing closer, and the level of radiation in space had risen so high that the craft’s cooling equipment had precisely no direction in which it could dump its waste heat. The temperature was rising internally to an uncomfortable degree. This factor did not itself perturb the trio in the craft unduely, because it was obvious that with the ceasing of the engines something had also happened to the air supply. A slow and not unpleasant lethargy coupled with expansive dream-states was creeping upon them. The atmosphere could possibly have been adjusted, but there was no point in prolonging consciousness in order to endure a more painful death.


Dripping with sweat, Wildheit was finding it peculiarly difficult to maintain his attention. Time and again he dropped into a broken semisleep, only to reawaken on his back to note the inexorable progress of the ship toward its great and dreadful destiny. He knew with some objective part of his mind that he was becoming delirious, and the same critical faculty suggested that, all things considered, this was a reasonable state of mind in which to die. Nevertheless the instinct to survive forced him to his feet and across to the now uncomfortably-hot control banks to investigate the possibility of continued life.


In the face of the ultimate destructive capability of the great singularity which had become the sky, the marshal realized that he had no idea whatever about what he was attempting to achieve. Even had the engines been in good order, it was debatable whether they could have succeeded in dragging the craft out of the immense gravitational well which now tugged whole galaxies toward destruction; nor did he have sufficient understanding of the instruments even to begin to understand their reasonings as to why the engines had failed. Kasdeya and Penemue had apparently found it reasonable to accept death stoically and, when conscious, faced the violent sun to end all suns with profoundly curious eyes. Wildheit swore, and lurched down the companionway with a half-formed idea of having a look at the engines themselves.


Away from the flight-bridge the air seemed cooler and easier to breathe. It possibly contained a fraction more life-supporting oxygen. Although he welcomed this, Wildheit knew objectively that all he could achieve was to prolong his own agony. Repeatedly his mind kept slipping from his task, and around each corner and behind each bulkhead door fragments of memory sparked by similar lines and forms and shapes obtruded into his thoughts, populating the lower deck with hints of familiar ghosts.


An emergency suit against a dark corner carried a suggestion of Saraya, bat-black and with a swirling cloak. The light streaming through a nearby viewport framed the illusion with a fire-glow, as if it were seen through a window into Hell. The next vision passed as he neared it: but on new legs, Cass Hover hurried to help his faltering progress, only to dissolve into a pattern of distorted reflections in the deep polish of a bulkhead door. With a face filled with desperation, Roamer appeared to stand in the dark engine cell, gesturing with the whole of her arms imploringly. So real was this image that Wildheit could almost hear the words framed by her mouth.


“Coul, please don’t interfere!”


Struck by the curiousness of the phrase, Wildheit became conscious of the god still on his shoulder.


“How long to the end, Coul?”


“Soon. The old stars return for redistillation. The very atoms will be dissembled and remade. The mainspring of the universe is rewound. It is a terrible time for gods.”


The image of Roamer faded, then returned. This time she was addressing someone elsewhere, and the words seemed real rather than imagined.


“Help me! The time has nearly come.”


Coul stiffened as if he himself were responding to the object of Wildheit’s imagination. Some sort of catastrophe happened within the ship, and what little air there was became suddenly tainted with a sour, chest-constricting smoke.


“The time is come … is now …”


An explosion rocked Wildheit with a brief concussion. The pain in his shoulder increased intolerably, as if Coul were wrenching out the very root of the symbiosis that had united them together. He tried to contain the pain, but its increase swamped his whole system with agony, and he cried aloud in the instants before the black wing of unconsciousness deprived him of the further capacity to suffer. Then with the swooping of internal night, a long cry sounded deep in the recessed chambers of his mind.


“Good-bye, Marshal! Good-bye!”


What followed for Wildheit was a period of neither death nor consciousness. He fell into a great limbo in which things half-perceived came and went but had no actual meaning for him. He was aware that time passed, but how much of it and to what purpose, he neither understood nor cared. The sole unifying thread which ran through the whole experience was the dreadful ache in his shoulder that extended down, toward, and sometimes into his heart.


Some incidents he remembered, or thought he remembered, but there was no way of deciding if they had actually taken place or whether they were fragments of some old memory resurrected. People came and stood over him; white sticks were played by unseen hands; a vast resonance physically bounced him where he lay, and sucked at what little consciousness he possessed; and a strong scent of violets in his lungs gave him days or perhaps eternities of rest and renewal.


“Steady, Jym, boy! It’s all over now!”


“Cass?”


Over the edge of a hospital bunk he could see a pair of Service shorts, and beneath the shorts was the most perfectly proportioned pair of male legs Wildheit had ever seen. The top half of the scene was completed by the rest of Space-Marshal Hover’s concerned form. Wildheit attempted to sit up, but the pain in his shoulder made him drop back with the movement uncompleted.


“Cass—where the hell am I?”


“You’re in the hospital ward of the Space-force Cruiser Stellar Scorpion, if that answers your question. You’ve been very ill indeed.”


“I remember … mixing it with the end of the old universe … in a Ra provost-craft … no hope. Cass, I couldn’t have got out of there alive!”


“Gently, old son! The whole craft was snatched out of the old universe and set back in the new. We don’t quite know how it was done, but we do know who did it and why.”


“Coul?”


“No. According to Talloth, Coul tried to prevent it. At the last moment he tried to hold the craft there, but failed. Instead he was himself lost in the fireball. It was the Sensitive seers, linked through Roamer, who apparently pulled the ship out—by some sort of focused teleportation.”


“I dreamed I saw Roamer telling Coul not to interfere.”


“That sounds as if you caught a bit of the actual action. Though it wasn’t you she was trying to save. It was the ship she was after.”


“Why on Earth?”


“Lack of spacecraft is the only thing that confines the seers to Mayo. With Roamer off-planet to act as a focus, at last they had the chance to use their mental powers to snatch themselves a craft. We guess that Roamer wanted that ship in particular.”


“Why that one?”


“Because it was small enough for them to handle, and you’d already proved it was capable of penetrating through the trans-continuum junction. She needed a craft like that. It was the only way she could ever rejoin her kind.”


“Then where is she now?”


“I’ll tell you where she is, Jym. She’s sitting out there somewhere behind the sights of the Chaos Weapon, knocking our defensive structure to pieces as we try to come to grips with the Ra fleets still coming through the junction.”


Wildheit lay back and assimilated this information quietly, then leaned over again.


“What happened to the provost-craft, Cass?”


“That’s another story. The Sensitives fetched it down on Mayo. Fortunately there’s a guardian of sorts named Dabria who was on the alert for just such an eventuality. He captured the ship with you and two other slightly over-cooked characters still inside it. Realizing what he’d found, he contacted Saraya and invited us to come and collect.”


“But the craft itself, Cass? Is it still intact?”


“It will be. When we found it, it was little better than a collection of dissembled parts, on account of the fact that its former occupants apparently having undone everything which should still have been done up. It’s a habit you’ll have to break yourself of, Jym. Dismantling a spacecraft while it’s still in space can be vary bad for your health. It’s taken two lab-ships and a space-assembly team the best part of a month out on the plains of Mayo trying to put the bits back together again.”


“But it can be made serviceable?”


“So I’m assured by the experts. Which is just as well, because it’s the only thing available to take you, me, and a few others for an appointment in the junction with a certain Miss whose downfall is long overdue.”


“Kasdeya and Penemue? Did they survive?”


“Like you, they needed extensive treatment; but we managed to pull them both through. In fact they rallied somewhat sooner and have even been helping rebuild the provost-craft.”


“We’ll need them to navigate back through the junction. But it’s a pity about Coul. Why did he sacrifice himself just to prevent Roamer from snatching the ship?”


“Talloth explained that. Both he and Coul reckoned the Sensitives could be potentially a greater threat to mankind at large than the Ra and all the aliens put together. Saraya’s been saying much the same thing. Now we have plans to do something about it when the present fracas is over.”


“Will they give me another symbio-deity?”


“I doubt it, Jym. You’ve already the distinction of being the first human ever to survive the breaking of a symbiotic attachment. To take on a second one would be stretching your luck a bit far. But right now I have to get you back into physical shape again, and you’re going to have to work like the devil. The sooner we get a crack at the Chaos Weapon, the sooner we can all get back to our normally chaotic routines.”


“That can’t come a moment too soon for me.”


“By the way, do you think it’s going to catch on, Jym?”


“What catch on?”


“The golden look. It could be a trendsetter. All the female staff are most intrigued. You’ll find it difficult to live down the title of The Golden Beast.”


“Who wants to? Quality shows, Cass. For a suitable fee I’ll tell you how it’s done.”


EIGHTEEN


OUT on the plains of Mayo even the tall lab-ships were dwarfed by the towering Space-force work-ship. At the center of the activity, however, the squat provost-craft sat dark and smugly on the sands as if watching the technical consternation which her mysterious engines and equipments had caused. Because of the time-dilation effect, the Federation had not even considered the feasibility of building spacecraft with the capacity to challenge the light barrier. Many, their thinking conditioned by the older concepts of relativity, asserted that acceleration to such velocities was impossible—yet here was a vehicle which confounded the theorists and pointed out that the working hypotheses of physics could become serious limitations to progress if they were literally interpreted as natural laws.


The bitterest arguments, however, arose from the fact that, having been given this glimpse of the tantalizing vistas of Ra technology, the engineers and scientists were loath to allow it out of their hands again. They would have preferred to settle for a few blissful years of analysis and investigation, breaking open its powerful secrets and trying to scale the heights of logic which created its design.


Saraya was more practical. His most urgent need was to provide access to the trans-continuum junction for a determined assault on the Chaos Weapon. He was adamant that servicing and refitting of the provost-craft were the only operations time would permit, and the technical problems created by even this limited project were extremely formidable.


Chief Space-Marshal Delfan was even more down-to-earth. Having interrogated Kasdeya, Penemue, and Wildheit on the size and structure of the Chaos Weapon and its potential vulnerability to sabotage, he had ordered some new weapons to be fitted to the Ra craft in order to increase its destructive capabilities. Among these were four of the most destructive hell-burners that Terran-based science had been able to devise. Each was calculated as being fully capable of destroying a planet. But the apparent overkill inherent in these diabolical devices left Wildheit still less than enthusiastic about their chances in the face of the reactionless features of the junction domain itself.


Wildheit was given charge of the attack team, with Kasdeya and Penemue to handle the craft and the Ra equipment. Cass Hover and two formidable-looking space commandos completed the crew of the craft that leaped into space within minutes of being declared serviceable by the refitting technicians. While Penemue calculated a suitable approach through which to attempt a junction entry, Kasdeya put the craft through a series of space and subspace maneuvers designed to tell him whether the craft had indeed been returned to reasonable working order. He was apparently satisfied with the results, but Penemue’s complaints were loud about the instrument calibrations, for which there were no standards available outside the Ra empire.


Nevertheless, they continued on their way. Penemue’s preferred approach necessitated a long hop across the new universe, and this they achieved mainly in a conventional subspace mode. Then the approach began in earnest, and the incredible rise in velocity frightened and fascinated even such space-hardened travelers as Hover and the two commandos, for whom this was a first-time experience. When they hit the luxon wall, Wildheit found he could take the sensations no more easily than before and had to crawl into a corner and lay down until the pain-pleasure pulses of the sensation had subsided. It was with a great wave of relief that they finally broke through into the silent infinity of the junction domain itself.


Here, Penemue’s point about instrument calibration began to apply. Faced with the whole of infinity in which to lose themselves, even a minute navigational error would deny them the opportunity of ever finding the Chaos Weapon, even if they searched for an infinite period of time. The possibility of locating the weapon by chance after a millionth-of-a-degree error in any one of the three-dimensional axes was less than one part in ten raised to the googolplexed power of eighty-one—and even this would still involve an element of luck. With no certainty that his instruments did not contain errors up to ten percent in all three axes, Penemue pronounced the job impossible.


After duly noting the objection, Wildheit decided that they should proceed in any case, using the best information available. Many, many hours of hopeless scanning of the junction domain, however, failed to reveal any suggestion that they had come remotely near the Chaos Weapon, and a truer appreciation of the size of infinity was beginning to come upon all of them. The vast but chartable wastes of real-space began to seem small and homely by comparison, and it was truly a mind-wrenching thought that they could travel forever at speeds approaching that of light through the trans-continuum junction and never find anything at all but absolute vacuum and eternal darkness.


Their only consolation was the velocity limitation of the junction, which, if exceeded, would precipitate them through the junction septum into one of the two external universes. This was their potential route home; but it was also a move which signified failure and the continued existence of the Chaos Weapon, and was therefore an alternative which Wildheit found impossible to accept.


Thus they were caught in a bind: to continue, held an almost negative chance of success; and to return to the new universe meant certain failure. They all searched desperately for a third route which could break the dilemma, and it was Kasdeya who finally found one. Like all Ra service-craft, basic Chaos detection equipment had been included in the instrumentation. Since there was no entropic activity at all native to the junction domain, it followed that any response to a Chaos scan could only originate from a ship or installation located within the junction itself. On the Chaos scanner, Kasdeya could obtain a definite Chaos response.


There followed a critical period of triangulation and alignment, in which the craft was turned through every conceivable combination of angles, and the Chaos responses tabulated. Soon a pattern began to emerge which hardened to a set of coordinates giving the location of the entropic activity if not of the weapon itself. Overjoyed to at last have a definite object to find and a positive direction in which to go, they trimmed their trajectory to head for the new position and, metaphorically, held their breaths until the scanners began to return an advance indication of powerful activity within the inert realms of the domain.


Finally, the faint yet distinct outlines of the Chaos Weapon began to be resolved upon the screens; but, significantly, a great cluster of Ra warcraft were also shown to be in the same vicinity. Wildheit was about to draw-off to consider their tactics when he realized that they were occupying a genuine Ra craft, and it was doubtful if the Ra fleet would suspect their mission. He instructed Penemue to man the communication equipment and to give suitably evasive replies to any queries, and told Kasdeya to take the ship straight through to the weapon-guidance station on which Roamer was probably still located.


The bluff worked. The presence of the provost-craft evoked a minimum of challenges, which Penemue quickly countered. Their purposeful approach to the guidance station apparently negated any remaining doubts. Using the standard Ra docking procedure, they had attached a space-transfer tube and passed through the station’s own space-lock before anyone at all had gained an idea that this was not a regular provost call.


On the station, the first of the Ra to realize the mistake were shot down before they had a chance to impart news of their discovery to any of their comrades. Now, the patient groundwork of Penemue, Kasdeya, and Wildheit prior to their escape from the previous station again came to be of use. The communications room was swiftly located and destroyed. In the course of this action, Wildheit was greatly impressed by the deadly expertise of the two space-commandos Cass Hover had chosen to bring, who formed with Hover himself a team which could be deployed rapidly and with devastating effect. He gave them various assignments, not the least of which was to keep an escape route open, and then went with Kasdeya and Penemue to search for Roamer.


Although built on the same segmented principle as the station on which they had been confined, this one had a vastly different interior layout; and the vast halls which had characterized the targeting station had here been split into several additional levels each again subdivided into numerous corridors and rooms. Thus the task of locating Roamer was complicated by the degree of searching involved and by the necessity to silence any of the Ra they encountered lest a message should somehow be passed to the fleet outside, warning of the attack. Making extensive use of shock-pellet projectors, the trio cleared each room as they went through. They only used longer-range fire when surprised in a corridor or in a more open space. Thus they progressed with only minor skirmishes toward a segment that occupied an entire circular section of the station.


Here they found Roamer, amid groups of low consoles of equipment, watching lively colored traces crawl across the room-high central screens. Around her were grouped Ra technicians at long, curved instrument benches, listening attentively to Asbeel and Jequn as they translated Roamer’s directions for some complex operation. Roamer did not see the trio enter the room, being too intent on reading the living graphs on the great screens and turning their messages into instructions. Then she stopped in sudden horror as one baseline trace rose suddenly from its stable low position and climbed vertically up the wall screen to the ceiling. Wildheit glanced at his watch and knew that Cass Hover had just armed a hellburner in the center segment of the station and that what Roamer had just read was a Chaos prediction of the destruction of the station itself. She was looking around wildly for the cause of the unexplained event, when she suddenly became aware of the trio just inside the door.


“Jym!” Her exclamation was nearly a shout, and her complexion became ashen gray.


On Kasdeya’s instructions, the Ra technicians remained seated and absolutely still, while Jequn and Asbeel, their faces shining with relief, shepherded the shocked Roamer toward the door. Once they were all clear of the segment, Wildheit’s narcotic pellet stifled any opposition from those remaining in the room. One of the commandos was covering the corridor, and soon they were all running for the docking space-lock.


“Jym, I …” Roamer was trying to make some explanation as she ran.


“Keep running, Roamer! Time for talking later.” Wildheit was right behind her, a projector aimed above her head. If she faltered he was prepared to stun her and carry her to the provost-craft. However, the message she had read on the screen predicting the imminent end of the station was enough to ensure her swift cooperation.


Cass Hover was still attending to the hellburner. He made a brief count of the number of figures running toward the space-lock, then depressed the final switch to ensure that the device could not be disarmed in the minutes remaining before it exploded.


Kasdeya had the provost-craft under way even before Wildheit had jettisoned the space-transfer tube; but the coupling broke cleanly, and the sudden departure would not attract undue attention from any observer in the Ra fleet grouped around them. Kasdeya brought the craft round immediately in a tight turn so as to place the great dish of the reactor between them and the weapon-guidance station, a move designed not for reasons of their own safety when the hellburner exploded, but to lessen the possibility of anyone making a direct connection between them and the coming mishap.


In point of fact they had nearly made a complete circuit of the reactor when the hellburner finally exploded. At one instant the guidance station was a seamed metal ball, and the next, it was a sun. Yet it was a sun curiously contained within itself by the refusal of the junction domain to allow energy transfer between separate bodies. The exception to this rule was light. The explosion powerful enough to pulverize a planet was confined within the sphere which had been the station’s hull, yet the blaze of sheer energy turned-back upon itself must have formed one of the most powerful sources of illumination the junction had ever known.


As Wildheit had hoped, this created a large enough diversion which began to bring many of the Ra ships to the vicinity for an investigation. From the lack of any offensive action it seemed a reasonable certainty that nobody had yet connected the little Ra provost-craft with the incident, so they were able to proceed along the central accelerating section of the weapon without exciting any apparent interest.


The destruction of the weapon-guidance station had, however, brought home a lesson to them all: and this lesson was that although they still had three hellburners capable of destroying portions of the Chaos Weapon, it would be remarkably difficult to use them. Because of the domain’s prohibition of the transfer of energy between objects, a hellburner placed on the surface would destroy nothing but the hellburner itself and would leave the Chaos Weapon untouched. Only by placing one of the devices inside the topological surface, could the reaction become effective. Penemue considered that even the great axial space through which the weapon’s beam was projected must be considered part of domain space, since it was not geometrically enclosed by the weapon’s structure.


Penemue had returned to his former task of monitoring the Ra communications channels while the craft carried out a preliminary scan along the accelerating section of the great weapon. For a long time he found nothing of interest on the communications channels, then suddenly he called out urgently.


“Someone’s getting suspicious about us. I can hear a commander of sorts inquiring about what a provost-craft is doing in a maintenance area. I think we’re about to receive a challenge.”


“Assuming they confirm their suspicions,” Wildheit asked, “what form of action can they take against us?”


“Well, they can’t burn us out of space with a ray or a projectile, for the same reason we can’t use a hellburner against the weapon from outside. But if they could box us in so that we can’t run, they could close-grapple until near-contact and put something like a screw-mine through our hull.”


“And it looks as if they’ve decided to do just that,” said Kasdeya. “Could be we’ve slipped up on protocol somewhere, and given the game away.”


As if to verify Kasdeya’s words, fully a dozen smaller ships of the fleet were diving toward them, slipping into a tight formation as they went. The provost-craft’s excursion along the complex hundred and fifty kilometers of the accelerator body was rendered suddenly hazardous by the close approach of the Ra ships that, matching velocity and direction with great expertise, dropped fore and aft and formed a close over-cover which allowed the trapped craft very little room in which to maneuver. Jequn pointed out the magnetic grapples which were already being dropped in preparation for close-hauling.


In this uneasy manner the boxed-in ship and its escort continued to travel along the accelerator body until they came to the gap between the accelerator and the great cage which contained the trapped black holes.


It was in this gap that the Ra obviously hoped to complete the encirclement and destruction of the provost-craft. Additional ships had gone to the far side of the accelerator presumably to close-off a potential escape route. Kasdeya’s agonized glance toward Wildheit showed that both men had come to the same fantastic conclusion about the only possible means of evasion still available. Without bothering to obtain verbal confirmation from Wildheit, the Ra renegade put the craft through the tightest possible turn when they came to the gap—and took it back straight up the center axis of the Chaos Weapon’s accelerator tube.


The craft from the Ra fleet made no attempt to follow, and it immediately became apparent why this was so. Despite its giant scale, the way down the interior of the tube was considerably narrowed by great irises inserted at intervals, the apertures of which were scarcely much more than twice the width of the provost-craft itself. Although continuous passage was possible, it required delicate maneuvering and precise positioning which could only be achieved at a very minimal speed. With a hundred and fifty kilometers of tube traversed, the Ra would obviously have plenty of time to prepare a trap at either end.


Nor was this the least of their worries. A bright sparkle of light dead ahead came to life suddenly, and its implications were too obvious and too dreadful to be missed. Shredded star-stuff was being fed across the continuum domain into the great horn of the weapon, and the reactor was being charged up to permit the firing of the weapon. Trapped in the weapon’s guts and accurately aligned on its primary axis, there seemed no way at all in which they could avoid the full force of the discharge.


In a large cell between two irises, Kasdeya turned the craft around, with the intention of doubling back and trying to escape from the weapon’s mouth before the exit could be closed or the device brought to firing point. In order to undertake this maneuver safely he had switched on all the searchlights affixed to the hull and was desperately straining his eyes to gauge the distance between the craft and the weapon’s vast metal walls. As he was about to complete the maneuver Wildheit let out a sudden cry and pointed upward to where a projection broke the otherwise complete smoothness of the surface. He made Kasdeya stop the ship and carefully close in until they could see quite plainly the presence of a small space-lock leading to some inner compartment in the weapon’s structure. Here was their opportunity to place a hellburner!


There was no space-transfer tube available, and probably very little time to complete the operation before a bolt was projected through the weapon tube. Summing up the situation rapidly, Hover had already started to don a vacuum suit, while the commandoes dragged a hellburner into the ship’s lock in readiness. Kasdeya inched the craft up to close proximity with the door in the weapon’s wall, and they all waited with fearful expectation as the cycling of the lock signaled Cass Hover’s departure from the ship with a hellburner clasped under one arm and a light-line clamp in his other hand.


NINETEEN


SUCH was the restricted size of the provost-craft space-lock that there was no opportunity for anyone to accompany Marshal Hover on his mission. Although Kasdeya held the craft as steady and as near to the door in the weapon’s lock as the dynamics of the situation would allow, they were none of them in any doubt about the difficulty and physical dangers of what Hover was attempting. The light-line was a substantially hazardous method of approaching a space-lock, especially when encumbered by the momentum of a mass such as that of a hellburner. Additionally, the craft was in a precarious dynamic balance, and there was no certainty that the marshal could easily reach the wall with a light-line, or, alternatively, avoid being crushed between the craft’s hull and the door itself.


When to these considerations was added the necessity to escape from their trap before the Ra fleet could close it decisively or the Chaos Weapon could be brought to firing point, the tensions inherent in the situation were obvious. The minutes mounted and began to surpass what they judged to be a reasonable amount of time for Hover to have completed the job. Wildheit had already struggled into another vacuum suit, but was reluctant to cycle the space-lock in case Hover was attempting to enter it from the other side. More minutes passed, and the tension rose to become an agony. Wildheit’s fingers were actually on the lock recycle control when the snarl of air indicated Hover’s return.


The returning marshal shook his head as though in a daze. “Let’s get out of here!”


“What happened?” asked Wildheit.


“Something somebody forgot to tell me. That isn’t space outside the hull—it’s something else. It may have no temperature, but it won’t accept heat either. You quite literally stew yourself with your own body-heat. Try handling the momentum of a hundred kilos of hellburner under those conditions.”


During the conversation, Kasdeya had brought the craft round smartly and back again into the axis of the weapon’s beam. Looking back toward the reactor, the processed star-stuff now shone literally like a sun, catching the craft in a bright beam as it moved out of the shadow of the great irises. There was no knowing when it might fire, but time was obviously running critically short. Using the shaft of light as his sole guidance, Kasdeya gunned the craft straight down the center of the beam at a speed unwisely fast in view of the narrow clearances available to them. Behind them the angry reactor was glowing continuously brighter. Somewhere in front of them a cluster of Ra ships in the gap doubtlessly awaited their emergence.


Then the hellburner triggered.


Contained by the reluctant physics of the junction domain, the reaction was confined to the limits of the accelerator’s former shape, but the entire length of the accelerator lit up like a tubular star, and the provost-craft’s passage between the suddenly incandescent irises had to be effectively blind because the protective polarizers blacked out all the viewports to protect the occupants from extreme radiation levels. Only seconds later the Chaos Weapon itself must have fired, but this time into an accelerator section, the dynamic function of which had already been destroyed. Instead of forming a coherent beam, the burst of entropic energy spread wide, and the small proportion of its spreading cone which hit the provost-craft smote it onward like the blast-force of a great explosion. But that had little effect other than suddenly to boost its already rapidly increasing velocity.


Like a shell from a supersonic cannon, the provost-craft left the mouth of the accelerator tube and before any sort of control could be gained, it shot straight across the gap and right through the center of the great rolling cage which had black holes instead of ball bearings in its mammoth housing. Bathed as they were in a low concentration of pure entropic radiation, the sudden focusing of even this low degree of flux caused a considerable shock to the occupants as they passed through some crucial point of convergence. The physiological reactions left them all gasping, but it was Hover who managed to sum the sensation.


“You know,” he said, “that could become quite a habit! I felt things I haven’t felt for twenty years at least.”


The chance for the experience to become habit-forming, however, was immediately lost. Released from the constraints of the now-destroyed accelerator tube, the beam from the weapon’s reactor was spreading wide, and within its span was the spinning cage itself. The diverging beam of energy awoke the catastrophes inherent in holding ten black holes in captivity, and this time it was the reactionless junction domain which had to give way. For one incredible moment the combined gravitational forces of the black holes were exposed to each other, and the entire structure crumbled and was swallowed by one large black hole which formed by the fusion of the others into a singular whole.


For some reason, continued irradiation of the black hole by the beam from the reactor negated the reactionless characteristics of the junction domain, and a great gravitational tide from the black hole rushed out to seize the provost-craft, the Ra fleet around the weapon, and even the Chaos Weapon itself. Kasdeya strained at the craft’s controls, desperately urging the last ounce of propulsion from its engines, but it was evident that they were losing ground and being drawn back toward the hole. Most of the Ra ships were even less fortunate, and not being under rower they immediately began to “fall” into the immense gravitational well which had opened up nearby. No amount of late maneuvering could hope to save them from the gravitational pull of twenty solar masses at such close range.


The most fantastic effect, however, was its attraction for the remains of the Chaos Weapon. Slowly at first, then with increasing rapidity, the great weapon was drawn inexorably into the black hole and was completely consumed by it. As the reactor entered the event-horizon, it ceased to emit the beam of entropy which had caused the black hole to forget it was sited in the reactionless junction domain. With the disappearance of the Chaos Weapon, the domain returned to its own brand of normality, the intense gravity died, and Kasdeya was thankfully able to throttle back the screaming engines and ask Penemue to design a more leisurely course back to the new universe.


Soon they broke through the continuum septum and Cass Hover took over the chore of communications, using FTL equipment which had been added to the craft during refit. He was attempting to send a message to Saraya and Chief-Marshal Delfan, still on Mayo, about the progress of the raid on the Chaos Weapon. Finding it impossible to raise a reply from the lab-ships or the work-ship, he invoked the aid of an FTL relay station, from which he learned that all communications with Mayo appeared to have suffered a blackout.


As a last resort he contacted the Space Force communications chain, only to be told that they were too committed in containing the still-advancing Ra invasion fleets to be able to investigate an isolated instance of communications failure way out on the Rim. The provost-craft’s destination had originally been Chaos-Center on Terra, but on hearing Hover’s concern, Wildheit asked Penemue to calculate a subspace course for Mayo instead, but to hold it in readiness rather than running it.


On the lower deck, Wildheit then called Roamer to him. “I think it’s about time we had some understandings.”


“We do have understandings, Marshal Jym. But we never get around to putting them into words.”


“Then let’s begin. You knew Mayo didn’t need any liberating from the Federation. And you also knew that if the Ra had won they had no intention of letting the Sensitives continue to exist. So what persuaded you to cooperate with them?”


“Why should I not do so? I also cooperated with you, but you didn’t have anything but destruction to offer the Sensitives either.”


“That’s a peculiar thing to say.”


“It’s the truth, Jym. You can’t see it yet, but the plans to destroy the seers are already laid. Dabria and Saraya have seen to that. With their persuasion, the Federation won’t tolerate the seers any more than would the Ra. Such was the choice presented to me. You are both our enemies, so for us to survive, one must be played off against the other.”


“Played off to what end, Roamer?”


“The liberation of the seers from Mayo—the very liberation Dabria denied us. We need space, Jym, to allow us to develop our special talents. It was toward that end that I agreed to leave Mayo with you, and it’s an aim I’ve held to consistently. The Federation never did have any special claims to my loyalty. In point of fact, I’ve managed to weaken both yourselves and the Ra. That’s the climate the Sensitives need if they’re to develop and build.”


“Build what, Roamer?”


“The universe belongs to the Sensitives, Jym. They’re tomorrow’s people.”


“A fallacy, I’m afraid. The universe belongs only to those strong enough to seize and hold it. All schemes of ambition fail if they ignore this simple fact.”


“It hasn’t been ignored. You knew what you were doing when you set me up against three men of the Ra. You knew as well as I that ten men would have been a fairer match. The Sensitives have the strength to take and hold whatever they need—once they are free of Mayo. But since you already know this, why pretend you don’t?”


“You’re the one who’s pretending. You’re the one who hopes to lead her people out of captivity to a great bright future in the sky. But you’re a false prophet, little chicken. All you can offer them is struggle and hardship—and the ultimate defeat of their ideals.”


“What are you up to, Marshal Jym?”


“Of all the Sensitive seers, you’re the one best adapted to read the patterns of Chaos. Well, use your precious gift. Look into the future, Roamer. Follow the program of your ambitions. Does the bright spark become a flame? Does the great chain-reaction take and hold? Or does it just smoulder and finally become nothing but ashes?”


“I see …”


“What do you see in the patterns, Roamer?”


No answer.


“What’s out there, Roamer? What’s taking you so long to visualize?”


She closed her eyes and smiled resignedly. “You know what’s out there. A spark … a flame … a flare—but no great conflagration. We aren’t going to make it. You’re an old devil, Marshal Jym! How could you possibly have known?”


“Saraya once suggested intuition was an unsophisticated form of Chaos sensitivity. I call it acting on a hunch.”


“It was shrewder than you knew.”


“There was a good groundwork of logic behind it. The Sensitives strive to keep themselves apart in order to concentrate the development of their powers. Chemists and physicists refine materials for similar reasons—forms of great purity can exhibit special characteristics not manifest in lesser grades. But entropy—the degree of randomness or intermixing—increases with time. Elements form compounds, and compounds become distributed as random mixtures. The same happens with peoples. There is no way the Sensitives can avoid contamination by genes from the common pool once they leave Mayo. And into the common pool their own genes will return.”


“A depressing fatalism.”


“Not really. The Sensitives aren’t different in kind from the rest of humanity. Their genes are common genes with the talent-lines refined by purposeful selection and the accidental isolation which followed the Great Exodus. What they’ve developed is remarkable, but it isn’t unique or unrepeatable. Don’t cut them off from the mainstream, Roamer. They’ll either be absorbed or they’ll be destroyed. Fetch them back to where their great talents can be usefully employed.”


“You speak as if they’d already left?”


“I think some have. I’m talking about two lab-ships and a work-ship which landed on the plains of Mayo. Where do the seers hope to take them?”


“I don’t know what you mean.”


“You know damn well what I mean. The golden opportunity for a great number of the best seers to make their escape into space. Where are they headed?”


“I wouldn’t know.”


“Of course you know. Throughout this whole episode you’ve managed to maintain telepathic communication with the others. It’s important you help me find those ships and stop them.”


“Why should I?”


“Because they’re in a trap, Roamer. A rather savage trap, set and baited by professionals of very long standing. And besides which, we need them.”


Whatever sort of battle had taken place for possession of the vessels, it had left many scars across the sands, and some rocky outcrops had been shattered by truly amazing forces which nonetheless showed no trace of explosive origin. Tents and other items of equipment had been scattered widely, but even a low pass from the air failed to reveal any sign of people. Wildheit guessed the survivors had gone back into the nearby city, and he therefore had the provost-craft land near the one remaining bridge across the river.


The assembly which came over the bridge was headed by Chief-Marshal Delfan, with Saraya and Dabria close behind. These were followed by men from the city intermixed with displaced technicians and shipmen from the missing Federation spacecraft, and a number of Dabria’s guardians. Wildheit and Roamer met them at the foot of the craft’s ramp.


“I’m certainly glad to see you, Jym!” Delfan’s relief was obvious and heartfelt. “We’re stranded. A whole army of seers attacked us and stole our ships. They’ve not left even a single FTL communicator so that we could call for help. I’ll need to use your set to call out some units of the Space Force.”


“Hold a minute, Marshal!” Wildheit showed no sign of moving out of the way. “If Space Force agrees to send you ships, what instructions do you intend giving them?”


“To blast the seers out of space if they won’t surrender.” Delfan was annoyed by the question. “They’re all guilty of space piracy, and I’ll see the lot executed even if we have to hunt them to the limits of space. The seers are more dangerous even than the Ra. I’m glad to see you brought Roamer back with you. I’ve had charges of treason prepared against her.”


“They won’t stick,” said Wildheit. “She never was a Federation subject. Anyway, we owe her a great debt. She was a component part of the Chaos catalyst which Saraya here devised. That catalyst achieved its objective. Do you fashion a gun and then condemn it because it shoots people?”


“I’ll consider the point sometime,” said Delfan, unconvinced. “Stand out of my way, Jym! That’s an order!”


Wildheit shrugged and moved aside, but Delfan found his way still blocked by Cass Hover standing on the ramp. Behind him were two commandos, equally impassive, and they in turn were backed by the four Ra renegades solidly blocking the inside of the lock.


“What is this?” Delfan turned back to Wildheit, and his brow was a cast of thunder.


“Listen a moment, Marshal,” said Wildheit. “Before we do anything precipitate, let’s decide whose game we’re playing. Before Dabria came to Mayo, the Sensitives were separated but not isolated from the rest of humanity. I suggest the isolation came when Dabria thought to form the seers into a tool powerful enough to protect him in case the Ra ever found out where he was hiding. He was using them in the same way Saraya has used the Federation to save him from his enemies. Don’t be deceived, Marshal Delfan, these two characters are using us.”


Delfan’s anger was swallowed by a wave of questing speculation. His stern eyes searched Wildheit’s face minutely, and he looked to Hover for a rebuttal, but found none. Then he turned to Dabria.


“How much of this is true?”


Dabria shrugged expressively. “I fear space-fungus has eroded the marshal’s brains.”


“Indeed!” Wildheit held his ground. “Then I’ll elaborate on my theme a little. I further think that when the Ra universe had been triggered to destruction, you found the power of the seers a great embarrassment. That’s why you arranged to allow them to escape under circumstances which made it nearly certain they’d be destroyed.”


“I don’t have to listen to this rubbish. The man’s insane.”


“Remember,” said Wildheit, “I’ve seen your guardians at work. The way you spray hypnotics around, I see no way even an army of seers could steal three ships unless you permitted it.”


“You’re on weak ground there, Marshal.”


“Speaking of ground, whose bright idea was it to carry out the refitting on Mayo anyway? Simple logistics suggest the provost-craft could have been more easily handled at a command workshop.”


“Saraya worked that out with Dabria.” Marshal Delfan’s fingers slipped off the safety rings on his weapon’s belt.


“And that fact conceals a remarkable coincidence,” continued Wildheit. “According to my information, neither had any reason to suppose that the other had survived even into this century. Yet when the seers set down a damaged provost-craft on Mayo, Dabria just happened to get in touch with Saraya.”


“What are you trying to prove, Marshal?” Saraya’s black cloak swirled around him angrily.


“The point’s already made. Collusion and manipulation of the human race for your own ends. First you used us to fight your own enemies, now you try to divide us to fight among ourselves. You can’t accept that your precious infant colony might have achieved its own maturity. You’re still back seven thousand years—manipulating, pulling strings, playing God, attempting to cull the stock until it conforms to your specifications.”


“Have you finished?” Saraya was nearly dancing with anger. “There’s a point you’ve forgotten, Marshal. When you’re engaged in selective breeding, you don’t consult the beasts on what they wish to become.”


There was a strong scent of violets in the air, and a few people on the fringes of the crowd had begun to sway uneasily. Even Delfan seemed to be having a hard time following the conversation.


“I think you made a mistake there,” Dabria said to Saraya reproachfully. “I’m afraid that’s the very point Marshal Wildheit was attempting to make.”


Without a further word, Delfan buckled at the knees and slipped to the ground. Another dozen of the assembled crowd did likewise.


Clickety …


The occupants of the provost-craft stood firm and undismayed.


Clickety … Clickety …


“It’s not going to work,” said Wildheit to Dabria. “Not any more.”


The look on Dabria’s face was one of patent disbelief until he noticed the slight ends of the filters in their nostrils which absorbed the pervading scent of violets and the low-frequency attenuating buttons in their ears which stilled the deep subsonics of the horn.


Saraya shook his head sadly. “Looks like we’ve been found out, old friend. Perhaps our job is done and they don’t need us any more. It remains to be seen if they’re tough enough to accept full responsibility for their own development. But for you and me, I suggest a little discrete retirement.”


There was something faintly pathetic about the way Saraya and the ex-guardian walked slowly away, divested suddenly of all the authority they had formerly held. Wildheit watched their departure with sympathetic eyes.


“Aren’t you going to stop them?” Cass Hover came down the ramp to stand at Wildheit’s side.


“We owe them a great deal, Cass. Without them and a few others, Terra would have yet had no civilization, and the Federation wouldn’t even be a dream. I suspect one of them still has an old Ra ship tucked away somewhere. For all their talk of retirement, I’d guess they’ll go into time-dilation and turn up again in a century or two to see if we really did make the grade alone.”


“Do you think we will make the grade?”


“I don’t honestly know, Cass. Kasdeya once told me that our infant culture needed constant culling to prevent backsliding. I wonder if that was a temporary phase, or whether backsliding is an innate tendency in the hybrid species?”


“You’ve got beyond me there, boy.”


“Never mind! I’ll explain it to you sometime.” Wildheit gave the prostrate body of Chief-Marshal Delfan an affectionate prod with his foot. “Saraya’s key phrase was the one about whether we’re tough enough to take the responsibility for our own development. Think about that carefully, Cass. If the human race ever starts to slip into a degenerative decline, who’s going to do the pruning now?”


TWENTY


WELL ahead of its companion vessels, the patrol-ship dropped out of subspace well clear of the galaxy’s edge. From this position it was possible to appreciate the extreme contrast of the starry bounty of the Milky Way behind them and the emptiness of the great void in front. These were the shores of the great space oceans, across which the other island galaxies gleamed as though but humble stars themselves. It was a sight which always seized Cass Hover’s imagination: tantalizing with the thought that no matter how far a man might travel he could never reach the end of a universe whose frontiers expanded at a rate faster than the mind could comprehend.


His companions on the patrol-ship, two young seers from Mayo, were similarly enthralled. Little Shadow, although space-traveled, was having her very first glimpse of the mysteries of extra-galactic space. And the pallid Brin, more experienced but nonetheless impressed, was straining his marvelous ears to catch whispers which were old before Mayo had condensed from a cloud of gas five-thousand-million years before.


It was not the search for wonder, however, that had brought them to this spot. Somewhere out in the void a squadron of ugly, black, block-like alien warcraft were reported to be moving in toward the Hundred Worlds. At this time when the Federation Space Force was stretched beyond its limit by the chore of mopping up the Ra, this whole sector of space was wide open to devastating attacks by the aliens, whose policy was apparently one of annihilation rather than conquest. Hover, studying his screens, breathed more easily when the three space-corvettes dropped out of subspace in close formation behind the patrol-ship. Although woefully outnumbered by the black, implacable foe in front, these three light vessels were all that could be spared to meet the alien threat. The marshal was not dismayed, however, because the arrangement had strengths other than those apparent.


“Hullo, Bogy-finder, are you on-line?” The lead space-corvette was calling.


“Bogy-finder on-line, Captain. Marshal Hover speaking. Welcome to the show!”


“What have you got for us, Marshal?”


“Long range Chaos predictions from Mayo suggest a whole squadron of bogies en route for the Hundred Worlds. We plan a deep-space intercept. I take it you know the procedure?”


“Indeed, and we’re all prepared. We’re acquiring your data transfer at hundred percent level, and our gunnery is on automatic ready for you to take control. But it beats me how you make this thing work. If our own instruments can’t locate bogies beyond weapon range, I’d have thought it a reasonable certainty that you’ve nothing in a patrol-ship which could.”


“Let’s say we put a lot of thought into it,” said Hover. “Keep an instrument fix on us, and keep your data channels clear. We’re searching for the aliens now, and we’ll give you a verbal indication of what weapons to arm and when to do it. All actual weapons firing and guidance will be under our control.”


“Understand, Marshal—and thanks. We’ve heard great things about Bogy-finder. Now we’ve the chance to see it in action.”


Hover left the communications channel open, and looked around the cluttered patrol-ship cabin.


“All yours, Shadow! Any ideas yet?”


The girl pulled herself back out of a light trance, and gravely stroked her dark hair back from her face.


“Chaos predicts sixteen major blasts, all too great to be weapon reactions. I’ve fixed the timing of the events, but the spatial coordinates are still too soft to be of use yet. Hold your present course and have the corvettes arm long-range missiles. There’s something peculiar out there. I’d prefer we struck them from a safe distance.”


“Amen to that, if you think you can get the accuracy.”


“I know I can. Reading a few microseconds before the major blasts I can see twenty-megaton explosions with a nuclear rise-time. Have the corvettes anything else with those characteristics?”


“Not a blessed thing,” said Hover, picking up the handset and relaying the arming instruction. “You know, I’ll never get used to the idea of fighting backwards—designing the battle tactics according to the nature of the results they’re seen to produce. What would happen if we hadn’t any weapons of the caliber you describe, Shadow?”


“Then either I wouldn’t be able to see that particular result, or else some other reaction would have to supply the change in entropy. Honestly, Cass, you don’t know the first thing about Chaos!”


“I’m learning fast,” said Hover humbly, reflecting that the scornful reproach issued from one less than half his age. “Anything in your field, Brin?”


The pallid seer, raw with youth, sat with his elbows propped on a console and his chin resting in his cupped hands, listening as if mere human ears could actually hear sounds transmitted through the vacuum of space.


“I hear them now. There are many.”


Brin’s fingers began to adjust sets of pointers to indicate the position of the focus of his attention, and with cool and precise movements he began to trim their indications to show how the situation was changing. Hover’s computers picked up the adjustments and began to produce figures on position, heading, and velocity, which the marshal both transmitted to the corvettes and used for a scan search right at the limits of the range of his screens.


“Bogies sighted!” The corvette-leader’s tone was jubilant and congratulatory. “Amazing the difference it makes knowing where to look.”


Shadow had slipped from her comfortable seat into the weapons cockpit simulator and was feeling the controls.


“Are weapons armed?” she asked the corvette-leader direct.


“Armed and under your control.” The answer was prompt. “You’re way beyond sensible weapon range, but good luck anyway.”


Scowling with concentration, Shadow worked assiduously at the firing controls, directing sixteen long-range missiles not at the alien craft but to theoretical points of intercept time and position where her Chaos insight told her the events were designed to take place. The space around the patrol-craft became patterned with long ion trials from the projectiles as they leaped on their mission from the tubes of the corvettes slightly to their rear, but over the communications channel came occasional expressions of disbelief in the validity of the courses the weapons were taking.


By this time Hover’s own screens had begun to acquire a scatter of light which was the image of the alien squadron still too distant to be resolved by the scanners. In closer proximity but receding fast, the images of the missiles could also be seen, making for their Chaos-predicted destination that appeared to hold scant chance of becoming the actual point of interception. The corvette-leader had also come to the same conclusion.


“I guess we screwed that one up! The bogies are way off line.”


As if deliberately to confound his statement, the whole alien squadron turned sharply to a new heading which curved them with unique precision exactly to the points to which the missiles had been heading. Even without the screens, the beautiful rosettes of the great explosions could be seen framed clearly against the dark wastes of the void. Shadow’s slight smile of triumph was a wonderful thing to see.


“I’ll be damned!” The corvette-leader’s amazement came clearly over the communicator. “You know, I’d swear you knew they were going to make that turn even before they’d decided it themselves.”


“That’s the way the system runs,” said Hover. “Unnerving, isn’t it. But keep on-line, Captain, because I don’t think this run is finished yet.”


Shadow had been making a slow wave with her hand, which was the shipboard gesture of uncertainty.


“What’s on your mind, Shadow?”


“I still sense something peculiar out there. I was reading Chaos reactions, and they’ve all been accounted for. But what if there were more than sixteen ships in that squadron—some designed not to betray themselves through release of entropy?”


Hover consulted his screens, but the spreading patches of ion contamination from the previous explosions effectively swamped the meager resolution of the instrument working at the extreme end of its range.


“Brin—any ideas on this?”


“I thought more ships than sixteen. I thought about twenty. I can still hear something there. Not creatures but ship noises. Ships without power.”


“Yet no more entropic reactions, Shadow?”


“None I can find.” Her serious frown betrayed the intensity with which she was scanning the patterns for any trace of future energy liberation.


“Captain,” Hover was back talking to the corvettes, “we think there’s still another four bogies out there. They seem to be ghost ships—not under power and with no Chaos evidence that they’re likely to employ weaponry.”


“I think we have them on the edge of our screens. Do you want us to take them out of space?”


“Negative! There has to be a reason for their being out there, and I’d like to know what that reason is. Can you run a close reconnaissance and see if you can transmit some pictures back to me? But don’t take any chances. It could be a trick.”


“Understood, Marshal. We’re going in right away. Prepare to record the scan, because it’s going to be a fast run.”


Hover switched on his recorders, and they watched with stilled breath as all three corvettes made a fast sortie toward the strange and alien space-hulks. The first corvette made a pass at a distance and reported no antagonistic reaction. The second approached closer, and some detailed imagery was obtained on the screens. Again there was no response from the aliens. The third ship’s pass was daringly close; the images on the screens swooped large and stark; and then all three corvettes were safely away out into the reaches of deep-space beyond. Immediately, the facsimile printer began to issue a ream of permanent copies into the marshal’s hands.


“What do you find?” asked Shadow.


He handed her a picture. “Notice anything strange about that vessel?”


She wrinkled her nose at its dark ugliness. “It all looks strange to me.”


“There’s one aspect stranger than all the others. Even alien spacemen have one thing in common with us—they don’t take to space with the space-locks open.”


The communicator broke back into life. “Hullo, Bogy-finder, did you get what you were looking for?”


“More than I was looking for, thanks, Captain. I think we’ve got something really exciting out there. I’ve got to get some specialists to look it over. I suggest you resume patrol, but keep an occasional fix on the ghost ships ready to guide a lab-ship in as soon as I can get one here.”


“Understood, Marshal. It’ll be done. And thanks for your assistance. Sixteen bogies in one night is a new sort of record for us.”


“Don’t thank me. Thank Jym Wildheit. It was he who persuaded the Sensitive seers to join us with their talents, and it’s he and his wife who train the Bogy-finder teams. If you ever get near Mayo, call in and see them. They’re always glad of feedback from the operating end.”


“What did the survey tell us, Jym?” asked Hover.


“The damnedest thing. There’s only one way we can interpret those ghost ships—and that’s to assume they were deliberately set up as a sort of museum.”


“I don’t figure it.”


“Neither did we at first. There were no aliens aboard, but from the exhibits and the layout inside, I’d say the vessels were designed to give us a fair insight into what type of creatures they are, their habits and customs, and their sciences and arts. It was a thumbnail sketch of several non-human races we’ve often fought but never actually met.”


“I believe it, because you tell me it’s so. But did you also figure out why they left them there?”


“We can only hazard a guess. But it has the right feel about it. We think this is a primary bridge attempting to cross the communications gap that separates the aliens from ourselves. They’ve given us this much understanding preparatory to trying to start a dialogue.”


“A dialogue on what?”


“Peace, Cass. We think they’re trying to sue for peace.”


“After all these years?”


“Don’t forget times have changed. They haven’t won a single engagement since we started our Bogy-finder scheme, and the rate at which they’re losing ships must be stretching their resources close to breaking point.”


“Are we going to respond?”


“We’ve nothing to lose by trying. Before we had their museum we didn’t even know what they looked like, let alone how we might start a conversation. Now we’re cracking the whole mystery open, and Space Force is assembling our own space-museum which we intend leaving in one of their regular patrol routes. This could be a big thing, Cass. Understanding can negate an awful lot of irrational fear—the sort of fear that makes a species start a shooting war when there’s maybe a more peaceful means to achieve the same end.”


“I’ll go along with that,” said Hover. “But I was reflecting on how near we came to missing out on this whole thing. Without the seers we couldn’t have got on top of the aliens for centuries, and without Roamer we’d never have gotten the cooperation of the seers. And if you and Roamer hadn’t …”


“… for want of a nail, the shoe was lost; for want of a shoe, the horse was lost …”


“That’s a quotation, isn’t it?”


“And even more apt now we have Chaos techniques to allow us to explore causal chains. And speaking of Chaos, I think we’re going to have a visit from one with a special brand of her own.”


They were sitting in the pleasant garden of Wildheit’s official residence. As Federation Representative on Mayo, Wildheit’s status was nominally that of a planetary ambassador; but his work on behalf of the Sensitives with the Federation, and his masterstroke in introducing the Bogy-finder teams which had so successfully blended the seers’ talents with Federation technology, had placed him as a man of great influence with both communities. Yet for all the prestige, the man was mainly unchanged: it was Mayo itself which had felt the impact of his careful persuasion. No longer were the Sensitives a closed community, and a modest spaceport was even taking shape on the plains across the river.


Through the new archways driven through the old guard-wall they could see right down the slope to the Children’s Place. Around the grassy banks a herd of placid animals filled their stomachs yet were directed with such purpose by the solitary shepherdess that the grass and all the edges of the paths were neatened as they passed. Roamer herself was coming up the walk from the Children’s Place, holding the hand of a diminutive edition of herself. Even from a distance Hover could see that the child had something of Wildheit’s determination added to the wild-eyed promise bestowed by her mother.


“Here’s the one you’ve been waiting for, Cass—little Wanderer Wildheit herself.”


Hover coaxed the bright-eyed child on to his knee, alert to the way she anticipated his every movement even before he had decided on the action for himself.


“I thought you told me,” he said after a while, “that mixed marriages were liable to dispel the seers’ talent-lines by dilution?”


“How’s that for natural perversity, Cass? You won’t be able to see it yet, but Wanderer has so many talent-lines developing that we dare not even look for more. Instead of the dilution we’d expected from crossing bloodlines, the union has actually released some wild talents even the Sensitives hadn’t seen before. For instance …”


Hover held up his hand. “Don’t tell me! Even my inferiority complex is acquiring an inferiority complex. But I just wonder if the two of you have stopped to consider the consequences of what you’ve started here.”


“What do you mean, Cass?”


“When little Wanderer begins to feel her feet, who’ve we left to help protect the rest of the universe?”
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