Theyear is2114.

Someone has stolen adangerous, potentialy violent humanoid clone, capable of unimaginable telepathic
powers. That someone accomplished the imposs ble—transportation of the clone's physical body across
inter-dimensiona boundaries. The clone remains hidden in the dark recesses of a previoudy unexplored
dimenson.

Alan Hetcher, aclass A telepath is the only human capable of tracking that clone.

As Alan digs deeper into the strange dimension, he seesthe lives of those he loves threatened. He
discovers hisfriends are his enemies. He discovers how important the cloneis—not only to hisown life,

but to hisvery universe.

But how can hefind this clone? And how can heuseit?
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CHAPTER ONE
3 October, 2114
8:04 a.m. Mountain Standard Time

The uptown conveyor gave dightly beneath Alan's feet as he stepped from the Colorado
Boulevard platform. A shiver ran up his spine and awave of nausea crested in his sscomach. Elbowing his
way through the rush hour crowd, he kept hisfeet moving in the awkward shuffle necessary to reach the
faster moving center gtrip, then stood sweeting beneath his powder blue jumpsuit, balanced on the tottery
tripod formed by hisgood leg, his cane, and his plastic-braced leg. The work-bound straights closed in
around him, enveloping hislight five-foot-six-inch framein asolid wal of unreenting flesh. He could smell
them—big, hulking idiots, little more than animas. Being this near Sraights aways made him fed uneasy.

The harsh clatter of the straights surface thoughts became suddenly unbearable to him; they
seemed somehow louder and more intense today than ever before. Petty jealousies and hatredsfilled
Alan's mind, the jumbled memories of fights with spouse or boss, financia worries and fears of sexua
inadequacy, and millions of other thoughts from red passion through gray dullness and shading into black
despair. All horribly mundane thoughts, yet they raked hismind like stedl talons, dashing across raw
nerve endings. It fet like large chunks of his brain were being torn from his head and thrown to the
straights asfood.

Alan fought only hafheartedly to push the crowd's thoughts from his conscious mind. He knew
his attempts would be futile; without the aid of athought shield, he could never hopeto drive the intruding
thoughts into his unconscious where they would generate rdatively little pain, and the effort left him
drained and shaking. Findly, he tried to ignore the thoughts, blocking them with those of hisown,
pleasant memories of Robin and the Foundation. It worked. Not well, but it did work.

He brushed the back of his hand across hisforehead and it came away wet with cold
perspiration. The hangover was dways bad, but the one he had this morning was ared prize winner. His
muscles and joints throbbed with a degp ache and avicious spot of white fire pulsed behind hiseyes. His
throat was dry and raw from several days of nausea; his ssomach muscles were il tight and sore. Even
his crippled leg ached worse than usua from deeping on it wrong. He could not recall having felt this bad
gnce after hisfird jag.

The Foundation psychologists called it dimens ona-disoriented withdrawal, or D.D.W. But to
Alan—and every other scanner—it was ssmply ahangover. There was only one curefor it: rest, four five
day'sworth.

And there was the dream. He had had another last night. At one time, the recurring dream of the
merry-go-round had bothered him, but it no longer did. Alan had goneto Dr. Hillthorpe, the
Foundation's chief psychiatrist. Hillthorpe had told him not to worry about the dream, that it was
something entirely normal. That, in fact, many people who repeatedly found themsdlvesin high-stress
Stuations crested such dreamsin their subconscious minds to isolate them from whatever was disturbing
them. Another'sisolating dream location would not be the same  Alan's—abrilliantly painted
merry-go-round in abeautifully lawned park—but it would be a place where the dreamer, for one
reason or another, could fee completely safe. For some reason, buried deep in Alan's youth and long



forgotten, he felt unthreatened on the merry-go-round. Whenever his mind had trouble coping, at least in
deep he could find peacein the dream.

Alan had nearly cdled in sick thismorning, extending his paid hangover leave an extraday. It
would have been easy to stay in his apartment, wrapped in the protective cocoon of the thought shield
ingtaled there. But at the last moment, holophone activated, he had decided againgt it. The Foundation
frowned on its scanners taking more than the three days |eave specified in the union contract, and Alan
knew he could easily find himsalf without ajob. He was one of the Foundation's most talented scanners,
yet there were smply too many class A telepaths waiting for an opening for him to take that kind of
chance.

That would be just fine, he thought as he ran ahand through histhinning brown hair. "Mr. Alan
Fletcher. | see here you're an ex-scanner. But your data-dot specifies no other unique
qualifications. I'm sorry, Mr. Fletcher. The Foundation can no longer use your services." He
wouldn't stland a chance in any of the other psi fields, he knew that. His other abilities, teleportation and
telekiness, were far too underdevel oped, and at age thirty-four hewas not &t al likely to develop them.

And theidea of taking agtraight podition, onetotally unrelated to psionics, was absolutely
unthinkable.

| could go back to law school, hethought, and maybe eventually apply for a judgeship.
Therewas gtill alarge demand for telepathic judges. But he smply would never do it; he would never go
back to school. He had been too long away from the classroom, and his interests were no longer there.

But just being aclass A telepath—or telekinetic, or any other variety of ps—in no way
guaranteed one a position in the Foundation. Therewas dso the P.Q.F., or prime qualifying factor.
Alan's P.Q.F., that extra something that had opened a position for him nine years earlier while hewas
studying a Harvard, was an extremely high survivd rating. When he had applied he had not known he
possessed such athing. He wasn't even sure he knew what it was now. All he knew for certain was that
it had shown up in hisinitid testing and, apparently, it worked.

Someone dammed hard into Alan from behind, shattering his pattern of thought. His good knee
buckled and he nearly went down. Regaining his precarious ba ance, he turned to the man behind him.

Alan had had a smart remark ready, afew well selected words about the other's rather uncertain
parentage. But the man he faced stood well over six feet tall and muscles bulged beneeth his dark gray
work jumpsuit. His hands were the Size, shape, and nearly the color of dedge-hammers, and ahardness
around hiseyestold Alan this straight would take no lip from apuny ps.

Alan bit back his prepared insult and found himsalf making an gpology.

When he turned back around he noticed the conveyor had dready passed his stop. Grumbling
under his breath, he struggled through the crowd to the dower moving edge of the conveyor and
stumbled onto the next platform. The impact of hislanding sent alance of pain up hisbad leg and brought
swirling spots of white light before his eyes. He pushed the pain aside and began the walk severd blocks
back to where he should have gotten off, then north three more blocks to Colfax Avenue.

Thewalk did not clear hishead, as he had hoped it would. Although it was il fairly early inthe
morning—about 8:30—the throbbing white eye of the sun had dready filled the air with its suffocating
heet. It burned in hislungs and the usualy enjoyable walk became achore.



Probably ninety in the shade, he thought, wiping perspiration from hisface with hisdeeve. The
Wesather Techs had screwed up again. The forecast for today had called for fog in the early morning,
changing to rain by seven o'clock. But wegather alteration had been possible for only afew years now,
and heimagined even the Weather Techswere entitled to afew mistakes.

Ashewalked, Alan looked west, to the mountains. The front range was a cool, misty blue, and
thetaller peaks behind it were clothed in athick blanket of snow. Alan had spent many happy years up
there, hunting and fishing in cool valeyswhere he could have sworn no other human had ever set foot.
He had grown up in those mountains, tending his father's sheep, and every time he saw them likethis,
from adistance, he knew how much he missed them. He missed that smple life he had traded so many
years ago for college and eventually the Foundation. But he knew he could never again have that kind of
life

By the time he reached the Foundation building his clothes were soaked with perspiration.

~——

AMERICAN PSIONIC FOUNDATION, read the phrenic sign. The screaming red |etters
remained in Alan'smind only afew seconds, then quickly disappeared.

Alantilted his head back on his shoulders and looked up, squinting againgt the glare of the early
morning sun. From where he stood, he could see the entire three hundred fifty story height of the
above-ground portion of the building. Although the view was impressive, he redlized there were twice as
many floors below ground as there were above. The subterranean levels housed the Foundation's larger
equipment, aswell as some of itsmore classified labs.

Instantly his head began to clear and the aches that laced his body subsided. This building, more
than anywhere e sein Denver—or in the world, for that matter—was his home, hislife, everything he
had. The shabby and small one-room gpartment on First Avenue, for which he paid incredibly exorbitant
rent, was little more than a place to deep off his hangovers. And, asfond as his memorieswere, he could
no longer cal hisfather's sheep ranch home; he hadn't been back even for avisit in dmost twelve years.
Besdes, the ranch couldn't give him what the Foundation offered. The Foundation was Alan'swork, his
family, one might even say hisgod.

On average, Alan spent one hundred twenty hours on ajag. Then he would put in another five
hourstrying to battle off the horribly painful physical and mental symptoms of the hangover in order to get
hisfind report out while everything was fill rdatively fresh in hismind. Rogerswould dmost dways have
something to be cleared up—afew points Alan might have left out of the report or failed to make
absolutely clear. And finally he would be off to the gpartment to try to deep off the hangover intimefor
his next scheduled jag.

Attimesit al seemed likeaviciouscircle, like he would be forever trapped in thishorribly
hopel ess position. The leave never ssemed long enough for him to completely deep off ahangover, and
he often wondered if he could go on. But then he would go on another jag, and it would al be worthwhile
again. He was addicted.

There were severa overpowering reasons why Alan so loved being a scanner for the
Foundation. Only while on a scan, during those precious few hours or days spent on ajag, did he fed
truly dive. There was excitement. There was danger. Something in his mind opened up while he was
scanning and he knew he was someone specid; he was doing something very few others could do.



And, therewas Robin.

The gtraights thoughts bombarded his mind in afresh assault as he stood trembling outside the
Foundation building. Limping, he stepped through the building's softly glowing pellicle door. The
membrane gave, parted, then reseded behind him.

Immediately, the voicesin hishead ceased. It felt asif someone had suddenly thrown aswitch
and every gtraight in Denver had smultaneously dropped dead. He gave silent thanks to the Foundation
engineers and architects for devel oping the thought shield and including it in the building's plans. And to
the psychologists who had trained al two hundred and fifty thousand plus of the Foundation's employees
in thought suppression techniques, he bequesthed aworld of gratitude.

His steps echoed loudly as he waked through the large, empty entry hall. Putting hisleft eyeto
thelensin thewall, he alowed the computer to scan hisretind pattern. The color of the gravity lift's
pellicle door changed from red to green, indicating it had become a selectively permeable membrane
under the computer's control.

"Hey, wait!" came afemale voice as Alan was about to step through the membrane. He turned
and looked across the entry hdll.

It was Robin Green.

Robin wasthe union steward for Alan's shift—blue shift—and in spite of the fact that she was
only twenty-three, having started at age six, she was one of the Foundation's most experienced scanners.
She had been paired with Alan for assgnment on many occasions. In fact, latey al Alan's assgnments
had been team scans, most of them with Robin. He certainly didn't mind. Robin had added something
specia to every jag they had ever shared; some totally unexpected occurrence always seemed to
materidize, adding till more excitement to what was afascinating profession to begin with. When he
scanned with her he dways became involved in something interesting, and he dways became aware of
possible solutions he might not have thought of had she not been present. She seemed to act asa catalyst
to his abilities. Asateam, they had never had adull scan.

Lately, however, there had been something wrong. Within the past year, Robin's abilities had
become somewhat dulled. Not horribly so, but enough to cause Alan to worry. Although shewas
normally ahighly competent scanner, she had recently gotten them both into severd very tight scrapes.
Alan had been able to extricate them on each occasion with only the most dazzling footwork and the
utmogt difficulty.

But Alan redlized it was probably but atemporary—if somewhat prolonged—dump in her
abilities, and soon she would again have them back up to the Foundation's high standards. He had said
nothing about it to her, and he had made up his mind that he would carry her aslong as was necessary.

Alan pushed the thought from his mind and studied the girl before him. He noted her
blue-and-white-sun suit clad figure as she approached. He eyed her tanned, deek body as one might a
vintage bottle of wine. Her short blonde hair seemed to radiate an internal glow al itsown. And those
legsl Long, dender, flawless brown. Shewas severa inchestaller than Alan.

Robin kissed him lightly on the cheek. "Good morning!" she said. "Glad you could makeit, Al.
Y ou looked pretty ragged last time | saw you." She amiled eadily.

Alan nodded and returned the smile. "Y ou know what they say. The better the jag, the worse the



hangover.”

"Y ou don't really look much better now. What say we go down together, okay?' She put an eye
to the lens, then turned and rested her hand lightly on Alan'sarm.

Together they stepped through the gravity lift's membrane.

~——

Again Alan'sgazefdl on Robin'sfirm, young body as they floated Sde by side down the shéft.
Shewasthegirl Alan had dreamed of asakid, the girl he had never met until it wastoo late. True, part
of her attraction was purely physicd; she was young, blonde, extremely beautiful. But her physical
attributes were not the vital ones. More important were the factsthat she wasinteligent, witty and aps.

Alan knew he did not stand a chance with her, mostly because he did not alow himsdf to. Oh,
they had made love, once, on their first team scan together. 1t had been adifficult assgnment, and they
had both come near desth severa times. When they had findly succeeded in completing the assignment,
before they left their host bodies, the two suddenly flew into each other's arms and made wild, passonate
love. But that had been in host bodies, not in their own bodies, and after they had returned to their own
dimension they both shrugged it off as something they had done during the high stress of aparticularly
difficult dimensiond jag—nothing to think twice about. Alan could not know Robin's thoughts on the
episode. Hewould never dlow himsdf to peep her mind; that went totally against everything he had been
taught, an unforgivable breach of etiquette, and he respected her too much to do it. All he knew was that
he would never make loveto her in his own body. That he could not do, as much as he might wish he
could. Hefdt astrange guilt at the fact that he was acripple.

Besides, shewas living with someone. And from what Alan could gather, it was aserious
relationship.

What a waste, he thought as they descended into the subterranean levels of the Foundation
building.

He had met Robin'sfriend, Raf Tanner, only once. It had been at the Foundation party last New
Y ear. According to Robin, Tanner was sixty-one years old, and Alan considered that far too old for her,
athough he was nearly twelve years her senior himsdlf. He could tell there was very little sex between
them, if any at al. But each did seem to supply something the other needed. There was something
specid between them, something that looked like it would last. Something Alan redized he could never
sharewith Robin.

Tanner had not seemed the normal sort of straight. Oh, he had played the part rather well,
admiring and at the same time hating the psisfor their ability and the datusit gave them. But it had
seemed to Alan only that, arole he was expected to assume, a part to be acted out. Somehow, there
was something mysterious and even abit sinister about Tanner. Alan had felt adight trace of it when he
had tried to peep the other's mind, an action he became ashamed of as soon as he had attempted it. But
what he had encountered was strange indeed. He had found he could not penetrate Tanner's mind. His
probe had been stopped by ablack barrier, awal of cold nothingness that reflected Alan's own mind
back at him.

And there had been something else, something strange about Tanner's gaze. Hiseyes didn't quite
focus on Alan or anyone esein the room.



The gravity lift changed direction and began tracking horizontally asthey reached their sub-levedl.
Alanlooked up into Robin's eyes. She was looking into his.

"Maybe you'd better save that energy, for the scan,” she teased. " After that last jag you may need

Alan nodded and the corners of his mouth turned up in ahafhearted grin. We are friends, he
thought, close friends. At least he had that. And that was one of the most important quaitiesin ascan
team. In order for them to work effectively together, each member had to trust the other completely.

Together they stepped from the gravity lift. "Coffee?' Alan asked.

"Sure. You look like you could useit. Besides, | dready know what my assgnment isgoing to
be. | called before | camein." She gave him a secretive pixie smile. Alan knew that could mean only one

thing.
"Team assgnment?"

"Y ep, the dynamic duo. Bad Man and Robin." Shetook Alan'sarm and drew him closer, nearly
supporting him asthey walked.

They were silent on their way to the cafeteria. Alan was occupied with wild speculation of what
the assignment might be, and equaly wild anticipation of any assgnment with Robin. He knew she was
Slent because she was only too aware of what the anticipation was doing to him, and she was enjoying it
in anot-very-innocent way. She knew what she had, and how to make the best of it. That was part of
what made her such agood scanner—her natural ability to use dl her assetsto their ultimate.

Thelightsin the cafeteriawere too harsh, reflecting brightly off the stainless sted wallsand
compounding Alan's dready excruciating headache.

The coffee was an evil brew, strong and bitter. He had never found coffee as bad as that served
in the Foundation cafeteria. It waslaced with dl sorts of vitamins and medication prescribed by the
Foundation physicians, and he knew that was what gave it such afoul taste. But that knowledge didn't
make it taste any better.

At leadt it took the edge off ahangover, just asit had in the old days with the acohalic variety.
After gulping down two cups without comment, Alan began to fed dmost human again.

He ordered athird cup, then asked, "What's the assgnment?’
"How should | know," Robin answered. ™Y ou know they can't tell usuntil the briefing.”

Alan nodded and smiled. "But | dso know you, and the effect you have on Frank Rogers. Hed
tell hisdarkest secrets, if you asked him.”

"You flatter me, Al." Shetook asip of coffee, then looked at Alan over therim of her cup. Her
eyesflashed with humor. "Do you have any dark secrets?'

"Well, now that you mentionit...."



"Spare me the sordid details," she said and laughed. "No, redlly, Frank didn't tell me athing.
Except that it would be ateam assgnment with you. Of course, he was breaking security there. But if he
can't break security every now and then, who can?'

"Team operations mean apossibility of danger—of some sort,” Alan speculated aoud. "1t could
mean abasicdly violent culture” He knew Rogers wouldn't have made it ateam scan if asolo would
have done aswell.

Robin shrugged. "There's nothing to worry about. We're afantastic team, with your surviva
factor and my photographic memory and totdl recall. Hell, we have the highest U.E.R. for both shifts.”

What! Alan thought. Even with her dulled abilities, we're still good?

To Robin, he said: "How did you find that out? The Unit Efficiency Ratings are classified Top
Secret.”

Robin smiled the pixie smile again.

"Never mind," Alan said. "Something tellsme | don't redly want to know."



CHAPTER TWO
3 October, 2114
9:13 am. Mountain Standard Time

Frank Rogers, afifty-year-old black man wearing awell-tailored slver jumpsuit trimmed in
black, completdly filled the large chair opposite Alan and Robin at the antique walnut conference table.
The carpet on the floor was arich red in color and a huge trophy rack of six-point elk antlers hung on the
wall behind Rogers. The antlers, like the table, the chairs and the carpet, were not redlly present in the
form in which they appeared. They were one of Rogers favorite fantasies, made substantia by the
computer severd levels below.

The bald dome of Rogers head was ringed with ahalo of gray hair. That, and aface and body
that had a soft, doughy appearance, gave him alook of incredible stupidity. But in his case looks were
deceiving. Rogers had started more than thirty years before as one of the Foundation'sfirst scanners. He
had worked hisway up over the yearsto director of the scan project. That had been no smplefest; the
legends of the Foundation's early years were filled with men both intelligent and shrewd.

If there was one thing Rogers was not, that was an engaging speaker. His briefingswere
notorioudly dull sessions, and the subject of severa jokes among the Foundation's scanners. This one,
Alan knew, would be no different.

Rogers spent the firgt forty-five minutes stressing the importance of maintaining the integrity of the
Foundation, emphasizing the trust and support the inhabitants of "this blessed land" placed in the
Foundation, as evidenced by their massive contributions.

Thefact was, the mgority of the Foundation's operating income came from highly illegd time
gpeculation on the various stock exchanges or their equivaentsin other dimensions. Hell, Alan thought,
there's even a special department set up for it, operating under the pseudo-scientific title of
Economic Development Research. Everyone in the Foundation knew how the money was obtained. It
was, however, aclosdy guarded secret from the outside world. And tight security was maintained. A
good portion of each employee's ample pay was re-invested in the Foundation for hisretirement.

The masses were not interested in research. They never redlly had been. And at timesthey even
became violently hodtile toward sciencein generd.

The Foundation supported unbelievable amounts of research in various fields; space exploration,
experimenta physics, bio-engineering—these and many other projects would have gone under long ago
had the Foundation not taken them under its corporate wing and pumped billions of dollarsinto each.
But, although the scan project was the bread-and-butter enterprise that made thisal possible, the
Foundation made it apolicy never to scan in dimensionstoo near its own. Alterations made in any
dimension, whether produced purposefully or accidentaly, generated waves of change throughout the
universes on either sde. Although the effects diminished with the "distance” from the dimension of origin,
the Foundation was basically happy with its home dimension and wanted no mgor changes.

Alan kept dozing off during the first part of Rogers briefing, but his eyes remained open. It wasa
trick he had learned early in his career a scanner— a defense against Rogers programmed and
played-back opening. He had heard it al too often; he knew it by heart, every boring word.

Throughout the spiel, Robin continudly jabbed Alan in histill-painful ribs, making it impossible
for him to get the deep he needed. She was aware of what he was doing, and she a'so knew he did not
want to hear that crap about "duty to the American peopl€’ Rogers was handing out with far too much



pomp. She wasteasing him, and he was annoyed. But beneeth the irritation he loved it.

Finally, Rogers got down to the meat, and instantly Alan was wide awake—another well-trained
response. Thiswas what he had come to the briefing for, not that other pseudo-patriotic line. Rogers
could save that for the press.

"Thisisgoing to berather complicated,” Rogers said, leaning dightly forward in hischair, "so|l
want no interruptions until I'm finished. Isthat clear?’

Not redly expecting areply, Rogers paused amoment to swallow down aglass of water. He
filled the glass again from apitcher before him on the table, then lifted his massive frame from the chair
and began pacing back and forth across the room.

He suddenly halted and said: "Compuiter, visua display—hologram retrieval code
apha-epsilon-three-three-one.”

Instantly a hologram materidized before him. 1t was alife-gze projection of ayouth, no more
than seven or eight years old, sitting nude and completely till in the lotus position. The boy was strangely
beautiful. Although his skin had an odd grayish cast to it, it was unmarred by even the dightest blemish.
Hisface was somehow angelic as his eyes stared through Rogers at a spot somewhere beyond. A light
blue fuzziness envel oped the boy's body, the scarcely perceptible telltale of agtasisfidd.

"Okay," Rogers said, then stopped and scratched dong hisjaw linewith the ball of histhumb.
Findly, he seemed to make up his mind about whatever it was he had been consdering and let hisarms
fdl to hissdeslike weighted pendulums. Again he began to pace, striding unthinkingly through the
motionless hologram.

Alan heard Robin draw in arasping gasp of shock and felt her fingers squeeze where they rested
lightly on hisforearm.

"l guessit dl started eighteen years ago,” Rogers said, obvioudy not noticing Robin's reaction,
"when one of the Foundation's ships found asmal probe of unknown origin entering our solar system out
beyond the orbit of Pluto. They traced it back adong itstrgectory and could find no star system anywhere
near itstrack, even alowing for thetimeit had been in trangt.

"The ship brought it back here to the Foundation and a tissue sample was recovered from asmall
air-tight chamber. Bio section cloned that sample. It turned out to be human, or a least humanoid; the
right number of chromosomes, but afew extragenes we don't possess which generated the production of
some very strange proteins. It seems these proteins were used somehow in certain cellsin which they
were produced, agroup of cdlsfound only in the clone's brain, without being transported outside the
individud cdlsof origin.”

Again Rogers paced through the hologram, and again Alan fet Robin'sfingerstighten on hisarm.
He gently patted the back of her hand, but she did not seem to notice.

"Bio section wanted atelepath in on every step of the cloning procedure from the beginning. |
was assigned; | was probably the best telepath the Foundation had under contract at the time. Thewhole
project was kept under the strictest security until we could determine exactly what it was we had.”



Rogers stopped pacing and turned to face Alan and Robin. He placed his beefy fists on the table
before him and leaned on it. Alan could amost swear he heard the table cresk under Rogers weight, but
he knew that wasn't possible.

"| felt something wrong even before they started the cloning procedure;™ he said, "when it was il
nothing more than afew undifferentiated cells." Hisforehead creased as he thought back through the
years. "Nothing | could pin down—just avague impression of their strangeness, their absolute
other-worldness. By the time the clone had developed beyond fetal stage, | knew there was something
wrong. | could receive nothing from its mind; my telepathic abilities did not work on it. There was
nothing, not even the minimal feta thoughts we had expected.”

He shook his head and sat down.

"l was taken off the project shortly after that. If | couldn't make contact with the thing, there was
little point in my being involved. And because of the web of security surrounding the project | hadn't
heard another thing about it until only afew days ago. | had amost forgotten about the whole thing.

"Then on Monday, Jm Elliot from Bio section cameto my office. He brought me up to date on
the project. Thework had progressed steadily for seven more years. The clone had been alowed to
mature normally up to that time. But suddenly it had started to show signs of unbelievable psionic power,
and it had begun demongtrating extremdly violent behavior. | don't know why | wasn't called in again a
that point, asthefirst telepath to work on the project in thefirst place, but | wasn't. They got someone
else, someone from outside of the Foundation, and they kept the whole thing under wraps. After seven
years of development the clone was placed in astasisfield,” Rogers nodded toward the hologram, "thus
completely arresting further physical or menta development. The project was shelved and no further
work has been done on it in dmost ten years.

"But sometime Sunday night the lab in which the clone had been kept in stasis was broken into.
The clone and the stasisfield generator keeping it in check were stolen. At Jm'surging, | had apsionic
trace put on it. Although the trace didn't tell me who stole the clone, it did tell me whereit wastaken. The
clone, and possibly itsthief, isin aprevioudy unexplored dimension.”

"Wait aminute,”" Alan said. ™Y ou mean someone transported this clone physically across
inter-dimensiona boundaries?'

Rogers nodded. "It'simpossible,” he said, "but it has happened.”

"Didn't the computer register the unauthorized use of a scan booth?" Alan asked.

"No. Somehow someone has succeeded in doing theimpossible. Not only has something
physicaly crossed into another dimension, but it was gpparently accomplished without the use of
Foundation equipment.”

Rogers paused, took a deep breath, then continued: "1 sent ascanner in late Monday night. He
didn't find the clone or itsthief. And details of the politica and socid structure of the dimension in which

the clone now exigts are far from complete.

"Arethe inhabitants of that dimenson humanoid?' Alan asked.

"They are”



Robin asked, "Then the dimensiond track liesfairly near our own?'
"It seems s0."

" Accounting should be happy to hear that," Alan said and grinned. "A smaller power expenditure
means less money spent on a scan project. Arethey ill on your back about that?”

"They are—they had their auditorsin yesterday. But, getting back to the assgnment, there's just
one more bit of information you should have: the two mgjor pastimes of this society seem to be dueling of
some sort and extreme forms of sadomasochism. That's al we realy know."

Rogers picked up two ridiculoudy thin stacks of paper from the table before him. "Here are
transcript copies of the scanner's reports,” he said. He handed out the bundles of close computer script.
"I'm afraid they won't help much." After afew seconds of silence, he asked, "Any questions?'

"What's so important about this clone?' Robin asked. "If nothing has been done on the project
for ten years, why not just let it go?'

"Two reasons." Rogers rapped his knuckles twice on the table and Alan was positive he heard
the sharp report. The computer program for thisroom'simage had been aurdly augmented. Quite
impressive, hethought.

Rogers continued: "Firgt, the Foundation's security has been broken. That in itsef isreason
enough to make us go after whoever stole the clone, but in my opinion not the most important reason. Jm
said that before it had been placed in stasis the clone had developed powers far beyond anything we
could imagine. We don't know why the probe was sent here; that clone can be anything from an dien
race's emissary of peacetoits highly letha weapon. We smply don't know."

Alan frowned. He was beginning to see something very suspiciousin dl this. He glanced down at
the transcribed scan reportsin hislap, quickly reading the first page.

"It says here Vic Edwardsis the scanner you sent in," Alan said. "Whereis he? He should be
here at this briefing to answer our questions.”

Roger's glance darted away from Alan's steady gaze. "Vic didn't return,” he said.
"A scanner with his experience and ability?* Robin asked. "What happened?’

"We don't know. His reports were confused amost from the start. The psychol ogists have spent
hours over the transcripts, and they think he may have been drugged, but they can't be sure. At any rate,
hislast communication put him in the same genera geographical location as Los Francisco herein Earth
Prime. We can initiate your scan from Los Francisco through our tachyon facilitiesthere.”

Alan nodded silently. He had been expecting something like this. If everything went smoothly, a
sngle scanner could usudly handle an assgnment, even one as unusud asthis. Only when it al went sour
did they cdl in ateam.

"Recavers?' hefindly asked.

"Chances are good that a city the Size Edwards described has quite afew inhabitants with at least
rudimentary psionic ability. Edwards|anded one without difficulty. Y ou shouldn't have any trouble.”



Robin was glancing through the three sheets of copy on the table before her. "Thisisn't much to
goon,” shesad.

"l know, Robin," Rogerssaid, "and I'm sorry. But thereisn't much | can do about it; that'sal we
have"

Rogers made a gesture of hel plessness with hislarge, open hands as Alan looked again at the
hologram of the strange youth sitting cross-legged in the middle of thefloor.

Alan pushed through the scan booth's pellicle door, limping badly on his till-throbbing leg, asthe
phrenic sign flashed brilliant green inhismind: DELTA-TWO-NINE. The technicians had dreedy |eft the
booth by the time Alan had arrived. They had set the dimensional co-ordinates, adjusted the life support
system, and refilled the nutrient solution and dramil reservoirs. Now it wasdl up to him. And Robin. She
wasin her booth down the hall, going through the same pre-scan preparations he was about to start.

After sripping, Alan stowed his cane, his brace and his jumpsuit in the scan booth's|ocker, then
stumbled up the three low steps. Before him stretched the pink glowing membrane of the scan cocoon, a
highly selective membrane cloned from synthetic cells containing recombinant DNA from Alan and his
opposite number on the other shift. It would alow only their minds through the interface between worlds.

He crawled out acrossits surface and felt a pleasant warm stickiness on his bare legs and the
pamsof his hands, then stretched out in the center of the membrane. Ingtantly, its surface began softly
massaging his body, like a thousand gentle hands, to prevent muscular atrophy during the scan. Gradually
his bad leg began to fed better as the membrane worked its medical magic.

Alan reached up from where he lay on his back and pulled down the nutrient-feeder and waste
draw off tubes. He pulled back aflap of skin on hisright wrist and inserted the tubesinto the grafted
circulatory shunt. Mixed with the nutrients suddenly flooding his body was a massive dose of the drug
dramawhich would amplify hispsionic abilities and, in conjunction with a plethora of sophisticated
€lectronics, make the scan possible.

He lifted the hair at the back of hisneck and plugged himsdif into the psionic
computer/transmitter. A web of connectorsingtantly linked with the surgically implanted micro-electrodes
attached to various parts of hisbrain, pulsng smdl jolts of ectricity into his head. He did not fed it; it
was too much apart of him by now.

"Computer," he said, "activate inter-booth communications—booth delta-two-nine to booth
delta-two-two. Robin? Everything okay?"

"Fineonthisend,” Robin's voice whispered through the membrane benesath him. "Have you read
the reports?’

"No, not yet. You?"'

"Just finished glancing through them. Nothing there that wasn't in the briefing. Lookslikewere
scanning blind again.”

"Yeah," Alan said. "But | don't likethis one. This could be the worse one we've had yet. What



did you think of that clone business, of that whole damn story?*
"It scares me, t00."
Alan grunted his agreement. "That clone redly got to you, didn't it? What'swrong?'
"You noticed?| didn't think it showed.”
"Y ou damn near broke my arm. Now, what was it?"

"I don't know. There's something about that thing.... | just don't know." Her voice broke and
Alan thought shewas going to cry.

"Okay," Alan said. "Well leave it done for now. Standard locator procedure?’ They usualy used
the personals column of the local mass-media, when there was such athing.

"If possible. If not, just keep your eyes and ears open. See you in the next world."

"Right...." Alanletit trall off in alaugh. Robin dways made the same statement just before
initiating a scan. It would have become old long ago had someone dse said it. But from Robin, it was
fresh eachtime.

That's Robin, hethought. Always a cool breath of fresh air.

"Computer,” Alan said. "Break inter-booth communications. Display transcribed reports from
primary scan of thisassgnment.” The words of the reports formed behind his eyes and his mind glanced
through them. They told him dmaost nothing.

Suddenly, his head began to spin and he felt himself getting deepy. The drugs entering his body
were beginning to take effect.

"Computer,” he sad, "initiate scan.”

The membrane of the scan cocoon folded up and over his body, enveloping him in its soft
warmth asaflight of lead butterfliesinvaded his scomach.



EPISODE
14 February, 2072
1423 Ship Time

Ross Dillman stepped from the dory trainer and entered the ready room. It had been abad
session, like so many in the past few weeks. Again he had been unable to keegp hismind on the
computerized kill; the flames had shattered his concentration, throwing histiming off and dowing his
reflexes. The glowing letters on the dory trainer's screen till burned in hismind: EXERCISE
COMPLETED—NO KILL—END PROGRAM.

The flames were much stronger now, sharper and more precise than they had ever been before.

Ross had first experienced the flames twelve years ago, at age seven. The bright gossamer
images had carried him away from the dirt and hunger of the dums. They had supplied him with
acceptable—although temporary—escape from the small room packed with eight unwashed brothers
and sgters. It wasthen, after hisfirst brief encounter with the flames, that he had made his decision. One
day, he had promised himself, he would escape the city.

But that was long ago, and now the flames were becoming frightening. They came too often and
weretoo strong. If the flames arrived during an actua hunt, when he would need dl his attention for the
kill...

They're all so relaxed, Ross thought he took a seat at a deserted table and glanced around the
ready room. The compartment was decorated in soft pastels and the rich smell of coffee hung intheair.
The other dory men sat at low tables, talking in hushed voices. They were al veterans, they knew what to
expect. Thelr radiated confidence washed over Ross mind, but did not calm him.

Ross was sure the flames were somehow connected with his ability. A class C telepath, he could
not actualy read thoughts, but his mind was continualy bombarded by the harsh, hard-edged emotions of
those around him.

But why, he asked himsdlf, are the flames so much stronger now? And why are they coming
mor e frequently?

Helooked across the ready room to Bill Galson. The old man sat lone at acorner table, tense,
amogt rigid in hischair as he stared blindly ahead a nothing. Hislipswere parted in alight smile. He
looked asif he were listening to something Ross could not hear, listening intently with his entire body.

The old man has something to do with it too, Ross thought. Somehow, Galson was connected
with the incressed strength and frequency of the flamesin Ross mind. This he knew, athough he could
not say how he knew, or how Gason was affecting the flames. Or even why.

He had not given Galson much attention during the three month journey out to Sirius. Theold
men had tried to be friendly on severa occasions, but Ross had brushed him off. He had been too busy
becoming accustomed to shipboard life and too wrapped up in his own problemsto give much thought to
Galson. But now he studied the old man closdly.

Galson was obvioudy blind; theirisand pupils of hiseyeswere scarcely visble, adightly
discolored white that dmost matched the sclera Hewasasmall man, like Rosshimsdlf. Hisskin was
pulled over frall boneslike parched leather. He had shoulder-length hair, afull beard and bushy
eyebrows—al completely white.



But behind Galson's ruined eyes there was a sparkling brightness, anewness, ayouthful
innocence. It was not something that could actudly be seen; it was a strange emotion Rossfdlt within the
other's mind, something very smilar to the emotions generated by the flames. An intense, overpowering
joy washed over Ross from the old man.

Ross shuddered and his thoughts became suddenly filled with the rumors he had heard from the
other dory men during the trip out. They were strange stories about Galson, and how he had lost his
Sght.

"Nervous?'

"No." Ross response came too fast. Heturned in his chair and looked up at Karl Logan, the
dory flight commander. Logan was alarge rawboned man of about forty with night-black hair and intense
blue eyes. He held two cups of steaming coffee.

Logan's eyebrows came together. His mouth turned up in a crooked smile as he came around the
table and sat down.

"Yes" Rossfindly admitted.

The older man's head bobbed in adow nod. "That'sdl right. Wedl had afirst time, and every
one of uswas scared. If we say different werelying." He placed a cup before Ross.

Ross suddenly redlized he wanted to talk, that he must talk. It did not matter what they talked
about. He knew only that he had to communicate with another human being; he had to try tofill the pit of
fear growing in his ssomach.

Seeming to recognize Ross need, Logan turned and looked toward Galson. "He's been like that
ever sncehislast hunt,” he said, shaking his head. "He used to say something about afire that won't burn
but consumes al. Now he lapses into some sort of trance just before the pod is located. The medics can't
figureit out. Weird." He shook his head again, then turned back to Ross.

"A flame?' Ross hands began to tremble and he hid them in hislap beneath the table.

"Look, there's no reason to be scared. The whales are harmless, completely harmless.”

Ross nodded. "I've heard the whales let you harpoon them, like they want you to."

"That's a poor choice of words,” the big man said. "They don't actually want usto. They'rejust
gupid, that'sdl. They don't know any better.”

"Thenthey'renot intelligent?'

"Where did you get that idea? They didn't teach you that at the Academy.”

"Some of the other dory men here told me Galson saysthey are.”

"Dont beridiculous. Y ou took whae physiology at the Academy; you know they don't have

enough brain for their mass—only enough gray matter to just barely function. Thewhdesarejust big,
dumb mammeas”



Rosswas slent for afew seconds, then he nodded toward Galson. "How did it happen?

"Galson's accident? | don't know. No one does for sure. Thetechniciansfigure he turned his craft
starward. They said there was some sort of temporary chemica changein the screening of his dory's
port, aonein amillion freak occurrence. But they couldn't find athing wrong with it when he got back.”
Logan shrugged, then took asip of hiscoffee. "It's as good a guess as any."

"Why doesn't he go back to Earth? Wouldn't the Foundation give him compensation for his
blindness?'

"Sure, held get compensation aswell asalarge pension. I'vetried to talk him into going back.
Anyone e'se on board would jump at achance to break contract and ship home; thisisdull duty at best.
But Galson won't haveit."

"Why not?'

"He's crazy. He says he doesn't want to be awhae among men, whatever that's supposed to
mean. We keep him on as ready room steward, although he can't even do that properly. | guessweal
fed sort of sorry for the poor old guy.”

Ross nodded, sipped his coffee. It had begun to get cold.

"Y ou going to be okay now?' Logan asked. "l have to make the pre-flight checks."

"Il befing" Rosslied. "Thanks—"

"No problem.” Logan got up and drained his cup. "I needed it my first time out, and someone
was therefor me." He waked away from the table, to the flight status board on the far side of the ready

room.

Again Ross |looked across the room toward Galson. He took another sip of cold coffee and
thought of thefire that does not burn.



CHAPTER THREE
hr mn scfr
0000-00-00-0001

Grayness. But not grayness. Non-color—neither white nor black. A total dun negation of
shadow and light.

No shape. An infinite, tedious expanse of featureless nothing. Absolutely no sensory
stimuli.

Suddenly, a burst of high frequency energy. Heard, felt, tasted, seen, smelt—all in the same
instant and without sensory organs; loud, hard, bitter, red, acrid.

And a fuzzy image. Human? Humanoid. Gray-skinned. Legs spread wide, arms stretched
out away from the torso. But indistinct, without detail.

A memory:

A peaceful ride on his father's ranch in the high country, checking for breaksin the
fence. The horse moving beneath himin a slow, familiar rhythm.

The horse's hoof nearly coming down on a snake coiled in the middle of the trail. The
snake striking out and the horse rearing. Alan going backwards off the horse's back,
hitting the ground with bone-jarring impact. The dightly acid taste of his own blood
and the throbbing pain as he realizes his |l eft leg is twisted beneath him at a grotesque
angle.

Then the months spent in the hospital, and the slow realization that his left leg had
effectively died.

Then nothing.

Alan staggered off baance, nearly faling, then caught himself. His head spun with sudden vertigo
and adull ache beat at the back of his mind as he leaned against a nearby wall, closed his eyes and drew
in severa deep breaths. The wall's rough stone face felt warm againgt his shoulder, itstexture and
hardness somehow reassuring. He began to fedl better.

Thereceiver in whose body he found himsdf had been in the process of entering the building
againg which he now leaned. That was the only memory in hishead. He did not wish to arouse suspicion,
certainly not thisearly in the scan. Fighting back awave of nausea, he opened his eyes and pushed away
fromthewall.

A man with along, puckered scar running down hisleft cheek sat behind a counter just within the
building's door. It was an old fashioned opening, not the pellicle door of Earth Prime. The man was
visble only from the waist up—the lower half of hisbody was hidden by the counte—but he was
obvioudy extremdly tall. A brown turtle-neck swester wasthe only article of clothing Alan could see. He
felt the samekind of clothing condricting his own body.

"Three credits," the other said, his voice heavy with boredom.



Alan reached into his pockets, felt severa objects. One was smooth and dightly waxy, like
polished leather, and roughly the shape of aflattened rectangle.

Hedrew it out: It was awallet. Insde, among other things, he found a plastic credit card which
he had known would be there only a nanosecond before he located it.

"Do you take this?' Alan asked, handing the card to the other. Heredly didn't know! All the
receiver's memories should have been there, ingtantly at his command, ready for use. But something was
wrong. The memories were there, but they were buried too deep in the recelver's brain, and therewas a
strange, black barrier between Alan and those memories.

The man's brows lowered in afrown as he breathed an annoyed sigh. He placed thecardina
dot inthe sde of asmdl blue box on the counter, waited afew seconds, then withdrew it and handed it
back to Alan. The box was obviousy some sort of electronic credit check.

"Y ou have asilencer for that?" the other asked, pointing.

Alan glanced down past hiswhite turtle-neck and an extremely ornate jeweled codpiece, to the
holstered gun on his hip. Gingerly, he drew the gun from the holster and studied it, trying not to look too
suspiciousin hisexamination. It was huge and it |ooked deadly—aweapon very different from the
tranquilizing needle-guns of Alan'sown dimension. But it felt good resting in his pam; it felt naturd.

"No?' The man raised abrow questioningly. When Alan didn't answer, he said, "I'm afraid I'll
have to ask you to check it here.”

Alan looked into the man's eyes, trying to put some amount of threet into his gaze. Anyone
carrying agun on the streets, he reasoned, would part with it only reluctantly. Without the receiver's
memoriesto guide him, hewould have to operate on intuition alone and hope he could bluff hisway
through. 1t meant he would make mistakes, but hopefully he could learn from his errors and keep them to
aminimum. At any rate, he knew that if he left this body and went back to his own at the Foundation in
Earth Prime, he would probably not retain enough psionic energy to obtain another receiver. Already he
fdt hisabilitiesinexplicably drained.

"A theetre regulation, gir," the other was saying. "'If you should get into adud whileinsde,
without a silencer you would disturb the other patrons who aren't involved. I'm sure you understand. We
must protect the rights of every patron. Here, I'll give you aclaim check. Y ou can pick it up on your way

The man behind the counter handed Alan ared plastic disk. Feigning reluctance, Alan gave him
the gun, then placed the disk in his pocket and turned to enter the theetre.

In the spacious lobby Alan noticed hisreflection in the glass case enclosing a marquee poster. He
stopped to examine hisnew form. Theimage wasthat of atal man, well muscled, with black wavy hair,
bushy eyebrows, a Roman nose above a dark mustache, and a solid square chin. But it was not the
ruggedly handsome face on which Alan's gaze wasriveted. Standing in front of the glass, he twisted back
and forth, watching intently the bulging muscles of hislegs asthey rippled benesth the tight cloth of his
breeches. Both legs were intact.

The poster beyond the glass suddenly caught his eyes. It depicted ablonde-haired girl no older
than ten or twelve—just beginning to show thefirst sgns of femae puberty. She wastotdly nude, and



performing a sex act with two enormous Doberman pinschers.

At first Alan was shocked that he would even consider going into such aplace. It was not that he
had anything againgt the various forms of pornography; he consdered it alegitimate and, in some ways,
quite sengble outlet for sexud energies—avery logicd aternative to rape and other forms of sexud
violence man resorted to when his natural drives became frustrated. But he was on assgnment. Did he
havetimefor thissort of thing?

What the hell, hefindly thought. Why not? He hadn't seen askin flick in years. Granted, in the
past few years he had not been inclined to see one, but he hadn't redlly had the time either. The
Foundeation seemed to consume almost every waking moment. He thought it might be fun to see how
different the state of the art was here, what sort of divergent branch it had taken. He had, at any rate, a
few days before it would be possible to contact Robin. Two or three hours would not make that much
difference.

Besides, hethought, I'll probably learn something about the culture fromthis. And, with his
receiver's memoriesinaccessble, he needed al the help he could get.

The movie had not yet started and the housdlights were still on as Alan entered. Thisthestre was
quite different from thosein Alan'sdimension. Actually, hethought, it's rather primitive.

The architecture was a bit strange—alittle too ornate for histaste. It tended toward high arches,
fdse columns and fancy scrollwork. lonic, he thought, if my memory of historical architecture hasn't
failed me. Instead of the round daisin the center of a gravchair-furnished room—aswasthe casein the
holographic theatres of Earth Prime—therewas a large, flat, white surface againgt onewall with small,
uncomfortable-looking chairsfacing it. Theold style, flat-projection movie was evidently asfar as this
dimension had come.

Midway up the middle section, directly in the center of arow, Alan saw an unoccupied seat. He
strode confidently down the aide, then side-stepped hisway down the row toward the vacant seat. Half
way there, he accidentally stepped on the foot of an old man, avirtua mountain of wrinklesand fat. The
man shrugged and smiled, showing empty gumsand obvioudy thinking nothing of afew crushed toes.

"I'mterribly sorry,” Alansaid. "Did | hurt you?"!

The old man ingtantly stood. His beefy hands flashed out, hit Alan in the chest with surprising
Srength.

Alan ssumbled back down the row and fell, coming up hard against a pair of well-formed legs.
He smiled up at afantastic brunette, catching areveding glance up her short skirt. The fact that she was
not wearing underwesar registered like asmall explosion in hismind. She smiled back.

"Pardon me," Alan said.

The smile vanished from the girl'sface and was replaced by a scowl. Her eyes narrowed and she
snapped her legs closed. Alan ducked away from a viciouskick directed at hisright kidney.

"The old duck hasfirst crack at you, buster,” she said in ahard, cold voice as she nodded
toward the old man. "'If he doesn't get you, you can bet your sweet ass1 will." Alan noticed asmdl gun
holstered at the girl's left shoulder, aslencer onitsbarrd.



"Get up!" the old man bellowed. He had ahuge, long-barreled pistol strapped to hiship, dso
with asilencer. He stood with hismassive legs asfar apart asthetightness of the seats would dlow—a
typical western-movie gunfighter stance. The stance and the jeweled codpiece would have been highly
comicd if Alan had not been postive the old man meant business.

Shakily, Alan got to hisfeet. "But look," hesaid, "'l said I'm sorry. | didn't mean..."
"Enough!" the other cut him short. "I'll listen to no more. Draw your wespon.”
Alan motioned helplessly to the empty holster on hiship.

"Damn!” the old man said. "Youwould unarmed.” He sat down and Alan made hisway to his
seet, ill shaking both insde and ouit.

As he passed the brunette she drilled him with a hate-filled dare.

What Alan had thought was the main festure—the girl and her dogs—was actualy a short
subject on a new form of night-life entertainment catching on throughout the city. They were cdled
improvisation clubs, and anything went—sadism, masochism, sodomy, audience participation. The
sweet-looking blonde girl Alan had seen on the poster was, in fact, a veteran performer.

The main feature—atongue-in-cheek orgy of oral gratification—was, by comparison, actualy
Quite tame.

During the feature Alan did some thinking, giving the screen only the dightest attention. Hetried
to figure out exactly what had happened with the old man and the girl. The old man had seemed
completely willing to forget his crushed toes until Alan had apologized. The girl had been extremely
friendly up to theinstant Alan had said he was sorry. Then, suddenly, there were people lined up, just
waiting for achanceto get a him. The only thing that had saved him was the fact that he had checked his
gun before entering the theatre. He had not actudly wanted the gun to begin with, but now he was more
than alittle thankful for the existence of the house rules

But it wasadl so very strange. Asunlikely asit seemed, an gpology was apparently an insult here.
He would have to experiment with that—unarmed, of course.

And, hethought, there's the fact that | don't have access to my receiver's memories.

Hewas sureit tied in with that thing, that strange something he had experienced during his
transfer—the high frequency energy and the gray-skinned humanoid image. He had never before entered
a receiver without having complete accessto its memories, no matter how dien the host body might have
been. And he had never before encountered the phenomenon which had appeared at theinitiation of this
scan. Nor had he heard of either happening to any other scanner.

But somehow, he knew, the two occurrences were linked.



CHAPTER FOUR
hr mn scfr
0003-21-58-0269

It was beginning to get dark when Alan left the theatre in the press of the crowd. He left his
holster on the seat he vacated, and he did not reclaim the gun. He knew he would probably be safer
without it until hewas more familiar with theloca cusoms,

The city wasfilthy, at least the part of it through which he now walked. Trash of al descriptions
littered the streets and sdewalks, and athick black-yellow haze was visible above. It smarted hiseyes
and made them water. It burned the back of histhroat and |eft an acrid taste on histongue. The
ecologica controlsthat had cleaned up Earth Prime severd score years ago either never existed here or
weretotaly ignored.

The streets were packed with internal combustion powered vehicles—cars, he thought they were
called—and each one sported at |east one dent like a proud warrior with his baitle scars. The sdewalks
were filled with pedestrians, thousands of them. The roar was deafening. Thiswasdl exactly like Alan
had seen on the history tapes of Earth Prime, only sharper, with far more impact. He preferred the mental
babble of the billions of hisown dimension.

Alan slently thanked whatever god happened to be watching over thisdimenson for the
exigtence of the wonder drug dramil. Without the drug he would not have had the psionic energy to enter
thisdimension in thefirst place. And without it, the thoughts of dl the inhabitants of this dimension would
bombard hismind. That he smply would not be able to take. He had too many other problemsthis scan.

He only wished dramil could do the samefor himin Earth Prime. But it did not. Somehow, this
was afunction of the combination of inter-dimensona transfer and the drug.

Alan searched dmost desperately for somewhere to go through the contents of his pockets, to
see who he was and what he had to work with. He didn't dare do this out in the open; that would attract
entirdly too much attention. But even the alleys were jammed with people and cars. Findly, after walking
severd kilometers without luck, he found what he was |ooking for—an dley so filled with trash and
empty shipping cratesthat it made pedestrian passage almost impossible. The place reeked and it was
dark, but he could do most of what he had to by fedl.

Heworked hisway through the heaps of debristo apoint midway down the block. The smell of
decaying organic matter was so strong it made him gag, but the trash was high enough to effectively
screen his actions from the crowd passing on either sde. The doors and windows of the buildingsfacing
the aley were boarded up. A small shaft of yellow light filtered in from the street.

Going through his pockets, he brought out the wallet, alarge ring of keys, and apistol silencer.

Thank God | didn't find this thing before, he thought as he tossed the sillencer into a pile of
garbage. He threw thering of keys away aswell. Even if one of them fit theignition of acar, it would do
him no good. He didn't know where the car was parked, and even if he could find the thing he probably
wouldn't know how to operateit.

Alan concentrated on thewallet. Insde, he found the credit card he had used before at the
theatre. He could just make out the namein the dim light: Fredrik Smms. So he was Fredrik Simms. It
meant nothing to him now, but later it might be helpful to at least know who he was.



The wallet was stuffed with pictures. Most of them were faded snapshots of a sadomasochistic
nature. There were afew family-group shots. He decided to keep dl of them for appearance sake.

There was no folding money, no coin. He was beginning to suspect that computerized credit was
the only medium of exchange—something this dimension seemed to have in common with Earth Prime,
But he could not be sure. Again, hewould have to experiment.

He put the wallet back in his pocket and made hisway out of the dley, back down the street the
way he had come. He remembered seeing an old, rundown hotel somewhere aong the way. It had
looked likeit would afford cheap and relatively comfortable lodging. And he had to find a place to stay
soon; it was beginning to get cold asit got darker.

Forty minutes later Alan stood before the building. A weathered sign above the door said:
Belmont Hotel. The place had certainly seen better days, but at least the rates would be reasonable. He
did not know how much Simms account was good for, but the one thing he did not want wasto
over-draw on the credit card. That would only direct unwanted attention to him.

Asheentered, asmall bell positioned at the top of the door rang. He stepped into warmth and
dingy yelow light.

A manin ared turtle-neck sat behind the counter. He was perhaps forty and totaly bad. A large
scar ran from just below hisleft eye, up across his head and disappeared at the back of his skull. Hewas
asmdl man, with an extremely thin, frail body. He was reading atattered paperback book and appeared
not to have heard Alan enter. On the wall behind him hung an old clock, the large, round-faced kind Alan
had only seen in the history tapes. It said 8:45.

"Do you have aroom?" Alan asked as he crossed the [obby. There was an extremely worn light
blue carpet on the floor and the place smelled like most old buildings do—damp, moldy.

The man looked up, apparently annoyed at having his reading interrupted. He glanced down at
Alan'sleft hip, then to hisright hip, and returned his attention to the book asif Alan did not even exist.

"| asked if you have aroom.” Alan did not have to force anger into hisvoice; it wasthere on its
own.

"Get on your way," the man said without lifting his gaze. "We don't serve second-class citizens
here"

Second-class citizen! Alan thought. The other had looked at his hips. Of course, the gun. Those
not willing to take the chances would naturally be denied the privileges. Alan was suddenly sorry he had
not reclaimed the gun at the theetre.

"l...I lost my gun,” he said.

The other did not respond.

"Canyou at least tell me where| might purchase awegpon?’

The man looked up, his face showing puzzlement and annoyance. Without aword, he nodded to



athick volume at the end of the counter. Then he shook his head in disgust and returned his attention to
the book.

Alan walked to the end of the counter, picked up the huge book, thumbed through it. The volume
was adirectory, aphone directory. And besideit sat an ancient dia telephone—obvioudy not even
holographic.

The directory was categorized a phabetically, according to service or product. There were phone
numbers, but no addresses. Under W he found Weapons, and half adozen phone numbers. He placed
his credit card in the gppropriate dot in the Sde of the telephone, put the receiver to his ear, and dialed
out thefirst number on thelig.

The phone rang four times, then avoice cut in. The connection was bad; there was too much
gtatic on theline and Alan could not tell for sureif the person on the other end was mae or femae.

"Armory Weapons. May | help you?"'

"Yes" Alansad. "I'velost my wegpon... | need areplacement. If you'll give meyour addre...”
"What isyour location?"

"The Bemont Hote "

"Do you have anything specid in mind?

"Wadll, | redly don't know. I..."

"I'll send someoneright over with a case of samples. If you don't see something you like, don't
hesitate to call back. Now, what is your name?"

"Simms" Alan said with just the dightest hesitation. "Fredrik Smms."
"Very wdl. Our representative will there within... ten minutes.” Theline went dead.

Alan understood now why there had been no addressesin the directory. Every product was
delivered, and every service was confirmed before enactment.

Suddenly, as Alan was placing his credit card back in hiswallet, the burst of high-frequency
energy and the menta image of the gray humanoid figure again entered his head, dashing like knives of
purefireinto his confused thoughts. The figure was dightly clearer thistime. It was human, amae. But
the face was till too indistinct. Alan could not make out the features; he could not tell who it was.

Y et, the man did seem somehow familiar.

Then, suddenly, Alan remembered that the clone he had seen ahologram of in Rogers office had
had skin with adistinctly gray cast. Could he be projecting the clone into this somehow? He did not
know; the clone had been ayouth, no more than seven or eight years old, and thisimage possessed both
the muscular development and the genitdia of an adult mae.

The attack lasted only afraction of asecond, but for dl its brevity it left Alan unbelievably weak
and frightened. He fdlt hislegs begin to give and he supported himself on the counter. Closing hiseyes, he



rested for afew seconds. When he opened his eyes again, he looked at the man behind the counter. The
other was dill reading, asif nothing had happened.

"Did you fed that—just now?" Alan asked.
The clerk did not answer.
"Did you fed something in your head?'

Still there was no response. Alan was evidently sill considered a second-class citizen, not worthy
of areply. But he had forced aresponse before, abeit anon-verbal one, and this was important. He had
tofind out if it—whatever it was—was affecting him done, or if it was something common to this
dimenson.

"Damnit, | asked if you fet anything. Answer me!" Alan dammed hisfist down on the counter
top.

The clerk's gaze came up dowly from the book and leveled on Alan. Hisvoice, when he findly
spoke, was cold and hard.

"No, | didn't fed athing. | don't know what your gameis, but if you don't sit down and shut up
until your wegpon comes I'll throw you out of here. Understand?' His gaze returned to the book, and,
athough he was asmall man, Alan did not doubt he could make histhreat good. Especidly with Alanin
his present weakened condition.

Alan bent with difficulty and retrieved hiswdlet from the floor whereit had falen during the
attack. He put it back in his pocket and straightened up.

There could be something wrong with my receiver, he thought as he staggered toward the far
end of the counter, away from the clerk. But no, that wasn't right. He had felt the attack for the first time
during thetransfer, before he was actualy in the receiver's body. Although the loss of memory wasin
someway involved, he reasoned that it was probably an effect rather than a cause.

Could | be to some extent incompatible with this dimension? he wondered. Ismy mind
somehow dlightly out of synchronization with this side-branch of reality? Or isit an anxiety attack
of some sort?

Immediately he discounted the possibility of it being an anxiety attack. He was an experienced
scanner; he had been trained in self-actuating mind control techniques against just such an occurrence. An
anxiety attack he could handle, completely burying it in his subconsciousin case one suddenly cameon
him. Besides, he had never had an anxiety attack before, and—in spite of the strangeness of this
scan—he wasn't redly under that much pressure now.

Whatever it was, he did not have time to work it out just yet. He had ajob to do—he was on
assgnment. And the first stages of that assgnment had to be initiated now.

Alan looked around the lobby. There was alarge, well-stuffed chair in one corner, old and
battered, but comfortable looking. Beside it sood ayellow newspaper box. He walked over and placed
hiscard in the dot, then withdrew a paper and sat down.

Thiswas not the eectro-phrenic newsfax Alan was used to. It was an old-style paper news



medium. But it was interesting none the less—filled with all sorts of gossip and scanda—and it wasjust
what hewas looking for. It was mostly personds. His message to Robin would be effectively lost among
o many others. Unless someone waslooking for it, it would arouse no suspicion.

And Robin would certainly belooking for it.

Cdling the paper's office, Alan placed his message: Robin, Belmont Hotel, between three and
five p.m. Al. Hetold themto runit for four days, and gave Fredrik Smms credit card number.

He only hoped Simms had plenty of whatever it took to back what he was spending.



CHAPTER FIVE
hr mn scfr
0005-48-02-0015

The representative from Armory Wespons arrived just as Alan hung up the telephone.

Shewastal, blonde and beautifully built. The stitch of red cloth she wore as askirt effectively
kept Alan's mind from the transaction, something he was sure it wasintended to do. He kept thinking
about the girl in the theatre, wondering if thisgirl had anything on under that skirt. But she never gave him
achanceto find out; they conducted their business standing at the lobby's counter.

Alanfindly selected agun from the girl's sample case. She assured him the weapon was both
accurate and deadly, in spite of itssmal sze. A generous supply of cartridges, aholster and asillencer
camewith the gun. Alan reasoned he did not have to use it—he certainly did not plan to use it—but at
least the wegpon would give him the status of afirgt-class citizen and alow him, among other things, a
hotel room.

After thegirl left Alan again approached the clerk. Thistime the man wasdl smilesand nothing
but helpful.

"I'd like aroom with awindow facing the sreet,” Alan said gruffly. Still mad about his previous
treatment, he was determined to let the clerk know his mind. But the man apparently did not notice
Alan'sire.

"Very well, Mr. Smms," he said. "Did you want it with ashower?' Hetook Alan's credit card for
computer processing.

"Yes, of course.”" Thought of awarm shower sent ashiver of pleasure up Alan's spine.
"Youll be staying with us how long?"
"Four or five days. Maybe longer."

The clerk handed back Alan's credit card, then showed him to aroom on the second floor. It
was Spartan, but clean. There was alarge iron-posted bed with bedding folded negtly in the center of its
mattress, asmall writing desk and a tiff-backed chair. Both the desk and the chair were painted white
and sat beside a drapel ess, shaddess window which offered an excellent view of the street. Alan knew
he would spend many hours at that window, watching the people below: their actions, their customs,
what incited adud, what did not. Especidly what did not. He planned to live through his assignment, in
Spite of the handicaps he was working under.

On thewall above the desk hung a dim sadomasochistic photograph mounted in achesp gold
painted wood frame. The paint was beginning to ped from the frame, collecting in small, curled golden
chips on the desk top. That wasthe first thing to go. As soon as the clerk left, Alan took the photograph
from thewall and put it in the desk's drawer, atop asmdll |eatherette-bound book.

The bathroom was a so clean and sufficient.
Firgt Alan showered, and then he examined his new body more closgly. It seemed to bein quite

good hedth. His muscles were firm and well developed. Dropping to the floor, he swiftly executed a
series of strenuous exercises, testing every sinew and fiber.



Thiswas abody accustomed to action, he decided, a strong, sturdy body he could put to good

Asnear ashe could tell, there was only one flaw in the entire body: a particularly bad case of
athlete'sfoot. It itched like hell, but he decided he could live with it for the little time he would inhabit the

body.

Alan dressed quickly, then drew the chair from the desk and placed it before the window. He sat
and watched.

At twelve-thirty the mental attack struck him again.

Two days passed in this strange branch of redlity. Alan sat at hisroom'swindow most of both
days, and in the lobby from three to five both afternoons. He read the personals, but neither Robin nor

her message appeared.

Both nightsthe mentd attack hit him at about twelve-thirty. He ill could not figure out what it
was or how to fight it. But the gray figure had become clearer, its detail s sharper, and the fedling that he
somehow knew this other grew. The face, however, ill could not be made out; it was Ssmply agray
blank.

Onthethird day, as Alan prepared to descend to the lobby after along and uneventful morning
before hiswindow, he heard a series of shouts from the street below. He had missed thefirst few
seconds of the exchange, so he did not know what had actualy touched off the duel, but he had aready
seen enough such encounters to know it could have been dmost anything.

Again hesat in hischar and watched.

Below, two men were going through what he knew by now to be the standard preliminaries.
Others on the street went by asif nothing was happening. For them, nothing was. They saw thisevery
day of their lives. Still, seemingly unconscioudy, they did give the two combatants awide berth.

The dudists casudly asked each other where they lived and where their cars were parked. Both
gavetheinformation fredly, easily. They asked about marital status. one was married, the other not.
Dependents? An equa number, in one form or another—three apiece.

Findly, they squared off on the sdewak, typical gunfighter stance. Alan was suddenly reminded
of an old movie he had seen years ago in amuseum display. He could not remember the movie's name,
but much had been done with music to develop mood. Somehow, after dl these years, the theme song
had stuck in hismind. It had gone something like: " Do not forsake me, oh my darling..."

This scene should have similar music, he thought. The whole thing wasjust too melodramatic.
The two were fast—damn fast—and it convinced Alan that he should avoid adud at al cost.

The unmarried man wasjugt alittle faster than the married duelist. The bullet entered the man's ssomach
near the naval and pushed out through amonstrous holein his back, carrying abloody tangle of intestines



with it. Screaming in agony, the wounded man thrashed about on the ground for several seconds before
hefindly died.

None of the passers-by seemed to care. They went about their business asif nothing had
happened.

The victor bent and started going through the dead man's pockets—what was left of them. While
he was busy at the ghastly job, another man walked up behind him and eyed the bloody scene. "This
your work, Dave?' he asked.

"Of courseit'smineg" the dudist said without looking up. "Y ou don't think I'd be doing thisif it
wasn't. Now | have three more dependents, three more mouthsto fill." He finished hiswork and wesarily
sraightened up.

"It can't be dll that bad. Y ou can sell one house and acar and live pretty good until your next
dud. Hell, there might even be afair duelist among your new dependents.”

"That would help," the one called Dave said as he stuffed the dead man's keys and wallet into his
pockets. He put the other's gun in its holster and threw the holster over his shoulder. Then he bent and
wiped his hands on the dead man's relatively unbloodied trouser leg.

"Let'sgo get abeer," he said as he straightened. "I'll find the car later.” He kicked the limp body
into the gutter, where it would be picked up the next morning by the city's sanitation crew. Then they
walked briskly up the street.

All in a day's work, Alan thought cynicdly as he turned away from the window in disgust.

Today, while sitting in hisusua seet in the lobby—the worn and comfortable chair near the news
box—Alan found what he had been waiting for. There was finally something from Robin, buried degpin
the newspaper's personals. The message was short and, &t first, confusing: Al, see club ad. Rob.

Club ad? hethought. Oh, the night clubs. An advertisement for a night club.

Heflipped quickly through the paper and found it sandwiched between two large gun ads. It was
afront-view picture of anude girl in her mid-twenties— beautifully hedlthy, darkly tanned, with
night-black hair. Worked pseudo-artfully over the photograph were the words:

JULIE EMPIRE, SNGING NIGHTLY.

FEATURED SONG/ACT: "IN THE

ROBIN'SNEST." IMPROVISATIONAL
—EVERY PERFORMANCE GUARANTEED
DIFFERENT AND STIMULATING.

At the bottom of the ad Alan noted the location of the song/act—The Smoke and Powder
Room—and the address. It aso said the club would not open until eleven p.m. He had sometimeto kill.

Alan used the time to buy anew suit of clothes: trousers, blue turtle-neck, and jeweled codpiece.
Then he got abite to eat—the same flat tasting synthetic suff he had been eating for three days
now—and showered. When ten-thirty rolled around he hailed a cab, as he had seen done from his



window on numerous occasions, and was on hisway to meet Julie Empire/Robin Green.



EPISODE
14 February, 2072
1506 Ship Time

The darm's piercing whistle sent a shudder of terror through Ross light frame. Bile flooded his
mouth, sat heavy on histongue. A glaze of cold perspiration broke out on hisforehead. His pamsfelt
suddenly moigt. His body went rigid and fear was an open pit in his bowels. The pastel walls of the ready
room bleached to a colorlesswhite before his eyes.

Theaam lasted only afew seconds, but to Ross it seemed like whole minutes. Findly it
stopped, and fourteen dory men jumped to their feet, spilling food and coffee, and scrambled for the
hatch.

Ross couldn't move. Flashes of crimson excitement entered his mind from the men around him
and mingled with cryptic bits of memory. He suddenly remembered scenes from hisyouth inthe Los
Fancisco dums, hisyears-long battle to escape the strip city, histraining at the Foundation's Merchant
Service Academy, his assgnment aboard the Foundation whaler Sardrift. The memoriesflashed like
lightning through hismind. They were sharp, vivid. And the most vivid of dl were hismemories of the
flames

He pushed the unwanted thoughts aside and his mind began racing through the procedures he
had rehearsed again and again in the ship's dory trainer. He knew exactly what had to be done—his
reflexes had been sharpened to perfection during the past few months and his body should have been
reacting automatically. He should have been on hisfeet, hetold himsdf, following the others out of the
ready room. But his body smply would not respond.

"Damnit, Dillman," Logan cdled from the haich, "movel™

Something in Ross mind snapped at the sound of the flight commander's harsh, gravelly voice.
Instantly he was on hisfest, running. As he launched himsdf through the hatch he looked back into the
ready room. Galson sat done at histable, seemingly unaware of what was happening around him. The
old man'smouth was till set in asoft smile and his Sightless eyes remained locked in the unfocused gaze
of atrance.

Rossfollowed Logan out of the ready room, keeping his gaze riveted on the large man's back.
They ran swiftly down a short corridor, down aladder and another corridor, then out into the cavernous
dory hold.

Ross sprinted for his assigned dory. Its smal hatch lay open and he scrambled through. Then he
bent awkwardly around and swung the hatch shut behind him. He heard the staccato clicks of the
auto-lock as he stretched out prone in the cramped cockpit and strapped himself in with deft movements.
Then he glanced at the instruments before him—all lights on the board were glowing green.

"Hight check," came Logan's calm voice over the intercom. "Alvarez."

"Green," said avoice.

"Bracken."

"Green," came another.



"Dillmen."
"Green!" Ross reply wastoo loud, amost ascream.
"Takeit easy, Dillman," Logan said. "There's nothing to worry about.”

Ross did not hear the other names or their responses as the flight commander continued down his
flight ligt.



CHAPTER S X
hr mn scfr
0079-13-56-2576

A blue neon sign above the entrance flashed out itswarning: SILENCERS MUST BE USED.

Alan had thought, just before leaving the hotel room that it might be safer not to bring his gun, that
he should hide it somewhere in the room and smply forget about it. But then he had redlized that a
second-class citizen would probably not be admitted to The Smoke and Powder Room. The wegpon
hanging like adeeping cobraat his hip was essentid.

He searched his pockets, found the silencer and screwed it on the barrel of hisgun. Fear rosein
him as he pushed against the door, but he best it down and entered the club.

The room was large and dark. People were jammed into it, laughing and screaming, generating a
sound level dmost physically painful. Cigarette smoke hung heavy in theair, achoking cloud of irritants.
Inthe fog of smoke Alan smelled what he thought was burnt gunpowder.

There's danger here, hethought. The room wasfilled with potentia degth; alcohol, sex and guns
made avery deadly mixture. There would be dud s tonight—and death. Alan could dmost fed it
crouched in the air about him, waiting to pounce. Asif to emphasize histhought, the sllencer-muffled
thunk of ashot fell nearly unnoticed into the din around him.

Helocated asmall table near the door and sat down. On the table's plastic surface alist of drinks
glowed in dim red. Beer was among the drinks offered. He ordered a beer and sipped it while he waited
nervoudy for the show to begin.

After afew minutes a bright spotlight shone on the stage at the far end of the room. A low,
electronically-generated, hypnotic music began. It seemed to start deep within Alan's body and mind and
work itsway to the surface. It wove its Snuous way in and out of Alan's consciousness, and he found
himsdf somehow sexudly aroused by its base rumble. Most of it, he thought, isin the sub-sonic range.

A girl stepped out from behind the heavy crimson curtains. It was Julie/Robin. Shewas clad in
nothing but a gold sequined g-string and her long, black hair. The ad picture had not done her justice; she
was certainly the most beautiful woman Alan had ever seen. She seemed to radiate an amost
overpowering sexudity—something the photographer had not been able to capture.

She began to move with the music, dowly at first, her body asfluid as mercury, but warm and
dive. The passonsthe music ignited in Alan intensified with each soft undulation of her body. But her
face—Robin'sface, Alan forced himsdf to remember—was totaly without expression, asif shewasina
deep trance. She performed like azombie: beautifully, precisdy, but without feding or will.

The music climbed and soared in Alan's mind, findly reaching asustained climax of unbelievable
strength. Robin's dance matched the music'sintensity; her movements flowed like water, yet they were
filled with the power of astorm at sea. Listening to the music, fedling it, watching Robin danceto it—all
thismade Alan want to join her. He felt hismuscles involuntarily jumping to the music, and he fought their
twitching movements, trying to control hisbody.

As hewatched, several members of the audience climbed up onto the stage. They quickly
disrobed and started dancing.



Alan pulled hismind free of themusic for an ingtant, just long enough to think, This might be my
chance to make contact with Robin, through the haze of passion and sound. But as soon as the thought
was completed, he no longer had achoice. Again the music snared his thoughts, and his muscles began
working of their own accord. Without further thought, he undressed and joined the others on the stage.

Fighting the fog the music blew into hismind, he danced across the stage, working hisway dowly
toward Robin. He did through the crowd like smoke. Dimly, he redized it was not o much that Smms
body and brain remembered how to dance to this strange music without conscious effort from hisown
absent mind—although that was part of it too; the music did dictate the form of the dance. But thismusic,
and the subconscious movements it somehow generated, came from somewhere in the dim past. Not the
past of man exactly, but of proto-man, some primeva savage that was an ancestor to both the humanoid
inhabitants of this dimension and those of Earth Prime aike. Somehow, the music touched achord in the
long submerged racid memories of both races, bridging agap not so much of time or distance, but of
redities.

Suddenly, that thought was gone, and Alan found himsdlf standing beside Robin, dancing,
matching her intricate movements detail for detail. He leaned toward her, placed hislipsto her ear, was
about to spesk....

"Later," she said mechanicdly, not even bothering to turn and look a him. "1 have ashow to
perform now."

"Robin," Alan said in asoft whisper, "it'sme." Hiswords came out rough and low, more agroan
of passon than awhisper.

A look of shocked surprise washed over Robin'sface. Her dark brown eyes widened and the
corners of her mouth turned down dightly in the beginning of afrown. It quickly switched to asmile, then
her expression returned to itstrance-like stare.

"Back stage,”" she whispered, "after two."

Suddenly, the music and the girl dancing bes de him became too much for Alan to copewith. He
fought their strong seductive influence, but it was too deep, too basic. He stopped dancing and reached
around Robin, held her by her long black hair and around the waist, and drew her to him. Her body
pressed againgt his own, warm, soft, but firm-muscled. Her flesh seemed to melt into his.

He gave her along kiss on the mouth, then released her and took a step backward. Again her
expression changed: horror flooded her eyesfor an ingtant, hardening the lines around her mouth. Then
her expression softened and she smiled. She reached out, took Alan's hand in her own, squeezed it
gently. After only an instant she released his hand and resumed her dance. Her expression returned to a
blank stare.

Alan walked off the stage and dowly back to his seat. He got dressed and ordered another beer.
The dancing had left him exhausted, but it was a pleasant fedling too.

Themusic lasted only afew minuteslonger. When it siopped, Robin left the stage through a
parting in the curtain, clutching her g-string in her hand. Some of the others had gone further with her than
Alan had, but her expression had not atered throughout. As Alan watched, the crowd gathered up their
clothes, returned to their tables and got dressed.



During the two hours he had to wait, Alan tried to remember as clearly as possible Robin's
reaction to him being there. Alan himself had been affected in some strange way by the hypnotic music,
and he wasn't sure he could depend on his own observations of what had happened. But, athough he
couldn't quite pin it down, something was very odd about the way in which she had responded to his
presence, something somehow out of sequence about her initial response. Of course, he reasoned, she
had been under considerable stress at the time, both physicaly and mentally. Either that explained it, or
the music had affected him far more than he had been aware.

Robin did two more shows, one with a Shetland pony and the other with ahorribly disgusting
chimpanzee. The climax of both showswas the dow butcher of the animalswith along, curved knife. The
high, piercing screams of the chimpanzee were dmost more than Alan could take.

Toward the end of the pony episode Alan experienced yet another of the strange mental attacks.
After the vertigo had subsided, he checked the luminous face of asmall clock set in thetop of histable
below thelist of drinks. It was exactly twelve-thirty.

Robin's expression did not show whether or not she felt the attack. How could it? Alan thought.
At thetime shewas ddlivering thefina death-thrust to the pony.

He certainly did not envy her the recelver she was stuck with.

The lights came on at two o'clock sharp. Alan waited at histable while the crowd collected its
bel ongings and | eft. Then he went backstage, stepping gingerly over the bodies of the night'sless
fortunate dudigs.

Robinwaited for himinasmal, dimly lighted hallway behind the stage. She wore apink
terry-cloth robe, and she looked tired, haggard. Alan noticed heavy bags of flesh around her eyeswhich
he had not seen earlier in the evening.

Wordlesdy, sheled him to her dressing room. The room was only sparsdy furnished: asmdl
unmade bed, a cosmetic-cluttered dressing table with abuilt in credit check termind, and achair. The
once-white wallpaper was ye low with age and pedling in places. A dim bulb hung from itsworn cord
near the caling.

When the door was closed behind them, Robin threw her arms around Alan's neck and began to
cry. Her robefell dightly open and Alan worked his handsinside, against her bare back. She shook
uncontrollably againgt him, and he felt cold perspiration on hispams.

"Al," she sobbed into his chest, "you don't know how glad | am to see you. | wasn't ableto place
my message until today. And | haven't seen apaper at al sncetransfer.” Her words came fast, dmost
frantic, and Alan squeezed her tighter to him.

"I'm sorry, Robin. Isit like this every night?

She nodded, then sniffed back her tears. "1t's been three nights now. I'm a prisoner here. To
Grange, the owner of this club, I'm no more than amoney-making piece of meat."

"It's okay now, kitten," Alan said, again squeezing her reassuringly. “It'sal over.”

Robin lifted her head, then stepped back and wiped her eyes on the deeves of her robe, She smiled



weakly. "Y ou didn't do so bad for yourself thistime,” she said.
"No, not bad at al. It sure beats that dwarf | drew last assignment.”
"That was funny." Robin laughed weskly, still sniffing back tears.
"Toyou, maybe. Y ou dways did have a strange of humor, but | loveit."

"Of courseyou loveit. You're supposed to.”

Alan smiled. Shewas playing with him. That was agood sgn. She would come through this. It
would leave its scars—deep ones—but Robin could handle them. She was tough; she was agood

scanner.
"Wed better get cracking,” she said, asif to prove his point.

"That'smy girl. Now, we have to report in. Frank's anxiety profile must be doing flip-flops off the
chart by now."

"It1l do him good. But you're right. Y ou make the report while | shower. If Grange comesin, tell
him you're a paying customer. Hell leave you done; he loves the money too much.”



EPISODE
June, 2071

The whadeswere found in Sirius system of Earth Prime—they had never been discovered
anywhere ese. But they were not native to any of Sirius seven planets. They were far too massiveto
hold up for long under any gravitational pull, no matter how light. It was awonder they came near any
system, let done one with the dynamic stresses of adouble star. Y et, they were dways coming into the
gystem from somewhere. From where? That had so far not been determined. Sirius might be the system
that had spawned them and they returned there to breed; that was the currently popular theory, and it
had much evidence to support it. But where did they come from?

From the whales man obtained dramil. A coenocytic fungus, Smilar to class Phycomycetes, grew
throughout their bodies. The drug was distilled from this fungus and, because of restrictive rotation about
its double bonds, so far it had defied al attempts at laboratory synthesis. A geometric isomer, dramil
condtituted the trans structure. The cisisomer could be fabricated in the [aboratory with little difficulty, but
it digplayed different physical propertiesaswell asadifferent chemica behavior.

Ross had used the drug only once, in hisroom at the Foundation's Merchant Service Academy.
On himit had had but one effect—it had intensfied the flames. They had danced with a power and
beauty far beyond anything he had ever experienced. Their communication with him night had been
stronger and more demanding than it had ever been before or since.

The flames had been intdlligent and friendly. They had shown him, for the brief time the drug had
been effective, the road to perfect happiness. Through dramil he had become one of them for afew
hours. He had experienced joy and life with an dmost painful clearness and intengity.

But he could not bring himsdlf to try the drug again after that first time. The route the sparkling
creatures of fire had shown him led through death. He had awakened on the window ledge outside his
room, hisroommeate struggling to drag him back insgde. He knew he would have jumped had the other
not arrived in time. The flames had commanded it.

The Academy administration had been told about Ross dramil experience. The Student Health
Officer had recommended psychiatric treetment. "Dramil,” he had said, "should not induce suiciddl action.
It hastwo primary functions. Firg, it isaharmless euphoric. There have never been adverse effects from
using it assuch. But it isaso used as aboost for parapsychics. You are aclass C telepath, | redlize that.
But it fill should not have hed this effect.”

Ross had agreed to undergo treatment; it was that or be expelled from the Academy. But hetold
the doctors nothing of the flames and decided to avoid use of dramil.



CHAPTER SEVEN
hr mn scfr
0082-21-07-0036

Alan pulled the chair away from the dressing table and sat down. Resting an arm on the red
credit check termind, he cradled his chin in the crook of his elbow, then closed his eyes.

Thelight hiss of the shower in the bathroom beyond pressed in on hismind. With little effort he
pushed the sound from his consciousness; hismind had to betotaly clear of al thought other than the
report if its transmission back to the Foundation in Earth Prime was to be a success. Hewould need dll
hismentdl facultiesif he hoped to break through the interface separating him from his own world.

An dmost imperceptible tingling sensation began at the base of hisspine. It increased in gradua
stages, adding to itsdlf, finaly washing in wave upon wave up his back toward hishead. Thereit
gathered, at the back of hisskull, waiting dmost impatiently for himto tap it. A deep, glowing lava-pool
of psonic energy, thiswasthe carrier over which he would lay his message, transmitting his report across
inter-dimensional boundaries.

Alan coded his report on the carrier—Alan and Robin together/Will begin search soon—and
cast it out.

The report would reach his own dimension ingtantly; Alan had to believe that or it never would.
There was no way to know for that his deeping body, holding the receiver's mind, had verbalized the
words to be recorded by the computer. Confirmation would have to wait until after the ass gnment had
been completed and he and Robin had returned. But only on afew of the Foundation's assgnmentsinto
other dimensions had areport failed to get through, and never on one of Alan's scans.

When Alan again opened his eyes, Robin was standing before him. Her hair was till wet from
the shower, giving it ablue-black sheen Alan found most atractive. It hung limply past her shoulders. She
wore ashort green skirt which showed her long lithe legsto full advantage. A see-through halter and
white, old-style high hedsfinished off her clothing.

The effect was sunning.

"Feding better?' Alan asked.

"Much. I'll befine now. Just stop staring.” Somehow, she managed that pixie smile of herswith a
facenot a al structured to ddliver it.

"With that outfit on, you'll be lucky if you're not raped as soon as we set foot outside this room.”

Robin shook her head. "After dl I've been through the last few days, a good human rape would
be dmost welcome.™

"I'll remember you said that.”
"l said almost." She made an unsuccessful attempt at replacing her smile with afrown.
"Y ou don't sound too sure about that.”

"I'm not." There was an edge of fear in her voice. The teasing was hitting too close to home.



Alan knew the mentd scars of the preceding few dayswould hed only very dowly, and with
much care. Robin would bury herself in the scan assgnment, giving her raw psychethetimeit needed to
repair itself. Meanwhile, the teasing would be kept to aminimum. Alan, too, would help the scars hedl,
by not pressing her.

"Y ou're seeing me through the mind of aman from our dimension,” shesaid. "I'min no danger of
rape in these streets. Here, dl sexual encounters are by mutual consent—no matter how strange some of
them might seem to us—and thisis perfectly norma femae attire. | would think you would have noticed
that by now. Or are you dipping in your old age?'

"What about this Grange character?' Alan said, ignoring her question. "Y ou said you're dmost a
prisoner here. Ishe going to give us any trouble?"

"I don't know. Thiswhole set-up is by mutual agreement. Thisreceiver isastrangegirl. She
seemsto like being hurt, enjoys being another's dave. A red masochist. And Grange, now hesasadist
from the word go. Both seem to be quite happy with the arrangement in a strange sort of way; they have
thisweird love/hate thing going between them. | redlly don't know how Grange would react if I... | mean,
if Julie Empire wasto leave him. Hemight just sulk for afew days, then find himsdalf someoneélse, or he
might go into arage, track her down and kill her. That is, me."

Alan nodded thoughtfully. "Have you retained your receiver's memories, then?"' he asked.

"No. | picked up dl that about Grange's and Julie Empire's relationship through his reactionsto
me. But | meant to ask you about that before | went in to take my shower. How come thisreceiver's
memories aren't there when | need them, like they're supposed to be?"

"I don't know. | was hoping maybe you had the answer to that one.” He looked at her
questioningly. "Noideaa dl?"

Robin shrugged.
"Do you experience theimage of that facelessman?' Alan asked.

"Facdessman?' she said hesitantly. There wasaquestion in her eyes, but it quickly disappeared.
"Yes," she said with more conviction, "I've experienced hisimage.”

"The burst of high frequency energy—do you receive that too?"

Robin nodded. "At twelve-thirty every night. But it isn't exactly high frequency energy. It'sa
binary code of some sort, but speeded up, so it comesin one quick burst. It scared the hell out of me at
firgt, until | had timeto dow it down and andyzeit."

"Binary," Alan said thoughtfully. "A computer code?"

"It could be. At least acodefor transferd or transmission of information at high speed.”

"And you have the bits stored? | mean, you remember them?”

Robin tapped her temple with along-nailed index finger and smiled. ""Photographic memory and
total recall. Remember?'



Alan nodded. "Just checking," he said, and thought silently for an ingtant. Finaly he continued:
"Okay, | don't want it now; it'll just get in the way. WeIl work with it later. Right now, we haveto find
Edwards—if he'sdill dive™”

Without aword, Robin turned and walked to the bed. She pulled the blankets straight and sat
down. Her shoulders dumped forward, her hands resting limply in her lap, and Alan read extreme
exhaugtion in every line of her body.

Standing, he dragged the chair noisily across the floor and positioned it beside the bed. He sat
down again, hisknees nearly touching Robin's. Her knees were trembling and the small muscles around
her eyestwitched uncontrollably.

"Areyou sureyou're up to this?' Alan asked.

Robin closed her eyes, drew in adeep breath between clenched teeth and let it out dowly and
noisily. Finaly, she opened her eyes. Her eyes|ooked haunted, her gaze somehow hooded with feear.

"I have aheadache, that'sal. I'll be okay." She shrugged. "Besides, this hasto be done." She
again closed her eyes and reached out to Alan, pamstoward him, fingers spread.

Alan nodded, then extended his hands out to meet hers.

Thiswill make her headache worse, hethought astheir fingerslocked tight, squeezing his
pamsfla againg hers. But she's right. It does have to be done. And the sooner we make contact
with Edwards, the better it will be for everyone.

AsRobin'slong fingernails bit lightly into the backs of his hands, he caught himsdf hoping this
would be anice, smple search. But there wasredlly no such thing asasmple assgnment for ascan
team. And that was why Alan and Robin had been sent in; they adways got the job done, no matter what
the odds or the danger.

Scan teams simply didn't last long enough to talk about failures.

Alan dlosed hiseyes. Again hefdt thetingle stirring in hislower spine, working itsway up his
back. He was aware, without actudly thinking it, that the same thing was happening to Robin; when the
energy reached hisbrain, it was joined by another— different from his own, yet complementary and
equd in strength.

Together, they cast the energy out in ever-increasing concentric circles. Farther and faster it
ranged, like theinvisible pulses of sonar. But this scan, unlike that which had projected their mindsinto
this new world, was specificaly tuned to detect amind with aps potentia above acertain critica leve.
That mind stood avery good chance of belonging to Edwards.

At firgt there was nothing.
Then...contact!
A swirl of confused thoughts: pain, frustration, fear, the rich smell of blood and a sharp-edged

wall of agony. A cold wind blew like thefinger of death acrosstheir minds, bringing with it the stench of
decay and corruption.



Before them lay aspot of black, an evil, bottomless pit of malefic power. Alan fdt it degp within
hisown mind asit grew with incredible speed, swdling like acaterpillar initsfragile chrysdis, sucking
hungrily at the corporate mind that was Alan and Robin. They fought it as one, trying to break itsweb of
power and pull free. But their effort did no good; they were hel pless against that blackness, and it drew
them into itself. They were engulfed by despair the blackness before them coa esced into amass of
swirling dark clouds.

Ahead, emerging from the clouds thundering down upon them, came the form of a
man—gray-skinned, legs and arms spread, face afeatureless blank. It wastheimage Alan had
experienced during those strange mentd attacks.

Suddenly, Robin's mind went blank beside Alan's. Alan reached out for her with his own mind,
probing, searching for her consciousness. But she was no longer there. She was gone,

Alone, Alan renewed hisfight, drawing on mental reserves he had not known he possessed.
Reaching deep within his consciousness, he pulled up bright, flashing bolts of power, throwing them like
spears toward that faceless other.

Findly, after what seemed like hours, he broke the other's dark grip. But as he pulled away there
was aflash of something ese. It wasaquick glance of athin man in aconservative brown jumpsuit sitting
behind alarge desk. His hair wastotally white, his eyes hooded and glazed above alarge, hawkish nose.
Behind amouth that was little more than a dash in atoo-narrow face, the teeth were gnarled and
blackened with decay. His posture—the way he sat hunched over the desk—suggested he hadn't dept in
Quite sometime.

And Alan knew the man.

Then there was theimage of ahuge building, bigger than anything Alan had yet seenin this
dimension. The architecture was heavy and functional, Smilar in design to ancient Assyrian of Earth
Prime. It looked like afortress of some kind; large guns studded its face and black-uniformed,
submachine gun carrying soldiers stood guard at every entrance.

Then, there was nothing.

Alan quickly withdrew his mind. Thiswas not what he had expected. He had thought of ahurried
acquisition of Edwards location within this dimension would be accomplished through the Gestalt mind.
But this....

He opened his eyes. Robin till sat on the bed, watching him, her eyeswide with fear. She
looked pale and tired, and she kept squinting in the dim light.

"What happened to you?' Alan demanded, his voice hard with sudden anger. "Why did you
leave melike that?"

"I.... I couldn't face that, whatever it was. | just had to get out.” Her voice cracked; shewason
the verge of tears.

"All right,” Alan said, softening hisvoice and reaching out to take her hands. Y ou couldn't face
that. | understand.” She had been through alot in the last few days, he reminded himself.



Alan looked down at his own hands where they rested in hislap. Twin rivulets of blood trickled
off hisfinger tipsand puddled on the floor. Robin had dug her long nailsin deep during the search.

"That must have been Edwards," Alan said. "He must have caused dl that somehow.”

Robin sniffed back her tears. " That wasn't the mind of atrained scanner,” shesaid. "It wasn't
even human. It was horrible."

Alan glanced at the clock on the wall above Robin's bed. It was 3:36 am. "It hasto be Edwards.
A mind with aps output that one displayed could only belong to a scanner. Power like that doesn't just
happen; it has to be devel oped.”

"But Raf was mixed up in that nightmare somehow.”

"Tanner?' Alan said, remembering the man behind the desk. "1 thought | recognized him. Were
you thinking of him any time before he appeared?’

"No, not conscioudy."

"Then subconscioudy?"

"Itspossble, | guess.”

Alan nodded. "I think you may have projected himinto al that," he said, "subconscioudy.”
"But how do you explain the crazy qudity of Edwards thoughts—if that was Edwards?’

"I can't. He might be under the influence of adrug of some kind. Onething for sure: he needs our
hdp."

Alan rubbed the back of his neck, then, too late, remembered the blood on his hands. Hefdt as
tired as Robin looked.

"I'm sorry about leaving you in dl that," Robinsad. "1..."

"It's okay, kitten. | just don't see how you did it. | mean, whatever that was, it had us. You just
broke away, without any apparent trouble. How?"

"I don't know. | just did it."

Alan nodded. He till wasn't satisfied, but Robin obvioudy didn't know how she had
accomplished so easly what he had had such ahard time doing.

"How's your headache?' he asked.
She pinched the bridge of her nose with thumb and forefinger. "I'll live."
"Maybe you'd better take something for it. | have afedling thisisgoing to bealong night.”

"Maybe I'd better," she said, and turned and went into the bathroom.



CHAPTER EIGHT
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0083-46-01-5527

"At least they have rather effective analgesics here,” Robin said as she again sat on the bed. "I'm
dready darting to fed better."

Alanfrowned. "Theway they live here, they need strong pain killers. But what about those
mentd attacks? | don't want to push you, but we have to get busy.”

"What about them?"'

"When did you pick up thefirst one?’

"Just after initiating scan,” Robin said, "before | landed my receiver.”
"Same here. Do you have a piece of paper and a pencil ?*

"Somewhere around here," Robin said. "But you don't actudly think you can bresk that code, do
you?"

"If it'salinear code, no, we don't stland achance. But if it'stwo dimensional it was meant for
display on aflat surface, say acathode-ray tube, and it should decode into recognizable symbols. All we
haveto do isassumethat is the case and assign some sort of logical raster to it.”

Robin got up and began fumbling through the chest-of-drawers while Alan pulled his chair to the
dressing table and started clearing bottles of cosmetics from its surface, placing them on thefloor. "Oh,
and I'll need astraight edge of somekind,” he said as he sat down.

After a minutes, Robin joined him at the dressing table and placed asmall pad and the stub of a
pencil before him. "1 couldn't find astraight edge,” she said.

"That's okay." Alan stood and took hiswallet from his pocket. From it he withdrew the plastic
credit card, which helaid on the dressing table. "Thiswill work fine," he said, replacing hiswalet and
gtting back down.

"Work finefor what?1 gtill don't see what you're doing.”

"Just give methe first transmission you picked up. Slowly, so | can copy it."
"Y ou mean the bits?'

"Yes, in sequence.”

"All right, if that's what you want." Robin closed her eyes and was sillent for severa seconds.
Findly, she began to read off the binary code:

"001001010010111000001011010010010001010110010000001010010010011100000000
000000001110100111100001010100010000001110100010101101010111010."

Alan read it back to her to make sure he had copied it correctly. Then he counted up the ones



and zeroes.

"I make one hundred thirty-five bitsin al. Not avery eaborate display, but certainly enough
informetion to form one. Were dl the transmissions one hundred thirty-five bits?*

Robin again closed her eyes. Shewas silent for afew seconds. Finaly shesaid, "Yes, they'redl
the samelength.”

"Good. That meansthey morethan likely form atwo dimensiona display. If wefind araster
pattern that worksfor the first transmission, it will probably work for al. What are the possible factors
that can be divided into one hundred thirty-five?'

"Let'ssee" Robin said, "discounting the obvious—one times one hundred thirty-five— therée's
three timesforty-five, five times twenty-seven, and nine timesfifteen. | don't think there are any more.
Yes, that'sit."

"Okay," Alan said, "we can figure that avisud display will be pretty closeto asquarein shape.
Three by forty-five can be completely ignored. And | don't think five by twenty-seven would work too
well either.” He drew as he spoke, using the credit card as a straight edge. "We can assume the

information will be read mainly from left to right. That putsthe long axis, fifteen bits, dong the horizonta
and nine along the vertical. Now, we smply transfer the coded information onto our visud grid in araster

pattern.”

Alan was silent for afew minutes while he worked over the grid he had drawn. When hewas
through he sat back in the chair to let Robin see the finished product.

A large upper case | and A stood out on the paper. There were anumber of symbolsto the left.
"Isit possible those |etters stand for intruder dert?' Alan asked.

"Could be, | guess."

"If s0, someone knows we're here.”

"And just maybe that someone has the meansto stop us,” Robin said.

Alan nodded. "What | can't understand are the symbolsto the left. | can recognize the binary
numbers one, two and four running down the grid. But three and five are dl wrong."

Robin looked at him questioningly. "That fourth column over isfor parity,” shesaid. "Inthiscase,
odd parity. It's used as an accuracy test for the entire signal. Y ou had orientation; you should have
known that."

"Yes, | had orientation. But that was more years ago than it's comfortable to remember. You're
the one with the eidetic memory, not me. When did you receive the second transmission?’

"A few hours after | entered my receiver's body. | found mysdf here, inthisroom. | wastrying to
get my thoughts together, trying to find out who | was, where | was."

"Okay, let'shaveit."



Robin again closed her eyes. In afew seconds she spoke and Alan wrote. Then he drew another
grid and transferred the information.

"What the hell doesthat mean?" he asked when he had completed the graphic.

Robin laughed. "Y ou don't remember much about orientation, do you? It looks like the monitor
display for atraining session at the Foundation. The middle piece of information, the plus nine, would be
the projected mission success index. It's directly dependent on the information above and below it—the
biomagnetic fied ratings of theindividua team units. A negative number isanormd reading. An injured
operative would climb from minusfive until he reached a positive reading, which would indicate traumatic
shock.”

"Y ou mean someone is monitoring our operations from the Foundation?' Alan asked. "But that's
impossible. Electromagnetic radiation can't crossinter-dimensiona boundaries.”

"I know," Robin said. "That means we're being monitored by someone here, someonewith
extensve knowledge of Foundation procedure and equipment.”

Alan nodded and was slent for afew seconds. Findly he said, "Which biomagnetic rating is
whose on thisdisplay?' He tapped the pad with the pencil stub.

"I don't think we can know for sure,” Robin said, "but I'd guess the bottom one is mine—the
minus four. What this girl went through day after day had to dter her physical well-being."

"That makes sense. What was that third transmission you intercepted?’

Robin gave him the binary bits and again he went through the decoding process. Thistime
Robin's reading was plus two while Alan's remained minusfive.

"Y ou wereinto traumatic shock here"

"It lookslikeit. I intercepted that the first night, during my act. Isthere any wonder | got a
traumétic reading?'

"Noneat dl."

The fourth read-out showed Robin's rating dipped to plusfour, and thefifth to plusfive. The
projected misson successindex steadily dropped to aminusfive.

"Of course" Robin said, "each of those readings were taken during a performance, and my rating
probably goesinto the minus readings between them. Still, | imagineit losesalittie each time. | just can't
control the biochemidry of thisbody like Julie Empire obvioudy could.”

"In other words, your receiver's body is gradually wearing out. How dangerousisthat?'

"It could be very dangerous, if I've spent too much timein the positive. And the processisn't all
that gradua. But the important thing now is the assgnment. Because of the occupationa hazards of this
recalver, wereworking in the red now. A projected mission successindex of minusfive will take
immediate action and alot of luck to beet. And the longer we wait, the worse it will get.”

"Which meanswe'd better get toit," Alan said as he again checked the clock above the bed. The



time was 4:40. "We know Edwardsis here, in the city. And we have ahint asto wherein the city heis.”
He pushed back his chair and stood, scratching at the stubble beginning to form aong hisjaw.
"Comeon," hesaid, striding toward the door. "We have to |locate that fortress.”

Alan opened the door. Beyond, silhouetted in the dim light from the naked bulb in the halway,
was aman amost saven feet tall. He was built like hamburger on the hoof and stood with his feet spread
wide apart, blocking Alan and Robin's exit.

"Where d'you think you're goin?' His voice was low and rough and hislarge fists were planted
on hiswide hips. Alan noticed he did not carry aweapon. But then, he didn't look like he needed one.

"To take the lady out for something to eat.” It was more a question than a statement, and Alan
cringed inside at the sound of it. That was definitely not the way he had intended it to sound.

"No you don't, buster,” the large man said. " She eats here. And you, if you have businesswith
her you'll conduct it here, too. Understand?' A beefy, calloused finger with amost no nail poked hard in
the center of Alan's chest, forcing him to stagger back a step.

"Comeon, Grange," Robin said. "This hereé's a customer. He'sjust trying to be anice guy.
Bdieve me, you'l get your cut.”

"Damnright | will,"” Grange said, taking amenacing step toward Alan. "That'swhy I'm not |ettin’
you leave here. Y ou'vetried to skip out on mefivetimesin the last three days. | ain't nofool; | ain't
gonnalet it happen. I'm through bein' anice guy, hear? | got too much tied up in your crab-infested hide."

Grange put alarge open hand on Alan's chest and pushed. Alan flew back into the room, landing
in aheap on the floor against the bed. He gasped for breath as the large man came into the room and
stood towering over him.

"Infact," Grange said, amenacing gleam coming into hiseyes, "l just might finish thisjoker off
right now. | could makeit look like adud, see. | wonder how much he's got in his account. How much
you got, sucker?'

"Y ou'd haveto take my dependents, too," Alan said, bluffing and staling for time. Out of the
corner of his eye he saw Robin behind Grange. She was bending to pick up the largerock used asa
door jam. "'l have twenty-five dependents.”

"Hell, | couldn't careless. | wouldn't touch your damn dependents. | take only what | want.
Anybody doesn't like it gets hurt bad." The large man bent at the wai <, reached down for Alan. Alan
saw that Robin was not yet in position. That |eft only one dternative.

Almogt as purely reflex action, Alan reached for the gun at his hip. He surprised himsdlf; he was
fast—faster than the two dudists he had seen from hiswindow. But Grange was faster. Thelarge man's
huge hand snapped out and wrapped around Alan's hand and the gun in it before Alan could aim the

wespon.

Pain shot through Alan's hand asthe large man crushed it in avise-like grip, directing the weapon
away from himsdlf. When hefindly reeased Alan's hand, the gun clattered noisly to thefloor.



"Y ou shouldn't have done that, dummy," Grange said, glee cregping into hisvoice and hisface.
"Now I'm goin' to enjoy thisawhole lot more.”

Alan glanced to Robin behind Grange. The rock was cradled heavily in her hands, but shewas
not moving. She was not doing what Alan had thought she was going to do, what he was depending on.
She smply stood motionless, asif shewasin some sort of trance, the rock which should have been
crashing down on Grange's head resting usdlesdy in her hands.

"Yeah, 'mgoin’ to enjoy thisalot.”

Grange leaned down closer to Alan, hismassive body blocking Alan'sview of Robin, his
monstroudy huge hands reaching dowly for Alan'sthroat. An ugly grin spread acrossthe large man's
face. Alan noticed he had severd teeth missing and his breath smelled heavily of garlic.

With amost no conscious thought, Alan's foot suddenly kicked out toward the face looming
above him. The hed of hisboot caught Grange squarely in the mouth. Therewas adull, Sckening crack.
The smileimmediately disappeared from the large man's face as he spit blood and broken teeth and the
impact catapulted him away from Alan.

Evenif Alan'smind was at aloss, hisbody knew exactly what to do. Ingtantly, hewason his
feet. He caught Grange hard with hisfirst punch, aleft to the somach, asthe other staggered off balance.
Grange doubled up, grabbing his mid-section, and Alan reached around to the back of his head, pushing
his head down, and vicioudy kneed him in theface.

The huge man straightened, showing aface bathed in scarlet blood. He staggered backward
severd steps, colliding with Robin and knocking her to the floor. Then he toppled heavily on top of her.

"Get him off me," Robin grunted as she pushed against over three hundred pounds of dead
weight. Alan reached down, rolled the large man's body off her.

She got to her feet, looked down at the man on thefloor. Grange lay with hisfacein agrowing
pool of crimson blood. His bresthing was shallow and ragged.

Robin directed a sharp kick to hisribs. Therewasafaint crack and Grange grunted.
"Underneath dl that snew and tendon,” she said, "bests a heart of pure protein.”

Alan grabbed her by the shoulder, spun her toward him.
"Whet the hell happened?' he demanded. "Why didn't you hit him with the rock?"

"l don't know." Robin's brow furrowed in puzzlement. "Somehow, | just couldn't. For afew
seconds, my mind went completely blank."

"The menta attack, the code and the image?*

Robin nodded. "'l couldn't move," she said. "l couldn't think."



EPISODE
14 February, 2072
1509 Ship Time

Ross Dillman watched through the rectangular port above his dory'sinstruments asa small
section of the Sardrift's hull opened into black space sprinkled with stars.

"Dories," said Logan's voice over the intercom, "launch on own command.”

Ross braced himsdlf in the cockpit, asthe trainer had so painfully taught him. He pressed the
launch button. The great woosh and thud of the catapult turned his body to lead asthe dory was hurled
fromitscradlein the Stardrift's hold.

The weight decreased quickly, dmost instantly, as Ross shot away from the parent ship. But he
did not fed the speed of his departure. He hung weightlessin the black silence, finding it easy to imagine
himsdlf aone and naked in gpace, without the life-supporting aid of hisdory. The starswere brilliant,
sharp, clear. They beat down on him like a billion shining eyes. He thought he might stretch out his hand
and touch them.

"Maypolethreeishot!" said Logan over theintercom, breaking the peaceful sllence and
shattering Ross thoughts. "That's yours, Dillman.”

"Onmy way." Ross punched a button on hisinstrument board, received arelative bearing to the
radar buoy aong itslocator beacon. He faced his dory aong that line and tapped a five second burst on
the main propulsion thruster. A one gravity force pressed down on him for afew seconds, then was

gone.

His pulse pounding in his ears, Ross sped out away from the huge mass of the Sardrift, toward
his designated radar buoy and hisfirst whale.
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It had started to rain by the time they left The Smoke and Powder Room.

The streets were brilliant with water and littered with mud puddle craters, the contents of which
speeding cars kicked up to the umbrage of the pedestrians. But the air was relatively free of the choking
cloud of pollutants Alan had been breathing for the past few days. It was dmost ajoy to breathe it.

Almod.

Alan located a phone booth and caled a cab. Then he and Robin waited in wet, miserable
slence, dodging muddy sprays thrown up by passing cars.

The cab, wheniit findly arrived, was a best-up old vehicle. Itsdriver didn't look to bein much
better shape. Hewas alittle man, about sixty, with severa days growth of gray beard covering the lower
half of hisface. On hishead, cocked a ajaunty angle, he wore amoth-eaten red beret. His eyeswere
blood-shot and watery, and his bresth smelled of afoul mixture of beer and stale cigarettes.

Alan helped Robin into the back seet of the cab, then climbed in beside her. Thedriver didn't
turn around, but watched them in the rear-view mirror, the end of his cigarette glowing dull red inthe
darkness.

When they werefindly stuated, the driver asked: "Where to?!

"I don't know for sure," Alan said. He gave the other a description of the fortress he had seen
during his search for Edwards.

"Hell, every schoolboy knowsthat's the palace,” the driver said, turning in his set.
"The paace?’
"Sure. The President's pdace. What's wrong with you?'Y ou from the moon or somethin'?"

"We're from out of town," Alan said, hoping his response was acceptable. "Thisisour firg vigt

"Y ou ill should know about the paace.”

"Never mind that—just take usthere." Alan was mad, and his anger showed in hisvoice. He
wasn't so much angry with the driver as with himsalf. He didn't know what to expect or how to respond.
Hedidn't have hisreceiver's memories, and it was at timeslike thisthat it showed the most.

"Sure, pd," the driver said, "anything you say.” The old man put the car in gear and pulled away
from the curb. He drove in silence for afew minutes, then turned around in his seat at a convenient stop
light. Alan noticed his gaze on their guns.

"Y ou two assassins?' the old man said, smiling, and Alan saw amost toothless gums.

"Assassins?' Alan gave him aquestioning look. "No, of course not.”



"Didn't redly think so; you don't look the part. Too soft. But you never can tell. Everyone seems
to betryin' to get the job. Hell, | even toyed with the idea a couple years back. But no, it’ d take an army
the way this new President’ sgot it set up. Either that, or someone on theinside. Y ou got someone on the
indde maybe?'

"What do you mean, ‘on theinside?" This old man was agood source of information, someone
who knew the set-up and was apparently willing to talk, and Alan wasn't about to let that source dry up
until he had milked it for dl it would give. The knowledge this old guy was giving so freely might not be of
any usea dl, but then againit might. Y ou just never could tell.

"Yeah, likel said, ontheinsde. Y ou know, get someone on the Presidentia staff or in the Black
Guard. Or, better yet, do it yourself. Then wait for the right breaks. Y ou're bound to have achance that

way."
"If it's such agood idea, how come you haven't tried it?" Robin asked.

"Me?Yourekiddin', right?1 don't have the kind of credit it takesfor somethin' like that. Y ou
gotta bribe someonein ahigh place. And | sure as hell don't havethe brainsit takesto get on the
President's saff, evenif | could win adue against one of ‘em. I'm too damn old for the Black Guard.
Thosekillers are crack dudists—the best of the best—and they're hand picked by the President himself."
The old man turned back around, just asthe traffic light changed.

He said no more until they reached their destination. .

Alan was sure the old man took the most circuitous route possible; he saw the same buildings at
least three times. When they finally did arrive, he had the driver go by dow so he could make certain it
was the building he wanted. Then hetold the driver to go back afew blocks and let them off.

"You are assassins," the old man said as they climbed out of hiscab. "Y ou can't jiveme. You
workin' for someone esg, or for yourselves?'

They didn't answer, but that seemed to be even more satisfying to the old cab driver. He had
aready made up his mind about these two.

"Well, look, | don't think you'll makeit, just walkin'in likethis, but good luck just the same. And
if by some freak chance you do pull it off, remember me when you're up therein high places.”

Therain had amost stopped, but the wind blew cold on their still-damp clothing as Alan and
Robin crouched in asmall copse of bushes across the street from the palace. |ce-cold water dripped
from the branches and splashed on Alan's neck, ran down his back. He could imagine what Robin was
going through; neither of them was dressed for thisfoul wegther, but her clothing provided even less
protection than his. She shivered uncontrollably beside him.

"Huddle against me," Alan whispered. "Well keep each other warm that way." He moved closer
to her and put an arm around her shoulders. She drew closer against him, and it did seem to warm them
some.

But they till had work to do—they were both painfully aware of that. And they both knew they
didn't have much timein which to complete the near-impaossible task that had been set them. The sun
would be coming up soon; Alan saw itsfaint glow in the east. They had to be away from there before it



becametoo light, or the palace guards would spot them.
"Areyou ready?" Alan asked in awhisper.

"I gue... guess s0," Robin answered. "Let's get this over with and find somewherewarm and d...
dry."

Alantook afinal look at the guards across the street. They were walking their cold roundslike
unfeeling robots. Obvioudy, they were bored, and as yet had not seen him and Robin.

Closing hiseyes, Alan reached out and took Robin's handsin his own. Quickly, he cleared his
mind of al thought except that of achieving the Gestalt mind. Thetingling sensation fluttered at the base of
his spine, worked itsway up his back. His mind linked with Robin's, and they cast the resulting corporate
consciousness out toward the palace.

They wormed their way dowly through the building, touching the mind of each guard and minor
officid, memorizing thelocation of every sentry post and office. Alan realized they would eventudly have
to know this sort of thing if they were ever to get insgde. And they had to locate Edwards again. Thelr
power was too drained for direct contact; the only way they could hope to find him was by tria and
eror.

Paingtakingly, they searched, probing blindly into each consciousness they encountered, gently
touching mind after mind, then carefully withdrawing. If their presence became known now, the result
could be disastrous; they were too close to the palace, too vulnerable to avoid capture.

Their probe was stopped. Their ddlicate tendril of thought-generated energy met ameta wall, a
black barrier of cold nothingness that reflected Alan's mind back a him.

They withdrew and tried again.

Suddenly, it wastherein their Gestalt mind—the gray-skinned, facelessfigure. But thistime the
mind that generated it was quiet; the cloud of black despair was not quite so dark. The mind behind the
facelessimage did not seem to be aware of their presence.

This has to be Edwards, Alan thought. But what had happened to him? Alan knew Vic
Edwards. Under norma circumstances, that man's mind could not have generated what Alan was
experiencing. What could be affecting Edwards mind?

And what was that other, the mind that had blocked them? Alan had encountered something like
thisbefore. Something, in fact, identical to it. AlImost ayear ago, at the Foundation's New Y ear's party,
he had tried to probe Ralf Tanner's mind and had encountered just such ablack barrier of non-thought.
But this couldn't be Tanner. He was not a scanner. Hismind did not possess the ability to cross
inter-dimensiona boundaries.

Or didit?

Onething was sure: whoever or whatever this other was, it was responsible for the mental
attacks Alan had felt at twelve-thirty each night. Thiswasthe mind that held extensive knowledge of the
Foundation's classified equipment and procedures, the one that had been monitoring both Alan and
Robin ancether arrivd inthisdimenson.



Forcing their corporate mind back to the task at hand, Alan and Robin memorized the location
within the paace, then withdrew and again became two distinct individuas.

Alan opened hiseyes.
The horizon was much lighter now. Pink fingers of cloud streaked the sky to the east, and Alan
knew it was no longer safe to remain in the vicinity of the palace. Without aword, he sarted crawling

back through the bushes, haf dragging Robin dong behind him.

A block away they found the same cab which had ddlivered them amost an hour before. "'l
thought you might be needin’ me again in ahurry, if you madeit,” the old man said, "so | waited.”

"Thanks," Alan said, and he meant it. He felt miserable. He wastired, wet and hungry, and he
needed a bath and a shave. The way Robin looked, everything applied there too, except for the shave.

"Y ou decided againg it?"
Alan nodded, not redly wanting to talk just now. "It was dl you said it would be, and more."

"Good. I'd hate to see your namesin the obits. 'Specidly the pretty lady's here.” He winked at
Robin, and she forced asmile.

"I don't fed much likealady right now," she said. "'l could deep for amonth.”
"Waell," the driver said, "whereto now?"
Alan thought for amoment. They did need rest and refreshment, but they needed information

more. It was absolutely imperative that they find away to get to Edwards without killing either him or
themsalvesin the process. That meant far more knowledge of this dimension than was now in their

possession.
"Istherealibrary near by?' Alanfinally asked.
"Sure, just afew blocks away."
"Would it be open at thishour?"
"Don't know. Never use'em mysdlf. I'm not much on book learnin’.”
"Take usthere anyway."

"Oh, Alan!" Robin said asthe cab pulled away from the curb. "I'm so tired—I just want to
deep.”

"I know." Alan put an arm around her shoulders. "I'm tired too. Well get some rest after we have
the information we need.”

The exhausted duo spent severa hoursin asmall dl-night coffee shop across the street from the
library, waiting for it to open. The coffee was strong and black—seemingly the only non-synthetic food



item in this dimension—and it hel ped keep them awake. The time aone together gave them achanceto
swap tales of the past three days in hushed voices.

Their research, when they finaly got to it, told them exactly what they dready suspected and
nothing more. The President was replaced through assassination, usudly carried out by a member of his
gaff, the eite Black Guard or the President’s persond harem, which dternated between mae, female,
and both, depending on the sex and/or sexua preference of the reigning President. The man in office now
had been President for dmost ayear, which was apparently something of arecord. Either he was
extremely lucky, or very efficient.

Alan redlized he and Robin could not spend the time necessary in this dimension, nor did they
possess the needed knowledge, to get near enough the President through those normal routes. And they
certainly could not hope to make their entrance into the palace during the day. What Alan had planned
was atask for the dark of night, ajob for cunning and stedlth. They would haveto rely dmost entirely on
the lement of surpriseif they expected success.

But now, it wasfinaly timeto catch up on that much needed deep.

They couldn't go back to The Smoke and Powder Room; Alan was sure Grange would kill
them on sight. That left only one dternative. They took acab to the Belmont Hotel, skulked quietly
through the |obby—although it was quite empty at two in the afternoon—and up the dimly lighted Sairs
to Alan's room.

Robin showered first while Alan stretched out on the bed.

"Need someone to scrub your back?' he asked, raising his voice above the water's hiss coming
from the bathroom.

"I'm doing fing," came Robin's muffled voice. Y ou stay right there."

Alan didnt mean to fall adeep, but Robin woke him when she was through.

She was standing before him when he opened his eyes. Beads of water stood out like jewelson
her tanned skin, and she looked fresh and clean. A trail of small puddiesled from where she stood to the
open bathroom door.

"Your turn." She snapped the towd at him playfully.

"Hm, yeah. | must have dozed off." His eyesfdt like they had been dusted with afine layer of
sand, and he rubbed them with the back of his hands.

"You aren't kidding," Robin said, continuing to towd hersdlf. ™Y our snoring could have woke the
wholecity.”

Alan sat up dowly. He knew he had better get the deeping arrangements decided before he took
his shower; in spite of her present perkiness, Robin would probably be adeep by the time he was
finished.

"If you want," he volunteered, "I'll take the floor."

"No, well share the bed. But don't get any ideas.”



"Why not?" Alan smiled as he stood and started toward the bathroom. He stopped in the door
frame, turned back toward Robin. "When in Rome..."

"Thisisn't Rome." Robin pulled back the covers and dipped between the sheets. Shesat upin
bed and began drying her hair. "I'mtoo tired, Al, and I'm just not reedy yet. Every time | think about it, |
see abig, hairy chimpanzee. | just can't.”

"Okay," Alan said, secretly glad she had said no; he wastired too. "But when you are ready..."

"Don't worry," she said and smiled, "you'l bethefirst to know." She threw the wet towel a him,
then disappeared beneath the covers.



CHAPTER TEN
hr mn scfr
0103-47-10-0015

The joyous sound of marching music jangled in the hot summer air, mixing with the rich
smell of buttered popcorn and filling eight-year-old Alan Fletcher's head with wild anticipation of
the day ahead. He followed the music across the well-manicured grass of the park, his eyes glued
to the top of the small hillock ahead, straining for hisfirst glimpse at the merry-go-round. He was
close to it now; he could almost feel it there, just beyond the hill.

Suddenly, there was someone walking beside him. He turned to look at the other. It was
Robin.

He reached out, took her hand in his own. And in that instant he realized he was no longer
an eight-year-old boy. Now he was a man in his thirties. And both he and Robin were being
chased. He did not know who was chasing them—merely that someone was behind them, getting
quite near.

But he refused to turn and face whoever was chasing him. He continued marching straight
ahead, following the music, his hand in Robin's.

Suddenly, there it was. The brightly painted ponies went round and round, beckoning him.
The sun felt good on his back and shoulders.

And they were there.
Alan stepped aboard the moving merry-go-round. He reached down and pulled Robin up

beside him. Sill he did not ook at who was chasing them. There was no need. Now they were
safe.

Forcing the fog of deep from hismind, Alan opened his eyes. He could just make out Robin's
form—adarker slhouette against the room's darkness. She was leaning on her elbow above him, tickling
his cheek with her long hair. She bent down and kissed him gently on the mouth, and the pleasant, musty
amdl of her filled hisheed.

"Have agood deep?" she asked softly, drawing her mouth away from his.

"Why didn't this happen earlier?' Alan said deepily. Hetook her in hisarmsand drew her to him.

"I told you why. Now, get up. It'samost midnight, and we have to go out and play secret agent.”
She disentangled herself from his embrace.

"| think I'd rather stay home and do abit of undercover work."
Robin swatted him playfully on the hip. "Therell be plenty of timefor that later," she said.
Alan groaned in mock agony, then got out of bed. Half way across the room to the light switch

he stubbed histoe hard on achair. His athlete'sfoot ingtantly started burning, and he stood in the middle
of the dark room, cursing, while Robin laughed. Findly, he found the switch and snapped it on.



They quickly got dressed, Robin stuffing Alan's soiled clothing into asmal satchel. Then they
hurried down stairs and got acab. Inasmall, al-night diner near the palace they ate ahurried breskfast:
synthetic bacon and eggs, red coffee. They were uneasy throughout the medl; it seemed this
greasy-spoon was the off-duty hangout for the palace Black Guard. Three black suited figurestalked
softly over coffeein arear booth. Alan wasn't sureif it was hisimagination or not, but it seemed at least
one of them always had an eye on Robin and him.

After awhileit began to get on his nerves, and he motioned Robin to the door with anod. The
world outside the diner was blanketed in heavy fog. Alan knew it wouldn't make what he had planned
that much easier, but it certainly couldn't hurt, elther.

They walked the few blocks to the palace in nervous silence, continually looking over their
shouldersfor the guards from the diner. But obvioudy they were not spotted. Again they wormed their
way through the copse of bushes they had used for concealment the night before. Thistime they were
better dressed for the cold, Robin having put Alan's origind clothing on over her owninadark aley. The
clotheswerean ill fit, and they hid the more appedling aspects of her femininity, but they were far more
appropriate for their bold venture than her own éttire.

There was, however, something more important to worry about now than the weather. Across
the street, two guards carrying submachine guns paced their rounds before the palace's main entrance.
Alan could just make out their black-clad figures through an occasiond thinning in the fog. Thiswouldn't
be easy, but there was no getting around it; it had to be done.

"Wait here," he whispered, drawing the gun from his holster and screwing on the silencer.

"| can take ong," said the voice beside him in the dark.

Alan could just barely see Robin's outlinein the dim light, but he heard the sharp metd-on-metal
scraping sound of asilencer being adjusted on the end of agun barrel.

Under ordinary circumstances, she would be quite capable of taking out one of the guards. But
her abilities had not been quite so sharp of late, and Alan didn't know if she could handleit. Still, he
couldn't take out both guards. He knew he must take the chance; in spite of hisfears, he had to rely on
her.

"Don't shoot unlessyou haveto," he said. "I want one of those uniforms un-bloodied." And
immediately he was sorry he had said it.

"I know something about this," Robin said, her voice showing hurt. "I've been on afew scanstoo,
you know."

"Yes, | know, kitten. And I'm sorry."
After afew seconds of awkward slence, shesaid, "It'sokay. Now, let'sget to it.”

They ran acrossthe gtreet in asilent, low crouch, using the fog and anything elsein their path for
cover. Robin scurried off to the left, and Alan soon lost sight of her as he veered to the right.

When he reached the palace wall, he flattened himsdlf againgt it. The rough stone was cold and
wet on his back through histurtle-neck, but its very substantiality was reassuring.



Hewaited.

Asthe guard became suddenly visible through the swirling mist, the musclesin Alan'slower back
tightened ingtinctively, readying him for action. He forced himsdlf to relax, then noticed for thefirst time
that the guard was wearing a gas mask. Still he waited.

Soon, the other came parallel to hisposition, only afew feet avay. Alan crouched and sprang.
His shoulder caught the guard in the smal of the back, and as one they went down hard. Reacting dmost
ingtantly, Alan crawled to where the guard was trying to regain his feet, and hit him hard on the head with
the handle of hispigtal.

The guard again went down, but he was not out. Alan instantly dropped his gun and wrapped
large, powerful hands around the guard's neck. He squeezed with dl his strength.

After he was sure the guard was dead, heretrieved his pistol and put it back inits holster. He
hauled the body back to thewall, rolled it into the shadows, and went back to |ocate the submachine
gun. He returned with it to the shadows beneath the wall, then squatted silently in the darkness, the gun at
the ready, lislening intently for the struggle that would be Robin taking out her guard.

Soon, he heard afaint scuffle. Then nothing.

A form approached through the fog, bent low and moving fast. He leveled the submachine gun on
thefigure. It was Robin.

"Any trouble?' he whispered.
"None."
"Heisn't going to wake up a an awkward moment and cdl for help, ishe?’

"No, he'sout of it. Y ou'd better get into that uniform. I'll keep watch.” She knew what Alan had
inmind, and she knew that the uniform wouldn't hide her fema e attributes nearly well enough.

Alan got dressed quickly—the uniform was nearly a perfect fit—and placed the gas mask over
hisface. Then he picked up the submachine gun and turned back to Robin. He motioned with the barrel
of thegun.

"Oh, comeon, All"

"Look," he said, hisvoice muffled by the gas mask, "we have to keep their attention off me, so
they don't redlize I'm not one of them until it'stoo late. Who do you think they'd notice first: agirl whose
assets are hidden beneath aman's clothing, or one who showsit al?’

"Damnit!" she said as she began stripping down to the short skirt and see-through blouse, "that's
sexig.”

"Youredamnright itis. Whenin Rome..."

"l know, | know. But it'scold.”



"WEélII beinside soon. Let me have your gun.”
"Y ou think that'swise?' She kicked the man's clothing into the shadows dong thewall.
"Thishasto look right. Let me haveit."

Robin drew the gun from its shoulder holster and handed it to Alan. Then, without aword, she
turned toward the palace's front entrance. Alan marched behind her, keeping the barrel of the
submachine gun jammed into the smdl of her back.

Robin stopped before the massive armored door, stood on her toes and gazed through the small
window setinit.

"Therésonly one guard at the desk," she said. "He doesn't look like helll be much trouble.”

Alan reached past her and pressed the button beside the door. A buzzer sounded inside. After a
few seconds, the guard's face appeared in the window, back-lighted in yellow light. He nodded to Alan,
then opened the door.

"Move" Alan bellowed, hisvoice made ever more gruff than he had intended by the gas mask.
He shoved the gun barrel hard into Robin's back, and she sstumbled forward. The guard followed ashe
marched her up to the desk.

Corpulent, wearing his hair in acrew cut, the guard watched their every movement with squinty,
darting eyes. He kept his hand on the large gun at his hip as he went around the desk and sat down
behindit.

"Whered you find this bit of fluff?* he said in avoicelike abullfrog's, oily and dimy. He pulled
open one of the desk's drawers, removed an officia looking form, and, choosing a pen from among
severa in an ornate holder, poised it expectantly above the paper. Finaly helooked up at what appeared
to be amember of the Black Guard and his prisoner.

"Sneakin' round the grounds,” Alan said, putting on hisverson of a South Philly accent. " She had
this" He dapped Robin's gun down on the desk.

"Well, well," the other said, getting to hisfeet and walking around the desk. "' So, she wantsto be
Presdent, does she?' He eyed Robin up and down, then laughed. "That was adamn clumsy try," he said.
"What made you think you could get avay with it?"

Robin didn't answer, and after afew seconds awkward silence, the fat man said: "Put your hands
on the desk, little lady. Feet back, wide apart.”

Robin looked to Alan, her fear and helplessness twisting her host body's delicate featuresinto a
grotesque mask. Findly, she did what shewastold.

"Might just aswell have some fun before we turn her over to detention,” the fat man said with a
wink toward Alan. "Firg, alittle fed... search.” He reached out, cupped Robin'sright breast with his
hand. She sucked in her breath and closed her eyestightly.

Alan brought the butt of the submachine gun down hard on the back of the fat man's head, and
hefdl heavily to thefloor.



"What took you so long?' Robin demanded in a hoarse whisper. She straightened and adjusted
her clothes. She was shaking with something more than anger.

"I'm sorry," Alan said. He shrugged.
Robin nodded. "Let'sgo," she said, and again took up her position in front of Alan.

Alan put the gunin the small of her back and they marched down along hal lined dong both
sdeswith closed doors. If the information they had gathered on last night's mental search was correct,
the suite of roomsthat held Edwards would be just ahead. And there would be another guard posted
outsdeit.

The guard who sat behind the desk beside the door they wanted, however, was neither fat nor
out of training. He, like the other guard, wore close-cropped hair, but that was where the resemblance
ended. His eyes were hard, cold, the color of flint. Hisjaw was square and strong, and histhin lipswere
st in firm determination. Thisman wasaborn killer; it showed in every line of his body.

Asthey approached, the guard came dowly to hisfeet. Hisright hand rested lightly on the gun at
his hip, and his feet were planted dightly gpart in a casud, confident stance.

"What isit?" he asked, observing Alan and Robin with acritica eye. Hisvoicewasashard ashis
eyes.

"I found her out on the grounds,” Alan said. It sounded lame even to him.
"Why the gas mask?Y ou know security regulations prohibit wearing masksindoors."

Alan reached up with hisfree hand, took off the gas mask. Instantly, surprise registered on the
guard'sface.

"What isthis?' he asked. "Who are you?' His hand went to hisweapon.

Hewasfadt, but not quite fast enough. Alan merely shifted the submachine gun'saim afraction of
an inch—off Robin and onto the guard—and pulled the trigger.

The guard's face erupted into an ova of red pulp. The wal behind him was peppered with skull
fragments and bloody brain tissue as he jerked violently backwards, then staggered a hesitant step
forward. Findly, his body folded in the middle and collapsed to thefloor like arag doll with dl the
stuffing knocked out.

Alan placed the gas mask on the desk, then bent to where the guard lay. He patted the man's
clothing, found alarge knife strgpped to hisright calf beneath histrousers. He withdrew it and cut away
the dead man's swester.

Together, Alan and Robin dragged the body back behind the desk, where it would be out of
sight of any passers-by. Then Alan wiped up the gore as best he could with the swesater and threw it
behind the desk with the guard's body.

Robin opened her mouth, about to speak, but Alan cautioned her to silence with aquick gesture.
He pointed to the door leading to the room where Edwards was being held, and Robin flattened hersalf



beside the door, her back pressed close against thewall. Alan positioned himself afoot from the door,
squardy beforeit.

Shifting the submachine gun nervoudy in his hands, he looked to Robin.
"Ready?" he whispered. His voice was husky with excitement, and that startled him.

Rohin nodded, and Alan threw his shoulder into the door. He heard aloud crack as theframe
splintered and the door flew open.

Alan entered the room low and on the roll. He came up quickly, submachine gun at the ready,
trained on the white-haired man behind the desk.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
hr mn scfr
0106-23-01-0025

"I've been expecting you," said the man behind the large oak desk. Hiswhite hair wasin disarray,
and there were heavy bags under his deep-set eyes. But his voice was calm and steady in spite of his

haggard appearance.

"Tanner!" Alan said, picking himsdlf up off the floor. "Robin, it's Tanner!” The barrel of his
submachine gun wavered only dightly from its bead on the center of Tanner's chest, then again steedied
onitstarget.

"Yes, | know," Robin said as she strode into the room behind Alan. There was acasuanessin
her voice Alan could not understand, alack of emotion that bothered him. But it was only adight
irritation, and he pushed it from hismind.

Suddenly, Alan's mind buzzed with aswarm of aarming questions. How could thisman, a
graight, be here? And, till more remarkable, he was present in his own body; he was scanning without
using a receiver.

Cautioudy, Alan reached out with his mind, probed Tanner's mind, attempting to peep the other's
thoughts. Again, asit had happened a the Foundation party, his menta probe met a strange, cold barrier
that bounced the image of Alan'sown mind back at him. Alan withdrew his probe.

Beyond Tanner, enveloped in the eerie blue glow that marked the focus of a stasisfield, a naked
boy with strange gray skin sat cross-legged on the floor. He was young—seven or eight—and Alan
knew he had seen the boy before. It was the child he and Robin had seen in the hologram in Frank
Rogers office. It was the stolen clone!

The child's face wore an innocent, peaceful expression. His eyes were barren and cold, yet his
gaze had an dmog saintly quality about it.

A great wave of sorrow rosein Alan, cresting in his mind—sorrow and pity for the boy. Thiswas
horrible, crud beyond tolerance. To stop the boy's natura development like this, to effectively turn him
off through the use of agtasisfield, made absolutely no sense. It was an act o monstroudy inhuman,

Alan could no longer permit it.

In his periphera vison, Alan saw the bulky, gray painted cabinet of the stasisfield generator in
the corner of the room. Without shifting his gaze from the child, he started toward it in ahdting,

saggering shuffle.
"Stop!" Tanner screamed. " Stop, or I'll shoot!™

Alan saw Tanner out of the corner of his eye as the other stood up from behind the desk. He
leveled alarge cdliber gun on Alan, and Alan suddenly redized he no longer had Tanner covered with his
gun. He dill held the submachine gun, but it hung a his side, heavy and usdess.

But there was absolutely nothing Alan could do. He could not respond to Tanner's order.
Somehow, the clone's steadfast gaze held him, working a strange and powerful enchantment on hismind.
He must free the boy from the stasis field. He must...



Robin stepped between Alan and the clone, trying to stop him from reaching the stasisfield
generator. Her hand came up and she dapped Alan across the face. He saw the clone beyond her over
her right shoulder, Hill Stting unmoving on the floor. The child's hypnotic gaze continued to hold him and
he took another lurching step toward the generator, trying to push past Robin.

"Don't look a him!" she said, her face amask of grim determination. She dapped him again,
harder.

With an effort, Alan tore his gaze from the child's. He looked a Ralf Tanner across the room,
and ingtantly the oppressive sorrow |eft him, to be replaced by a strange heavinessin both his body and
hismind.

"Don't look directly at the clone," Tanner said, hiswords durred with fatigue. He stood and came
around the desk, hisgun il leveled on Alan. "He may ook like a helpless boy, but he possesses abilities
beyond any you could ever imagine. Now, drop that gun.” He motioned with awave of his own weapon.

"Who... What isit?" Alan asked as his submachine gun clattered to the floor. He looked toward
the youth, but not directly a him. Again hefet the pull of that strong mind, felt histhoughtsagain
narrowing on the youth's plight.

Agan Robin stepped before him, blocking hisview of the strange child.

"| told you not to look," she said. And suddenly Alan noticed that Robin's weapon was pointed
ahim.

"What isthis?" Alan asked her. " Just what's going on here?”’

Then helooked at Ralf Tanner. The older man's face wore a crooked smile, and his gaze was
centered somewhere beyond Alan. It was asif he watched Alan with asense other than sight.

"Don't beadarmed,” Tanner said, hisvoice calm and cool. "Get hisgun, Robin." He motioned
with the barrel of his own wegpon.

Robin picked up the submachine gun, took it to Tanner. Tanner put his own weapon in his belt,
then trained the submachine gun on Alan, till not quite looking at him.

"You..." Alan said to Robin, "you knew about him dl thetime. Y ou'rein thiswith him, aren't
you?'

The girl nodded, but did not speak. Nor did her steedy gaze shift from hiseyes. Alan'sfists
balled and relaxed convulsively at hissides.

"That'sright,” Tanner said, "sheiswithme."

Alan shifted hisweight to the balls of hisfeet, preparing to spring at Robin. If he could grab her
weapon, wrench it from her grasp and use her asa shidld...

"Don't try it," Tanner said, hisvoice hard and cold. Y ou'll only succeed in getting yoursdf killed."

"lsn't that what you two have planned for me anyway?' Alan asked. Herelaxed his stance
dightly; with both Robin'sand Tanner's gun trained on him, he wouldn't stand a chance.



"Perhgps,” Tanner said, and his amile vanished. Alan knew Tanner had already made up hismind.

"What happened to Edwards?'

"I had to eliminate him,” Tanner said. "He had served his purpose.”

Alan'smind chewed that bit of information over for afew seconds. These two werekillers. They
had stolen Foundation property and murdered a Foundation operative. But why? What was so important
about this clone that they would risk the wrath of the Foundation?

"How did you get here?' Alan finaly asked. " Scanning in your own body, | mean. It'simpossible;
it can't be done."

"Y ou mean you can't doit," Robin said. There was a strange tone of superiority in her voice.
Alan nodded. If they could do that, what else could they do? And how could he possibly hope to stop
them?

"The boy—whoishe?"

"Y ou know the story," Robin said. "Y ou were there when Frank told us."

"But where did he come from?"

Tanner scratched the stubble on hisjaw. "We don't know," he said.

"Then why did you take him from the bio-lab at the Foundation?’
Neither Tanner nor Robin spoke.

"A stassfidd's supposed to stop both mental and physical activity,” Alan said. "I looked into the
boy's eyes, fdt hismind. It's il active; it'still working." Alan watched Tanner'sface. For thefirgt time
he saw fear there. He looked into Robin's eyes and again he saw fear. For some reason, they both feared
the clone.

"That doesn't concern you," Tanner findly said, bringing himsdf visibly under control.

"But what'sthisall aout? Don't you think | have aright to know?'

"No," Tanner said. "Y ou don't."

"Wait," Robin said, turning to Tanner. "What will it hurt? After dl, were going to...." Her voice
trailed off.

"That'strue," Tanner said. To Alan hesaid: "'l guessit redly doesn't matter now if you know." He
stopped and thought amoment. Findly, he said: "First, weredly didn't want to do it thisway."

"That's good to know," Alan said.

"We meant for you to die, dl right,” Robin said, glee sparkling in her voice. "We just meant for it
to be more of an accident.”
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"What Robin meansisthat, according to the computer, the maximum desired effect could be
achieved only through accidental death. What we were trying to do was stage your accidental demise—
to put you in a postion where, without aid, you would be killed, then withhold that aid.”

"If you wanted me dead, why didn't you just kill me?* Alan asked.

"If it were only that easy,” Robin said. "Don't you see, we were trying for the maximum desired
effect. Anything other than an accident would lower the effect we'd achieve.”

"But why do you want me dead?"

"Personally,” Tanner said, "1 don't. I'd be just as happy if we could let you live. ThisisRobin's
project.”

Alan turned to Robin. Shewas silent for afew seconds, asif collecting her thoughts before she
tried to speak. When shefinally did spesk, it was with more than atouch of pride.

"Weve been using the computer for thisamost ten years now. Actualy, what it amountsto is
finding aterations we can make in adjacent dimensons that would favorably change our own. For one
such change, you must die. The computer says the optimum time is now."

"Tampering with adjacent dimensons... that'sillegd ."

"Yes" Robinsad, "inyour dimengonitis”

"In my dimengon!”

Raf Tanner nodded. "Don't you understand yet?' he said, asif explaining to achild. "We're not
from your dimension, not from your Earth. We cdl it Earth Prime, just as you do yours, but it's not your
Eath Prime.”

Alan suddenly turned on Robin. "Then you're not Robin," he said, surprising himsdlf with the
ferocity of hisown voice. He stopped before he walked into the barrel of her gun.

"But | am," the girl said, her eyes going wide as she took a step backward. "1'm just not the
Robin from your universe. I'm the Robin that might have existed in your world had certain things
happened and certain other tings not happened.”

"How long have you been operating in my dimension, in her place?'

"Almost ayear."

"Andyou," Alan sad to Tanner. "Just who are you?"'

"The body belongs to one Ross Dillman of your dimension,” Tanner said. "But that wouldn't mean
agresat ded to you."

"But who are you?' Alan asked.



Tanner grinned, his mouth becoming avicious dash across hisface. "Somethings,” he said, "you
will dieinignorance of." He dowly shifted theaim of hisgun, leveled it dead center on Alan's chest.

Thiswasit. Suddenly Alan knew he would have to make his move now or not at al. He could
not jump to his own body laying in an eectronics and drug induced stupor back in Earth Prime; that
would take severd moments preparation, time Tanner and Robin would surely not alow him. Now he
would have to act out of desperation, depending on surprise. But he needed an edge, something that
would distract the two who held their guns on him, something that might cause them to hesitate for just a
fraction of asecond before they fired....

"The clone" he said, forcing defiance into histone. "Why do you fear it so much? How could it
possibly hurt you?!

Again there wasfear in both Tanner's and Robin's eyes. Tanner's gaze suddenly became more
unfocused, and the barrdl of the submachine gun in his hands wavered dightly off target.

Instantly, almost without thought, Alan's body went into action. He took aquick step toward
Tanner, hisleft hand knocking the submachine gun's barrdl aside. The gun went off and aspray of bullets
ricocheted off the wall behind Alan. Hisright hand flashed out and buried itself deep in Tanner's somach,
then he withdrew it and brought it up in avicious bolo punch to Tanner's chin. The submachine gun
clattered to the floor as Tanner crumbled beneath Alan's heavy blows.

Alan spun to face Robin, and he saw a sudden flash from her gun and heard the loud crack of
the weapon's discharge. But he felt no pain, as he knew he should. Instead, there was adull impact on
theleft sde of hisneck, and a soft warmth flowed over his shoulder and down hisarm. Thelight-cdiber
gun went off again as helunged for Robin, and he felt another bullet dam into the right Sde of hischest, a
few inches below his collar bone. Before he reached the girl, the weapon went off athird time, the bullet
griking himin the somach. Still hefdt no pain.

Reaching out, Alan wrapped alarge hand around Robin's small weapon and wrenched it from
her grasp. He turned on her, and she staggered back a step, her hand going to her mouth in shock and
fear. Then he motioned her to where Tanner laid sprawled unconscious on the floor.

Still keegping Robin covered, Alan bent and picked up the submachine gun. Heignored the blood
flowing heavily from the wound in his ssomach and placed the girl'slight wegpon in his bdlt, then motioned
with the submachine gun's barrel.

Gingerly, making sure Alan did not misinterpret her movements, she pulled Tanner'sgun from his
belt and did it acrossthefloor. It skidded to astop againgt the instep of Alan's|eft foot.

"Aaarrgh..." Alan said, hisvoice dying in aragged gurgle as hetried to talk. There were so many
questions. There was so much he had to know. But he could not ask those questions; Robin's first bullet
had dammed into his neck, smashing hisvoca cords.

But now was no time for questions anyway. Tanner was quickly regaining consciousness, He sat
up—dlill not focusing his gaze on anything in particula—and took in the entire scene, asif just beginning
to redlize what had happened. Then he got dowly to hisfeet, rubbing the red, nearly bleeding areaaong
hisjaw line, and stood beside Robin.

"So," Tanner said, amost matter-of-factly, "it seems you have gained the upper hand. But it won't
do you any good. Y ou're bleeding to degth right this minute.”



Alan didn't even try to respond; he knew he couldn't. Fedling was returning to hisbody. His
wounds were beginning to throb with pain, and he felt blood spurting steadily from aruptured artery in his
neck.

"l can't imagine what you had hoped to gain from this,” Tanner said. Histone was till calm, but
as he spoke he backed away from Alan, toward the clone and the stasis field generator in the corner of
the room. Alan saw it happening, but there was absol utely nothing he could do about it. Hewas smply
too wesak, his body would not respond.

"Y ou can't win, you know," Tanner said. "Y ou redlly can't." He reached out a hand and touched
the stasisfield generator, and for thefirgt time he gazed directly into Alan's eyes.

With anearly inaudible pop, Tanner, the generator, and the clone al disappeared.
Alan turned to Robin. He pointed hisgun in the middle of her chest.

"Y ou won't shoot me, Alan,” shesaid, amiling. "I know you won't." Then she, too, vanished into
thinar.

Alan stumbled to the desk, collapsed into the chair. Hetried to clear hismind of al thought,
attempting to focus histotal attention on the jump back to Earth Prime. But he could not make it work.
The pain wasjust too great for him to concentrate on what he knew he must do. The pain was no longer
confined to hiswounds; now hisentire body throbbed with it, and his mind actually pulsed with agony.
Hewas dying, and he knew it. If he could not make the jJump soon...

Agan hetried, and again failed.

Planting his elbows on the desk before him, he leaned heavily on them. Blood splashed crimson
across the instruments set in the desk top. Did's, switches and meters, afive-inch cathode tube—all
arranged in acertain logica order. He had seen instrument arrangements like this before. These werelike
the instruments used back in Earth Prime to monitor scanners during training assgnments. Thiswas
Foundation equi pment.

Suddenly, Alan redlized it was from this console that the high-frequency energy attacks hed
originated. And it was because of Tanner's monitoring him that he had been denied accessto his host
body's memories this entire assignment. Just as he had made hisjump at theinitiation of this scan, he had
been monitored. And, somehow, that had fouled everything up, placing abarrier between the host body's
memoriesand hismind.

But how had Tanner come by Foundation equipment? Thiswas very sophisticated, classified
gear—difficult to fabricate and certainly dmost impossible to obtain.

Ingtantly, through the haze of pain, Alan answered his own question: Robin, of course. Although
shelacked asufficiently high security clearance, with her charm it would have been no problem at al to
gain access to Bio-section. She stole the clone. Why not a surplus monitoring station aswell?

The hints of her involvement had been staring Alan in theface dl dong. He had smply not picked
up on them until it wastoo late.

Firgt, she could worm information from Rogers dmost at will—not just advance information on a



particular scan assgnment, but very sengitive, restricted data as well. Such asthe Unit Efficiency Ratings.
There was that mysterious barrier in Tanner's mind, and Robin's relationship with him. She had never
explained her irrationa response to Rogers pacing back and forth through the hologram image of the
clone either. And there wasthat time in her quarters behind the Smoke and Powder Room when she
had hesitated while Alan took a beating from Grange: her excuse for not using the rock had seemed dl
too lame even then. But the clincher should have been when Tanner had inexplicably appeared in their
mind-linked attempt to locate Edwards.

Alan cursed himself loudly, then choked on blood and gasped for breath. How could he have
been so blind? It had al been obvious from the start. All held had to do wastie the pieces together.

But hisfedingsfor Robin had blinded him to al that, making it impossible for him to see what
wasright in front of him. His Robin, not thisfake Robin, this substitute out of another dimension. For her,
he could fed nothing but contempt.

The clone, Alan thought. What about the clone? Somehow, Robin and Tanner weretied to it.
Y et they feared it, that much was quite clear. It could harm them in some way. That waswhy they
continudly watched it. And, for some reason, they couldn't destroy it. As much of athresat asit obvioudy
wasto them, if they could have destroyed it they would have, instead of toting it acrossinter-dimensiona
boundaries. Perhaps it was the fact that they did not know what the clone was that prevented them from
destroying it outright. Perhgps their precious computer could not reconcile its existence, and therefore
could not predict what would happen should it suddenly ceaseto exist. This clone might be the unknown
vaiablein their Snister equation.

If only I could have gained possession of the clone, Alanthought, I might have been able to
use it against them.

But how could it be used as aweapon? And now, with them again jumping across dimensiona
lines, how could he possibly hopeto gain control of it?

Again pain flared throughout Alan's body and mind, and he knew none of this speculation would
do him theleast bit of good if he could not escape this body beforeit died.

Gathering the dregs of energy from the battered and bleeding host body aswell ashis
pain-wracked mind, he concentrated on his own body back in Earth Prime. Through afiery curtain of
pain, he saw it curled up in fetal pogtion, enfolded in the warm, pink membrane of the scan cocoon. He
felt the gentle, regular breathing of its drug and dectronicsinduced deep. He felt the dow rhythmic
pumping of its heart. But still he could not break through. He could not make the jump.

Suddenly, something e se occupied the host body with him. Another mind, another intelligence.
More precisdly, afocus of many individud intelligences. One second, it had not been with Alan. Then, it
wasthere, inthe brain of the dying host body. And Alan felt its Strength, an dmost physical power, not
evil but benevolent.

Leisurdly shaking out athin tendril of energy, the focus of intelligences reached out and touched
Alan'smind, attaching itself to him. Then, guiding, it pulled him from the dying body into the gray
nothingness between worlds. Without a thought otherwise, Alan's fatigue-strained mind followed.

But thisisimpossible! Alanthought.

By itsvery nature, nothing but Alan's own mind should have been ableto exist in this non-place



between worlds. Here was merely a state of mind, augmented by the drug dramil and the Foundation's
sophisticated eectronics. Therewasn't actualy a here at dl.

The other, however, was here. It did exist.

Suddenly, the tenuous strand of energy that linked Alan with the other snapped, like abroken
rubber band. And Alan was hurled from the gray nothingness....



EPISODE

They had stopped only once during their spawning journey, bringing their flamestogether,
focusing them through Ari's flameto perform the necessary task. But there had been only one necessary
task thisjourney, and so only one stop.

Ari'sflame had been increasing steadily over the long journey, continualy growing hotter within
him. It now burned and scorched throughout the entire network of long narrow filaments that was his
conscious-generating brain. Hefdt itsintense heat as aflaring pain degp within his consciousness.

Ari now lapsed more frequently into those brief periods when he completely lost control of his
wagte-energy discharges, when his secondary brain—the smdll, inggnificant lump of matter that governed
his autometic body functions—was not sufficient. That scared him. Too much discharge could be harmful
to the small flames nearby.

What if one of the small flamesis near when | lose control? he thought. He could
involuntarily harm one of them. Their flames were not like his own. They werefragile flames, and could
be snuffed out too easily. They possessed shallow flames, onesthat did not know joy. Their flames could
not burn hot and intense, as his did. The continued existence of their flames depended soldly onthe
preservation of their physca forms.

He knew the small flames had comefor hisown physical form. Ari would giveit to them gladly; it
would release hisflame, set him free of physical bounds. And hisliberation would help the smdl flamesas
well. Gradudly, as generation after generation of smal flames gathered the substance of hisbody into
their own, their flames would be strengthened. They would begin to know joy and life. And eventually
they too would be free to experience the total liberation of physica death. Ari knew thisto betrue. He
hed seen it dl during the spawning journey.

But aready there was one among the smdl flameswho would live beyond liberation. Hisflame
was bright with life, it knew joy. That had been an accident. The smal flame had been too near another
of Ari'skind when he had lost control. The other's discharge had been dtifled in time. The smdl flame had
been saved and strengthened.

Ari was glad thetime for the mating was dmost upon him. With that finished, hisflamewould
again cool to acomfortable warm glow. Then he would again be able to control his body functions and
his waste-energy discharges. Joy would again course through his body's filaments.

The mating! hethought, and felt a sudden jolt of excitement and joy race through hisentire
being. It wasfor the mating he had traveled up the time stream, against the very flow of existence. It was
for this he now battled the monstrous gravitationa forces and intense radiation now ravaging his body and
hismind. Out of dl theinfinite universes his mind encompassed, out of dl the possible redities hismenta
being inhabited, the precise combination of gravitationd stresses and radiation from this particular double
dar inthisperiod of history of this particular universe stimulated his sexud drives. Only here and now
could hismating take place.

And when that mating was completed, when the raging fire within him had finally cooled, he
would accompany the femaesto the place of laying. He and the other males would watch asthe
femaes discharged their cargo of fertilized eggs. Then, they would leave the eggs, to mature and
eventudly hatch.

Ari expelled ajet of gasfrom apouch near the surface of his skin and drifted dowly away from



his companions and the small flames grouped near the mating stars. He was not quite ready to mate; his
seed was not yet ripe. And it was not wise to be among the small flames until after the mating. He might
lose contral.

He noticed something strange a short distance off and released another puff of gasto propel
himsaf toward it. As he advanced, he absorbed through his skin free-floating hydrogen, nitrogen, carbon
and other dements. The areaaround the mating sarswas rich in food, and Ari fed greedily.

The strange object was not one of the smdll flames, but it was something of them. It radiated an
unusud energy. Ari felt hisflame growing suddenly hotter as the energy touched him and was absorbed.
It burned deep ingde him like the molten heart of astar, making rationa thought nearly impossible. His
waste-energy Started to build. He knew he must contral it; one of the smdl flames was gpproaching and
he did not wish to harmiit.

Ari pushed the rising fire from his thoughts and concentrated on controlling his body functions.

14 February, 2072
1512 Ship Time

Ross Dillman maneuvered hisdory closer to the whae. The huge amoebic anima hung
motionless, its non-reflective surface agreet holein thefied of gars. A shifting lace of gold and silver light
played over its body, defining its outlines.

Then, suddenly, the flames were dancing around the animd, flickering in and out of existence,
darting then floating, shedding multi-colored sparks.

The flames were comforting, asthey had aways been, bathing Ross mind in their familiar
warmth. They were old friends. But now Ross needed all his attention for the task at hand, and the flames
were adistraction.

Heforced the flames from his thoughts and fired three quick bursts on the dory's starboard
steering jet and one on the main propulsion thruster. He drifted carefully around the whae, placing the
creature's body directly between himself and a particularly bright patch in thefield of sars.

Histraining told him the entire body of the great beast would fit eegly into the small storage of his
dory, but Ross was having trouble believing it now that he had findly seen awhae. Y et, he knew it
would work. Hewould kill the anima by launching the dory's explosive harpoon into itssmdll brain, then
cut the carcass into sections with the dory'slaser. The flesh would come away from the body inlarge
chunks and, losing its moisture and gas dmost immediately, shrivel to afraction of itsorigina size.

Ross tested the servo-mechanism claws as he carefully maneuvered his dory around the whale,
toward its anterior end and the brain hump. The claws flexed like large misshapen hands before him,
moving dowly but responding precisdy to his dightest command. He armed the explosive harpoon, then
stopped his forward momentum with the bow jets and fired asingle short burst on the port steering jet.
Histhumb rested lightly on the harpoon's launch button as the nose of hisdory svung inadow arc
toward the whae's brain hump.

The dlver and gold filigree on the wha€'s body flared to sudden brightness. Searing pain filled
Ross head as he looked up from hisinstruments. He screamed out and raised his handsto hiseyes. The



intense light coming from the whale was visible through hishands and closed eyelids.

The light seemed to last an eternity, and Ross body erupted in a thousand minute agonies. The
radiation lancing out from the whale was killing him—he knew it, felt it. But there was absolutely nothing
he could do about it.

He could only wait in feer.

Ross kept histrembling hands pressed to his eyes asthe light gradualy subsided. He was not yet
ready to see. And he was bothered by something. Why had the protective film on his dory's port failed to
work?Why hadn't it darkened automatically in response to the light and radiation? Ross thought again of
Gason and panic scurried like afrightened rodent through his mind.

With atremendous effort hefindly brought his panic under control, and dowly removed his
hands. Then he opened his eyes.

Where the whale had been only afew minutes before, there was now alarge tongue of fire, a
flame of blue, green, orange, yelow and red. It was the most beautiful thing Ross had ever seen. It was
theincarnation of hisflames. Hisfear ingtantly vanished.

Ross |ooked down at the dory's instruments. He could not see them; for him, they were no longer
there. He could see nothing but the flame. 1t hung continually before his eyes, no maiter which direction
he looked. And, suddenly, he realized he was no longer actualy seeing. It was a sense other than sight
which brought the image of the flame into his mind, a sense somehow beyond sight. He knew now that he
was physicdly blind, and it did not matter.

A voice spokein Ross head. It did not spesk in the conventiona sense, yet Ross understood it
clearly. He knew it was the whae. The whae was communicating with him. Its thoughts blew like a soft,
warm breeze across his numbed mind, clearing it of fear and confusion.

Little flame, it said, you approach at the wrong time.

And the flame that consumes dl but does not burn washed over him.

Stretched out pronein hisdory, Rossfelt tired but happy. His flame was awarm glow deep
within him as anew energy coursed throughout his body. He did not know how long he had beenin
actual communication with the whaes, and it redly did not matter. Now, he would be forever in
communion with them.

Fumbling blindly with the controls before him, he looked about. Directly ahead wasasmall
cluster of flames. Among them, only one burned bright, only one knew joy. The others were pae and
weak. They |eft pools of sorrow in Ross mind.

Without having to turn his head, Ross |ooked to hisleft and realized he was seeing through the
hull of hisdory with hisnew sense. There, in the distance, danced alarge group of intensely burning
flames—the whale pod. Wave upon wave of raw emotion radiated from them, a pure joy that washed
over hismind, cleansing it and carrying away the stagnant pools of sorrow.

Ross flame burned suddenly brighter. He reached out, activated the main propulsion thruster.



Theatificid gravity of acceeration returned briefly, then again vanished. As he sped toward the waiting
parent ship, Ross et histhoughts wander.

The whaes alowed themsalves to be hunted. Ross knew that now. They could not die—not
redly. They were the carriers of peaceful thought, the caretakers of love and eternd life. They gave their
physical beingswillingly, bringing not only man, but every other life form they camein contact with into
their web of joy and life everlasting. And now Ross was one with them; he was amember of the web of
flame. He was amember of the pod.

When Rossfindly reached the Stardrift, ssemingly blind and in a catatonic sate, he was taken
immediately to sick bay. Galson was there, waiting for him, hisflame blazing with excitement.

The old man, like Ross, radiated waves of joy.



CHAPTER TWELVE
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...into theworld of physicd redlities.

Again, the gray, facelessfigure appeared in Alan's mind—Iegs spread, arms stretched out away
from thetorso—and again the inexplicable feding of familiarity. But still Alan could not identify him.

There was something el se strange, too, something made odd by its very absence rather than its
presence. The powerful burst of high-frequency energy he had experienced so many timesin the last few
dayswas gone. Tanner was no longer monitoring his movements.

For what seemed days, the facelessimage hung in Alan'smind. Again and again hetried to force
it from histhoughts, attempting to conscioudy driveit away. But that did not work, and soon Alan

stopped trying atogether.
Eventudly, if by itsown valition, the image disappeared from his thoughts.

The soft folds of the scan cocoon's membrane pressed close around him, its soothing warmth
drawing the chill of the jump from hismind, its vibration bringing consciousness. Sowly, in responseto
Alan'swaking, the cocoon opened, exposing his perspiration-soaked body to the cool air of his scan
booth.

Immediately he felt a strangeness. There was something wrong here, something different. This felt
like hisbody, yet somehow it did not. Although the body contained the same heavy fatigue thet followed
every scan, there was something changed abott it.

Alan opened his eyes, got to his hands and knees, and, shaking both physically and mentally,
crawled across the staging platform at the top of the three short steps, then got to hisfeet and descended
to thefloor.

Suddenly, he realized what was s0 different about hisbody. Hisright leg did not hurt. And it
supported him without the aid of hisbrace. For thefirst timein many years, hisbody was again whole.

But was it hisbody?

Yes, he decided, thisis my body. Therewas none of the unfamiliarity of ahost body; the very
muscles seemed to remember smdll, habitua actions.

Alan remembered the strange barrier in Tanner's mind, the barrier he had observed both during
the Foundation party and again only afew short minutes ago. And suddenly he knew there never had
been abarrier in the other's mind. Not really. What he had thought to be areflection of hisown mind
bounced back at him had actualy been Tanner's mind. And it was the same as his own.

Ingtantly, Alan realized the full implication of this knowledge. This body was acounterpart to his
own back in his Earth Prime. And his own counterpart from here was now inhabiting Ross Dillman's
body, whoever that was. Incredible asit seemed, the man who wastrying to kill Alan was, inasense,
Alan himself!

But it was an Alan he did not like, one capable of murder for some twisted idedl. An Alan who,



because of his actions and beliefs, had to die.

Dazed by the contradiction of that thought, Alan stumbled to the scan booth'slocker, removed
the blue jumpsuit he found there, and put it on. It was a perfect fit, asit should have been. It looked, in
fact, exactly like the one he had placed in hislocker back in his own world. But where he had |eft hisleg
brace and cane, there was nothing.

After dressing, Alan stepped through the scan booth's pellicle door. The phrenic sign flashed in
hismind: DELTA-TWO-EIGHT. But that wasn't right; his scan booth designation should have been
delta-two-nine.

Without a moment's hesitation, he hurried down the corridor, toward Robin's booth, carefully
counting the number of pellicle doors between his own booth and hers. He was dmost positive he knew
what hewould find, and he feared that knowledge. If he wasright, it could mean but one thing.

DELTA-TWO-ONE, said the glowing sign in his thoughts as he approached the pellicle door to
Robin's booth. He knew the door membrane would not respond to him. The computer would admit only
those with the proper, pre-recorded DNA code, just asit did the pellicle door to his own scan booth.
But he knew Robin's booth was empty. The pdllicle door glowed arosy red.

That's the clincher, hethought. It was just as he had thought it would be. Robin's booth
designation should have been ddta-two-two. Thiswas not Earth Prime, not his Earth Prime. It wasa
dimension very smilar to the Earth he knew, perhaps even running directly adjacent and pardld toit, but
it definitely was not his Earth. And the body he now inhabited, athough incredibly like his own, was not
his. It was whole and hedlthy; it had not suffered the crippling accident in youth.

Suddenly, inexplicably, Alan redlized that the benevolent mind that had guided him in the
non-world between dimensions had |eft him here on purpose. Whatever that mind was, it knew
something Alan did not, something about this aternate universe, something it wanted Alan to know. For
some reason, it wanted him here, in thisdimension so much like hisown, but till not his own.



EPI SODE
12 December, 2113
10:17 Mountain Standard Time

The breeze was cool on Ross Dillman's body asit blew through hislight robes. He sat beneath
the large pine, hisback againgt its bole, its rough bark pressing into hisflesh. Hiswhite-bearded face was
lifted to the warm sun.

Hewaslost in memory, recalling atime many years ago—atime even before he had cometo live
in this wilderness park—when he had been aboard thewhader Sardrift. It had been ashort time, yetin
many respects a very happy time. It was while aboard the Stardrift that he had strengthened hisflame.

The smdl flames danced around him. He saw them in hismind and identified each one. There
was a chipmunk; itsflame brown-tinted and lively. There the dightly red-tinted spark of araccoon. And
there, in the stream’s cool green water, the darting flames of severa trout. There were many more, each
digtinct and identifiable, yet each part of thewhole.

And hedsofet thelarge flames, out in the vastness of interstellar space. They burned with an
intengity that filled him with warmth and joy, even & their greet distance. They werefar away, yet they
were with him. He was one of them, and they were dl one.

Suddenly, there was another in Ross mind, one of the smdll flames, yet one that burned dim even
for asmal flame, onethat did not share the least bit of joy.

At firgt, Ross fought this other. He could have easily pushed the other from hismind or, with a
thought, destroyed him. And at first he started to do this.

But then athought came from the large flames. Do not fight the other, they said. Let it happen.
Let him have your body. It must be so.

Ross no longer fought the other. He left hisbody and joined his brothers among the stars.

Slowly, the other got to hisfeet. He tested hisarms and legs and decided they were adequate.
Hetested hisbrain and found it sound. The only defect he could find wasin the host body's sense of
sght. But for that he was more than compensated; he possessed a strange other sight.

Ashewaked aong the dusty forest road, toward the park's exit, he decided to call himsdlf Ralf
Tanner.
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FRANK RODGERS DIRECTOR, SCAN PROJECT, declared the red phrenic sign. Itsflashing
message lasted only afew brief seconds, but that was time enough for it to leave the dightly acid fedling
of srangenessin Alan's mind. Again there was something different about thisworld, something not quite
asit should have been. Something dightly out of kilter with theway it wasin Alan'sdimension. And Alan
couldn't quite determinewhat it was.

Then, suddenly, he knew what it was. Rogers did exist here, and—asin Alan's universe—he was
head of the scan project. That much was clear. But his name was spelled differently herethan it wasin
Alan's Earth Prime. Here, the man'slast name was spdlled with ad.

Putting his eyeto thelensin the wal beside the pellicle door, Alan permitted the computer to
scan hisretind pattern and match it to the copy in its memory. The door's membrane cycled from red to
green, and Alan pushed through.

A bald black man sat behind the conference table reading the top sheet of athick stack of
computer print-outs, his bulk filling and amost overflowing the large chair. He appeared to be the same
man Alan knew, even down to his choicein jJumper color— slver with black trim—but not quite. This
man's skin shade was abit lighter than that of Rogersin Alan's dimension. Thiswas, of course, not the
same man a al. Although both men undoubtedly shared many attitudes and biases, Alan was sure there
were plenty of differencesaswell. And unless Alan could somehow turn the tide of eventshisway, it
looked if some of those differences might eventudly provefata to him.

Therewere certainly differencesin the make-up of this man's computer-generated office. These
were, for the most part, subtle deviations, yet they did exist, and they mirrored basic differencesin the
two men's persondities and the worldsin which they functioned: ablue carpet on the floor rather than
red, afour-point ek rack on thewall above his head rather than asix, mahogany used in the conference
table and chairsingtead of wanut. And the furniture was of adightly different style too, abit more ornate
than the furniture the Rogers of Alan'sdimension preferred, and dightly heavier looking.

Alan's gaze took in the room as he looked for Tanner, Robin and the clone. They were not there.

"How did the scan go?" the black man said, looking up from hisreading and marking his place
with alargeindex finger. His gaze met Alan's, hisdark eyes seeming to stare through the smaller man's,
asif he could look into hisbrain and read his very thoughts.

"Good," Alan lied. Then the full impact of the black man's gaze hit him and he redlized that Robin
could join them at any minute, and he added an uncertain, "1 think." He couldn't begin to guess what
might happen if she should arrive, but he knew he didn't want to be caught in an outright lie. The longer
he kept this cover, the more hewould learn and the less likely hewasto die.

"What do you mean, you think? Isn't he dead?"

Alan lowered himsdf dowly into the soft cushions of the large chair across from the black man,
trying to appear cool and confident while perspiring heavily benesth his powder blue jumpsuit. "He got
the drop on us," he said, "and we had to jump. But he has to be dead. | don't see how he could have
made the jump; he wasin bad shape."



"Hasto bel" Rodgers bellowed, getting up from his chair. The table creaked under hisweight as
heleaned onit, asit had in Alan's own dimension, and again Alan wondered how the techs could have
augmented the computer program for this room's furnishings enough for such a subtle effect. The black
man brought his face—brown eyes bulging, stubble-covered jowls quivering with anger—to within afoot
of Alan's."Y ou don't know for sure that he's dead, do you?' he said, his voice gruff with accusation.

"N...no," Alan ssammered.

Rodgers straightened and stepped away from the table, linked his hands behind his back, then
paced rapidly across the room and back. Part way through his second circuit of the office, he stopped
and turned to face Alan.

"Can't you seeyet how crucid thisis?' hesaid, asif explaining something very basic to achild.
"Robin has put alot of timeinto this, and she's used the computer to prove her theoriesright: our very
existence here depends on the deaths of our counterparts in that other dimension. Don't you understand
thet?"

"Yes" Alansad, "l understand.” And he did. He could sympathize with these others, he could
amost condone what they were trying to accomplish. If he knew that hislife depended on the death of
his counterpart in another dimension, he would certainly try to diminate that other.

And now, suddenly, paradoxicaly, hislife did depend on that other's degth.

"Thenwhy did you let him dip through your fingerslike that? With him dead, you could have
eadly gotten close to my counterpart there, and thiswould al be over so quickly.”

"Wedidn't let him get away," Alan said, finding it easy to put anecessary note of defensveness
inhisvoice. "Likel said, he has to be dead. Besides, he was holding a submachine gun on us. What
were we supposed to do, just stand there and et him shoot us down? That wouldn't have accomplished
adamn thing. After dl, the only reason for dl thisin thefirst place isto assure our continued existence.”

The black man nodded.

That's a beautiful piece of logic, Alanthought, the kind of level-headed thinking that just
might get me out of this alive. Hedmog dlowed himsdf asmal smile of triumph, but sopped himself
intime. Therewas certainly no point in giving himsdf away before it became absolutely necessary.

"But dill we have to make sure he's dead,” Rodgers said, his voice caming still more, becoming
more controlled. " And we have to do something about my own counterpart. According to the
computer,”"—he nodded at the stack of print-outs on the table—"we're within the optimum time-dot for
his degth right now."

Alan nodded and remained quiet. How should he respond to something like that? He didn't know
what to say, and he certainly did not plan to kill either himself or Rogers for these others.

"Okay," Rodgers said, ignoring Alan's sllence and sitting back down in hischair. "What'sdoneis
done. Now we haveto makeit al right. Agreed?' Hefolded his huge hands peacefully atop the stack of
printouts.

"Agreed,” Alan answered. Like hell! hethought.



Rodgers shook his head. "Firgt, if you didn't get him—if he could still jump—hewould have
undoubtedly returned to hisown dimension. If he made it back there, our gameis up and you can come
out of hiding, start scanning in your own body. If, on the other hand, he didn't return to hisown
dimension—fine. Y ou can smply dispose of hisbody, put on hisbrace, and take his place. Either way,
we have to move right now; timeisno longer on our sde."

But | don't know how to jump with a body! Alanthought. | can't doit! To Rodgers, he said:
"What about the clone?’

"I made another run. The computer still can't account for the clone. We can't afford to let it out of
our hands. It might be too dangerous, and we just can't take that kind of chance.”

"And Robin?"'
"She'swith the clone, isn't she? Y ou should know that better than 1.

For an ingant, panic filled Alan's mind. Had he made the fatal error, the one he had known al
aong he would probably make? But, if he had, would Rodgers catch it? With an effort, he gathered his
frantically scurrying thoughts, then took a deep bresth and nodded.

"Shouldn't she be with me, though?' he asked. "Won't her absence arouse their suspicion?’

"Yes, it probably will. But there isn't much we can do about that now. I'll send her dong as soon
as shereturns. Until then, tell them..." Rodgers stopped and thought for afew seconds. Findly, he
resumed. "Tell them she had afew loose endsto tie up in the target dimension, things that would have
caused dragtic changesinits structureif left unattended. They should buy it; they're usudly pretty sendtive
about that sort of thing.

"Now, you'd better get to your scan booth," he said, getting dowly to hisfeet, obvioudy very
tired both physicaly and mentaly.

Againfear filled Alan's mind, gnawing at the fringes of his sanity like aravenous rodent. How
could he possibly explain away hisinability to make the jump with the body? And how would Rodgers
react once he caught on to hisact?

Alan stood, turned and started toward the pellicle door. He was about to step through when
Rodgerssaid: "I'll send thetechsin to set your booth for an in-body scan.”

Alan crawled out across the pink glowing membrane of the scan cocoon to its center, then laid
on his back, hisarms stretched out away from his body and hislegs spread. He felt the membrane's
familiar stickiness and warmth beneeth him, the gentle massaging of itspliant living tissue, and ingtantly he
began to relax. Thiswas something he knew, something he understood. Thiswas something he could
cope with.

The technicians had been there and gone. They had executed their tasksin aslent, efficient
manner, adjusting the cocoon to alow him to scan with his body and setting the dimensiond
co-ordinates. Alan thought he had recognized afew of them. He had even cdled out to one tech by
name. But the man had not responded—in fact, had ignored him—and afew of the others had looked at

him strangdly.



Alan'simmediate problem, however, wasthat he redly didn't know what was expected of him.
He didn't know which procedures held here and which were different from those in hisown dimension.
If, for example, he would be scanning with this body, he certainly wouldn't need the nutrient-feeder and
waste draw off tubes. But, if thisworld's equipment and procedures were smilar enough to hisown
dimension's, the dramil necessary to make the scan possible was included in the nutrient solution. He
would need the drug, wouldn't he? Or would he?

In the end, he decided to connect both the nutrient-feeder and the waste draw off tubes and take
his chances. He pulled them down and inserted them into hisright wrigt, then plugged himsdf into the
psionic computer/transmitter and curled into fetl postion.

"Computer," he said after taking adeep bregth, "initiate scan.”

Just before the membrane of the scan cocoon folded over Alan's body, Rodgers burst through
the pellicle door, the red box of amembrane scrambler clutched in his hands. Threelarge men dressed in
the black jumpsuits of Security ssumbled into the booth close behind him, needle-guns at the ready.

"Stop!" Rodgers bellowed.

Then the membrane enveloped Alan in its soft warmth, shutting out dl sight and sound.
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It was astrange sensation, atingling and stinging throughout his entire body, like amillion
crawling and biting insects. Smultaneoudy, he became painfully awvare of hisbody's every part. Each
individua axon in his nervous system burned asif with fire, and hisveinsand arteriesran acid hot. He
even fdt every blood cdl coursing through his circulatory system, small but intense sparks of living flame.
Y et, there was afedling of retaining complete control of his entire being, afeding that more than
compensated for the pain. A feding Alan found he liked.

And suddenly, that feeling was gone, and he again entered the physical world.

He stood againgt onewall of the scan booth, beside the storage locker, and instantly he knew this
was his scan booth in his own Earth Prime. Therewas afamiliar fed toit, an dmost friendly textureto
the very air that marked it as hisworld. It wasn't anything concrete, nothing he could put hisfinger on, but
it was present none-the-less.

Directly before him, glowing abright, hedthy pink, was the scan cocoon. Alan could just make
out the dim form of abody through its opague substance. The body wasin fetal position, lulled into a
deep deep by the combined effects of dramil and the cocoon's highly sophisticated eectronics. It was his
body, he knew that. His real body.

Alan turned to the locker, opened it, and took out his jumpsuit. As he got dressed, he noticed his
cane and leg brace hanging on ahook at the back of the locker. He would not need them now, not until
heleft thisbody to return to hisown. But it was strange; he actualy missed strapping the brace on his
leg. He had doneit after every scan he had ever been on, and not putting it on now made him feel
somehow incomplete.

DELTA-TWO-NINE, camethe phrenic Sgninto histhoughts, and ingantly he knew thiswashis
dimension. Y et, the scan booth's pellicle door did not respond to him asit should have. Therewas
res stance; the membrane did not give easily and Alan had to struggle through. Then he realized what was
wrong. The pellicle door was set to only hisbody and that of hisrelief on the other shift, and no other. As
much asthis body looked like hisown, it was not; its DNA code was just different enough to prevent
easy use of the pdllicle door. Y &, this body's genetic information was enough like his own body'sto at
least permit him to pass through.

He hurried down the hall toward Rogers office, hismind churning, trying to plot his next move.
Firgt, he knew, he would have to convince Rogers of what had happened. He couldn't handle thisaone;
he needed help on this end while he scanned.

But the story he was about to tell Rogers was too unbelievable. Even he had trouble bdieving it,
and he had experienced it. Would Rogers believe what Alan was about to tel him? Could he believeit?

Onefactor in Alan'sfavor, at least, was hisleg. Rogers could not deny that it was again whole.
And therewas dso his real body still wrapped in the scan cocoon back in his booth. Two of the same
body in the same dimension? Rogers knew Alan had never had a clone made of himsalf. Only under very



gpeciad circumstances was that permitted.

FRANK ROGERS DIRECTOR, SCAN PROJECT, read the phrenic sgn. Again, Alan noted
the difference: no d in Rogers name. Thiswas certainly hisown dimension.

Alan pushed through the pellicle door with consderable difficulty. Rogers sat behind the
conference table reading computer print outs, just as his counterpart had in that other dimension. But this
Rogers skin tone was severa shades darker than had been that other's.

"Alan!" the black man said, jumping to hisfeet. "What are you doing back? | wasn't informed
your assignment had been terminated.”

"It wasn't," Alan said and smiled.

mWhat?"

"I'm gill on assgnment; I'm Hill scanning.”

"What the hell are you talking about?' Rogers said. "How did you get here?”
"I told you. I'm gill scanning. Thisisn't my body."

Rogers gaze narrowed and his brow furrowed. He was obvioudy beginning to find the whole
thing very annoying. "What do you mean, it isn't your body?"

"Just what | said." Alan sat down in the chair across the table from Rogers. "But | redly can't
explain right now. | don't have time. Too much hasto be accomplished too quickly. And | need your
hdp."

"Now just you hold on aminute," Rogers said, leaning urgently across the table and placing his
jowled face within inches of Alan's, just as his counterpart had in that other dimension. "Firgt, you tell me
you're sill scanning, when you're standing right here before me. Then you say that thisisn't your body,
and you actually expect meto believe you. Y ou damn well better explain yoursdf. And fast.”

Alan thought for aminute. Finaly he said, "Okay. | owe you that much, and | do need your help.
But firdt, you have to do something for me."

"What?' the black man demanded. There was anote of suspicion in hisvoice.
"Take Robin's body from its cocoon and placeitin astassfield.”

Rogers was silent, shock registering openly on his broad face. He obvioudy could not believe
what he had just heard, and he could not respond.

"Thisisimportant,” Alan said, finaly breaking the awkward silence. "And it hasto be done now,
without a minute's delay. Either you do it, no questions asked, or you won't get the explanation you want.
I'll smply walk out of here and you'll never hear from meagain.”

"But..."



"No buts. That'stheway it hasto be."

For afew seconds, Rogersjust sat unmoving and stared at Alan, anger growing in his hot gaze.
Then hereached out, activated the holophone on his desk, and contacted Security.

Alan waited, not saying aword. At any time Rogers could order Security in to take himinto
custody. That was agamble, but one Alan knew he had to take. He had to depend on his judgment of
Rogers character, relying on the other'sfaith in Alan himself.

And Rogers came through for him. He made the necessary arrangements to have Robin's body
placed in sasis, then deactivated the holophone without giving him away.

"Okay, it'sdone," Rogers said, hishot gaze again meeting Alan's own. "Now, this had better be
good

"Not good,” Alan replied, "smply unbdievable.

Within ten minutes, Alan had told Rogers his entire incredible story: how the scan had proceeded
in the dimension where the clone had first been kept, how he had discovered Robin was at the root of it
al, and what part Ralf Tanner had played. Then hetold him about his scan in that dimension so much like
their own. As proof of his story, he showed Rogers hiswholeleg, aleg capable of supporting him
without the aid of abrace, aleg strong and healthy and without pain.

"Then you'reteling thetruth. Thisisn't your body?"

Alan shook his head.

"And therest of your gory?It's...it'strue aswell? These others actually wish us harm?"

Alan nodded. "They're working on some sort of time-table,” he said, "on a schedule developed
by their computer. And they mean business. If we don't op them soon, within the next few days or even
hours, they'll stop us. They'll stop us dead!”

"How can we possibly stop them? Hell, we don't even know wherethey are."

"But wedo," Alan said, "They're with the clone— at least one of them is—and it originated here,
inthisdimension. We can put apsionic trace on it, useit to locate them."

"That'strue," Rogers said, and scratched the dark stubble along hisjaw line. "But with dl this
going on, why dl theinterest in the clone? Why arethey so interested in it, | mean?”

Alan shook hishead. "I don't know. But that cloneisthe key to dl this. Somehow, it can be used
againg them. And they know it."

"Perhaps,”" Rogers said. "Y ou'd know more about that than | would." Then hewas quiet for a
moment, thinking. When hefinaly spoke, there was cold determination in hisvoice. Right or wrong, he
had made up his mind. He had determined a plan of action.



"Okay, look, thereisn't athing you can do until we have the results of the trace on the clone. Y ou
get some degp— you can use the cot in the back there." He motioned with anod of his head to the
pellicle door behind him. "I'll have your body—your real body—removed from your cocoon and placed
in stasis. When everything's ready, I'll wake you."

Alan nodded and, without aword, got to his feet. He hadn't noticed it until now, but he was
tired. Moretired than he could remember ever being. He would be able to think clearer after afew
hours deep, he told himsdif.

Hewondered if he would be able to deep.

Stumbling around the conference table, he stepped through the pellicle door. Again, therewas
resistance as his body passed through the membrane. This, however, was anon-discriminating
membrane. There should have been no resistance, unless...

Unlessit was because the body he now inhabited was from another dimension.

The smal room beyond did not enjoy the elaborate computer augmentation that graced Rogers
office. Gone were the rich browns of wood paneling, to be replaced with spotted bare plasterboard. In
one corner were asink and atoilet, totally open to the rest of the room. An ancient army cot rested
forlornly againgt the far wall. A gray wool blanket lay aop it, nearly touching the floor on the out-wall
Sde

"It'snot much,” Rogers said, siweeping the room with awide gesture of hisarms, "but it has
served." He nodded with obvious satisfaction, then said, "Tonight, it isyours.”

Alan looked about the room without comment. It certainly wasn't much. Both the room and the
cot were obvioudy intended only for occasiond short naps.

"Why don't you have thisroom fixed up?' Alanfinaly said. "Augment it and bring in afew
cresture comforts.”

Rogers shook hishead. "Thisistheway | want it to stay. Anything more would be superfluous.”
"Wha?'

"I know you won't understand this,” the black man sighed. "1 don't completely understand it
myself. | guessyou could call it anidiosyncrasy, but sometimes| just have to get away from al the
modern comforts that this cluttered-up world of ours provides. Sometimes | haveto get just as primitive
aspossible, while ill being ableto properly perform my duties. At timeslike that, when absolutely
necessary, | escape to thisroom. For aday or two, maybe longer. It seemsto clear my head, alowing
thought processes somehow not otherwise possible. | don't know. Somehow thisroom'svery
primitiveness seemsto adlow meto do the kind of thinking | find I sometimes must do.” He paused,
unsure of himsdf. "I knew you wouldn't understand,” he said.

Alan nodded. Rogerswasright; he didn't understand. But he didn't really have to. He found, to
his complete surprise, that he could accept it without understanding it. Somehow, it made an ingtinctua
kind of senseto his subconscious mind, without actually bresking through into his consciousness.

"Now, you deep," Rogerssad. "I'll come and wake you when | have news." Without another
word, heturned and strode through the pellicle door.



Alan gtretched out on the cot, on the itchy roughness of the wool blanket, not even bothering to
pull the blanket over hisfatigue-numbed body. The cot was not in the least comfortable and, in spite of
his exhaustion, he found he could not deep. For what seemed like severd hours he tossed and turned on
the cot's sagging surface, reliving over and over in histhoughts the hectic occurrences of the past few
days. He thought again of Robin—his Robin. But she was dead. She had been dead for amost ayear
now, replaced by a duplicate with sinister intentions and absol utely no conscience. He thought of hisown
counterpart, Tanner, aruthless and highly capable man with but one misson: to kill Alan himsdf. He
thought of the gray-skinned, facel ess man who haunted hislife dmost continualy now. And even asAlan
thought of the dun-colored phantom, itsimage blossomed in hismind.

He thought of the clone, that strange, enigmatic youth. What was he? What was his connection
with al this? What was the power he seemed to hold over Tanner and that duplicate Robin? Obvioudy,
the cloné's power lay in Tanner's and Robin'sfear and their ignorance of its origin. And, because of that
ignorance, it was aweapon that Alan could somehow use against them. But how?

Findly, hedid deep. But it was afitful dumber, containing avery frightening dream.
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The music, the sun, the smell of hot buttered popcorn—it was all there, just asit had been
each time Alan had had the dream. But this time, unlike the last time he had dreamed of the
merry-go-round, Robin was not with him. This time she was one of those following him, one of
those trying to catch him.

He moved up the hill at a run, Tanner, Robin and Rodgers fast behind him. He knew he
must make it to the merry-go-round. If only he could make it, stand among the bright painted
ponies, then he would be safe. Those others wouldn't be able to touch him then. They wouldn't...

Then, there it was. Round and round and round. He reached it, and stood in complete
shock, unable to move.

The gray, faceless figure reached down and took hold of Alan's hand.

When Rogers shook him awake, Alan bolted up on the cot with a start. Hisjumpsuit was wet
with cold perspiration. He swung hisfeet heavily over the edge of the cot and ingtantly found it difficult to
catch hisbresth.

"Takeit easy,” Rogerssaid. "Youll befine. Just St aminute and relax.”

At first Alan was unable to respond. His head throbbed with intense, white pain and his ssomach
was cramped with the promise of nausea. The sour taste of bile burned at the back of histhroat. This
was a hangover, but one like he had never had before. It was the worst he had ever experienced. But,
then, this had been the worst jag he had ever experienced. And it had been the worst jag he had ever
been assigned to.

"I'm okay," Alan said after afew seconds. Then, suddenly, he redlized he didn't know what time
it was. He didn't even know the day. All hislife he had prided himsdlf on his biological clock, ashe
referred to it. He could dmost dway's determine the time, smply by an inexplicable feding within him. He
just knew what time it was, automaticaly and without question.

But now, that sense was gone. And, inexplicably, he felt somehow betrayed by thistime-sense,
abandoned and cast adrift.

"How long have | been adeep?’ Alan asked.
"About five hours.
"What timeisit? What day?"

"Time? Why, alittle after three in the morning. October seventh." He cocked his head and stared
at Alan, but did not ask the obvious question.

To Alan, it certainly did not seem like five days had e gpsed since he had started this scan. So
much had happened. In just afew short days his entire world had come tumbling down about his ears.



Robin—his Robin—was gone, dead. And now those who had killed her were trying to do the sameto
him.

But they won't, hethought, climbing wearily to hisfeet. Now | know that they're trying to get
me, and | don't plan to let that happen.

Following Rogers from the small room, he sumbled to the pellicle door. Againit ressted his
passage.

"Iseverything set?' he asked, pushing the pain from his thoughts as they walked through Rogers
office

"It'sdl ready. We tracked the clone, and we know whereit'sbeing held." They passed through
the membrane of Rogers pellicle door—again the
resisance—then out into the halway toward Alan's scan booth.

"Where?'

"Where, indeed!" Rogers said, and laughed humorlessly under his bregth. "We've never scanned
that far afield; it's at the very limits of our equipment's capabilities. The power expenditure for this one
going to be astronomicdl."

"Ah," Alan sad, forcing asmilein spite of the way hefdt, "accounting is not going to like that.
Y ou can expect avigt from the auditorsfirst thing next week."

"Very funny,” Rogers sad, trying to keep from amiling himsdf. "But that's the least of my worriesright
now. If al you say istrue, we may not be around next week."

"And I'm your immediate worry." A statement rather than aquestion.

"Yes. Thistarget dimension is so distant from oursin terms of the power necessary to scan there,
S0 deviated from our own, that we have absolutely no way of knowing anything about it. Wejust don't
know what to expect. Physicdl laws asthey exist there may even be considerably changed. But,
obvioudy, a scan can be made into that other dimension; the cloneisthere, and sois Tanner."

"It may not be Tanner. Robin could be kegping an eye on the clone.”

"No," the black man said, stopping beside the pellicle door to Alan's scan booth. " Just after you
turned in, she did avery foolish thing. She jumped into her body. Y ou'd think, with her ability to scan
with body, she would have had no use for her own. But she must have wanted it pretty desperately.
Anyway, before she could jump again, we snapped on the field generator. We have her in stasis.”

"Good," Alan said. "But maybe we can't scan into thistarget universe. Y ou forgot: Tanner and
the clone did not jump into host bodies. They're scanning in their own bodies. There may not even be
acceptable recaiversthere, particularly if it's as deviated from our own universe as you seemto think."

Rogers nodded. "Right," he said, and scratched along hisjaw line. "1 hadn't thought of that. But
we haveto try. What do you think? Are you game? After al, you're the one who's going to make the
jump.”

"What havel got to lose?' Alan said. "If | don't stop Tanner, I'm dead and so are you."”



Rogers nodded. "Good scan," he said, squeezing Alan's shoulder, "and good luck." And without
another word, he turned and stalked off down the hall.

With difficulty, Alan pushed through the pellidie door to his scan booth.

He undressed quickly, crawled out across the scan cocoon's membrane, and stretched out on his
back inits exact center. Almost without thought, he reached up and pulled down the nutrient-feeder and
wadte draw off tubes, then inserted them into the circulatory shunt in hisright wrist. He lifted the hair at
the back of hisneck and plugged himsdlf into the psionic computer/transmitter.

Then he relaxed and permitted the dramil and electronicsto do their work.
"Computer,” he said when hefelt himself becoming drowsy from the dramil coursing through his

veins, "initiate scan." Heturned on hisside and rolled into fetal position asthe cocoon closed over him,
wrapping hisbody in its soft, warm folds.
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Again the dun grayness of the non-wor|d between worlds. Again the tedious, featureless
expanse of non-existence and the total lack of sensory stimuli.

Suddenly, the facelessimage in its familiar spread-eagled position. But this time no burst
of high-frequency energy. This jump, the facel ess man hangs alone in his thoughts.

Then, nothing....

At firgt, Alan thought he was dead. He knew that he had completed the jump, that he was again
in the physical world, but he could see nothing, hear nothing, fed nothing. And his senses of taste and
smell supplied him with no information ether. It was asif, having completed the jump, he had smply
ceased to exis.

No, hethought, that can't be right. | am able to think. If | can determine that my senses are
receiving no stimuli and can comment abstractedly on it—albeit to myself— am still alive.
Thought is life, and the thought that is me persists.

But if hewasn't dead, then what? How was he to explain thistotal lack of sensory stimuli? Could
he be in ahost body now, one so unlike those he was accustomed to that he did not yet know how to
makeit function, how to useits senses?

That just might be the case, he decided. He had, after dl, been projected into adimension
tremendoudy distant from hisown in terms of the energy requirementsfor transfer. And Rogers had said
that some of the physical lawswould probably be quite different here. If they were consderably different,
would he be able to perceive the world around him in the same way he perceived hisown? And if the
physica lawswere sufficiently changed, was it possible he might not be able to perceive the world
aound himat dl?

No, hethought, that isn't right. No matter what the physica conditions, he would perceive
something. His host body would have to be capable of functioning in the universein which it existed.
That meant it had to senseits environment, aswell as somehow interact withit.

The problem, he decided, has to be somehow in the interface between my mind and the
host body's brain. And there was but one way to crossthat mental bridge: by first congtructing it.

Carefully, Alan built athin tendril with a section of the thought that was hismind. The tendril itself
was thought, was, in fact, part of him. With it he reached out, probing the area of non-space around him,
groping for the structure of his host body's brain. His tentacle of thought touched something—something
flowing, dimy, repulsve—and ingantly he retracted it, his mind becoming suddenly icy with revulson.

What was that thing? Alan asked himsdlf, trying to melt theicein hismind. Could it have been
his host body's brain? It had been so horrible, so sickening, yet it had been there for his mind to touch. It
had to be the other's brain, he decided—at any rate, the metaphor for it. He knew he could never
perceive the brain's physica structure, itstissue, itscdls. In actudity, the brain was neither flowing nor
dimy; these were qudities of the metaphor Alan's mind had constructed to ded with it, mere symbolsfor



itsactud structure. This brain was different, alien, and the metaphor served to position it in the
non-physica world in which Alan's mind functioned, to defineit in terms hismind could understand.

Again hereached out with histendril of thought, and again he touched the dien brain. But this
time heforced himsdf to stay in contact with it, and gradudly he became accustomed toitsbizarre
texture. He poked it with his thought-tendril, gently prodding it, testing it, jostling it to see what thoughts
might fal out.

Suddenly, aflood of memories assaulted his mind—the ditilled product of along and dienlife.

Thisisasit should be, Alan thought, fielding the memories asthey came, gathering the bits of
strange knowledge to himsdlf. The memories should come easily, with only a little prodding from
me, not grudgingly, asthey had in my last host body. Each bit of information might prove to be
exactly what | need to survive here and compl ete this assignment.

Asthe dien dataflowed into his mind from the host body's brain, Alan catalogued it. First, there
was the sensory data, a confused hodge-podge of multi-band radio frequency inputs. This
creature—whatever it was, whatever it looked like—perceived itsworld in the radio frequencies.

Alan ignored these bits of sensory datafor the present. They would be there when he needed
them. What interested him most now were the other's perception of itself and its memories of itspast life.

This creature was definitely an it; it did not come at dl close to humanoid, neither in the way it
thought nor in its physica appearance. It was huge—massing nearly eight tons—and roughly sphericd in
shape. Its surface was sheathed in a one-cell-deep layer of organic radio frequency receivers. Thisarray
wasits sole means of sensory perception.

Sifting through the creature's thoughts and memories, Alan searched for somereferenceto its
means of locomotion. He found none. This host body did not move as Alan understood the concept.
Therewas apredator in itsmemories—aliving, mildly intdligent, highly corrosve chemicd fog. Y€,
apparently, this creature could not run from it. And, as near as Alan could tell, it possessed no natural
weapons elther.

Y &, there was something, something so strange, so dien, that Alan could not pinit downin his
mind. It was athought, but not a thought—something more basic even than thought. It was primeval, and
more a part of thisalien's body, its DNA, than itsmind or thoughts. It was dippery in Alan's mind and
defied study and understanding.

But, if this other cannot defend itself against the killing fog, Alan thought, how can it
possibly survive?

Using the creature's radio frequency receptors, he looked around him. There were hundreds of
bodiesjust like the one heinhabited in hisimmediate areg, their huge forms dimly lesking radio frequency
energy. And with their radio image came athought: these creatures—and Alan himsdf—were immature,
They werefetd. They werethe fertilized but as yet undeveloped eggs of il larger creatures.

That explains some of it, he thought. The parent produced far more eggs than could ever
survive, asdid most cresturesin nature, hoping at least afew would survive the predators and the
elements. But these eggs were totaly helpless. They should have been completely decimated by the fog,
apredator with no actua appetite to be satisfied, yet avoracious eater none the less. It should have eaten
until, within avery short time, there were no more eggs left. This was the knowledge the host body's



brain supplied.

Again, there wasthat strange, dippery concept that Alan could not quite grasp, hanging in his
mind just out of hisreach. And, athough he could not clearly see , study it or defineit, he knew it must be
the egg's sole means of defense againg the killing fog.

But this was doing him no good. If he couldn't move, he wouldn't be able to locate Tanner and
the clone. He would have to jump back to his own dimension and have along talk with Rogers.
Hopefully, between the two of them, they could discover someway to flush Tanner out of thisdimension,
into one where Alan would at least be mobile and able to deal with him.

Strange, he thought, how | continue to think of him as Tanner .

But it wasn't redlly strange at dl; it was just eesier that way. It kept at least amodicum of sanity in
his thoughts, aminor miracle consdering dl he had been through the past few days.

Clearing hismind of al unnecessary thought, Alan focused on the body so like hisown resting in
its cocoon back in Earth Prime. He fdt the energies building, cresting. Then he threw them out into the
grayness between dimensions.

And nothing happened. A wall of cold darkness stood in the non-world between him and that other
body, blocking him, preventing the energy that was his mind from making contact with that body.

Confused, he pulled his energies back. Thiswas not right, not asit should be. Every time before,
he had been able to jump from ahost body in atarget dimension back into his own in Earth Primewith
no difficulty. The eectronics were there, ready and waiting. And the dramil. It should work.

Again he gathered his energies, storing them until they had reached the proper level, then
throwing them out into the gray non-world for retrieva by the body in hisown universe. Again hewas
unable to make contact, stopped by thewall of darkness.

Suddenly, he had athought: the body into which he was trying to jump was not hisown. Y &, he
had jumped into it before. Or had he?

No, he decided, he had not. He had been led into that dimension so like his own. He had been
directed into his counterpart's body. Throughout dl this, he had been maneuvered—first by his
counterpart and those others from that not-quite Earth Prime, then by that strong yet somehow
benevolent mind he had encountered between worlds.

And now, in asense, he was again being controlled. That other, the gentle mind that had so easily
guided him into his counterpart's body to begin with, was withholding its ass stance now. And, as aresult,
Alan wastrapped in thisdimension.

In the distance, Alan observed asmall but intense spot-source of radio frequency energy. This,
he knew, was the stasisfield generator, leaking r-f as part of its waste energy. And where the generator
was, there too would be Tanner and the clone.

But Alan had no way of getting to them. Trapped in this body—this body so dien, so unlike his
own—he could not move. And evenif he could, he had no wesgpon with which to fight Tanner. He would



be completely at the other's mercy.

Hefdt theintenser-f energy from the stasisfield generator striking hishost body, felt its effects
deep within him. Somehow, it was causing this body he inhabited—as well asthose other eggs packed
close around him—to mature far more quickly than it would have otherwise. Thedivison of cllsin his
host body suddenly accelerated, doubling, tripling, proceeding at four timesits norma rate and more.
Much more. Soon, the mass of cellsthat comprised his host body was maturing at thousands of timesits
customary rate, swiftly being drawn from the egg stage to that of an adult by the generator'sr-f waste
energy.

Hefdt subtle yet important changes being worked throughout his host body. Most he did not
understand. Others, however, he grasped in their entirety, and these he tried to control. Slowly, by sheer
force of mind, Alan set about reshaping the body he was trapped in, while it raced ever faster toward its
inevitable maturation.

The necessary dements were present in abundance in this primeval world: hydrogen, oxygen,
carbon, nitrogen, and amultitude of trace e ements. There were even afew elements Alan had not known
existed. What was not stored in the body itsdlf, he gathered from the ground beneath him—astrange,
organic-rich subgrate, dmogt diveitsaf. Within thelayer of highly undifferentiated tissue a the base of
his body, he formed millions of microscopic filaments. These he projected downward, into the substrate,
and with them collected the very molecules he needed to sustain his transformation.

Gradudly, grudgingly, the mass of rapidly dividing cdlsthat was hisbody elongated. He made a
minor adjustment and fdlt cartilage form, shapeitsdf into a crude spine, then harden into bone. Another
adjustment and his eyes began to take form—still very primitive, unable asyet to function, yet developing
with an insane speed. Still more changes, subtle dterationsin basic body chemistry, and Alan had blood
basad on hemoglobin and afine network of crude yet rapidly developing nerve cells.

Suddenly, the killing fog hovered above him, obscuring a section of sky, blotting out alarge patch
of its background radiation. Slowly, it descended toward him.
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Pure animd terror filled Alan's thoughts as the corrosive fog descended toward him. Alan lay
unmoving, helpless. Hismind raced franticdly, like afrightened rodent, casting about for away out, for
even the smdlest and most improbable route of escape. But he could find none. And il the killing fog
descended, coming nearer and nearer with the passage of each swift second. If hewasunableto find a
means of escape within the next few seconds, Alan knew, he would die.

His problem was a physical one. This strange new body was not yet completely transformed; he
had not yet developed hislegsto the point where they would support him and be a al usable. Had his
legs been completed, the solution to his problem would have been stunningly smple. He could have
merely walked away from the fog, stepped out from under its path of descent. But that option was not
opento him.

That |eft but one route of escape. As much as he hated to leave thisworld now, asmuch as he
didiked the thought of relinquishing even thistenuous foothold here when he was dready so closeto
Tanner and the clone. But he knew he must leave this dimension. He would have to return now to that
body resting in his scan booth back in Earth Prime.

Thisentire line of reasoning took but an instant, occupying only the smallest fraction of asecond
necessary for thought. When it was completed Alan wiped it from hismind, clearing histhoughts and
concentrating hisfull attention on the body awaiting hisreturn back in his own world. His exacting mental
preparations finaly completed, with absolutely nothing but the image of the cocoon-enshrouded body
back in Earth Primefixed firmly in histhoughts, he cast his mind out toward that non-world between
worlds.

As before, nothing happened. And till the deadly fog descended toward him.

Blaring darmswent off in hismind. His thoughts crackled with terror. He had one, perhaps two
seconds remaining before the fog fell about him, enveloping his<till unformed body inits corrosive
substance. One or two seconds—just enough time for onelast try.

Again he cleared histhoughts, concentrating totally on the task he knew he must complete. Again
he fixed firmly in hismind the image of that body awaiting him back in Earth Prime. Not hisbody, of
course. Another's. But close enough to his own to make the difference dmost inggnificant. He
concentrated on that thought, kept telling himsalf that the body was near enough his own to make this
work. It had not worked before, but thistimeit must!

Nothing.

And dill thefog fell.

Ingtantly, the dien brain took over, guiding Alan's host body through severa rapid yet extremely
complicated chemical changes. Thiswas not something the brain did conscioudly. It was autométic,
amogt ingtinct, but not quite. It was something remembered by the host body's cells themselves,
something coded in DNA and included in their complement of genetic materia. Alan had no control over

these changes. He could neither study them sufficiently nor prevent them.

Within afraction of asecond Alan was aware of changesin the world around him, dterationsin



the world outside his host's body. These dterations were subtle at first, hardly noticeable and seemingly
inggnificant. There were smdl changesin the substrate beneath his host body, minute chemicd dterations
that did not appear to make much difference in his continuing body aterations. But these changes became
more obvious with the passage of time, much more pronounced. Eventually, he even became aware of
differencesin the very air around him: the oxygen content decreased as the nitrogen level soared.

Soon, there were even dterations in the other eggs around him. Each individua egg was not quite
the same asit had been only amoment before. They were changed somehow, in smal yet sgnificant
ways. Their body heat was elevated and there was an amost unnoticed changein their primeva thought
patterns. Even theintricate radiation patterns of their waste radio-frequency energy was subtly different,
indicating not only an altered average metabolic rate, but achange in the basic chemica processes as
well. Not only were they different individuas, but they were also changing asarace. Even as Alan
studied them they dtered. Y et, in Some ways—some very basic, primitive, and indefinable ways—they
were the same eggs, too.

Almost as quickly asit had begun, the effect ceased. The changesin the substrate benesth his
body and the air around him came to an abrupt stop. The host of eggs scattered over the barren flatness
of the substrate around him aso stopped changing. Alan looked above him with his strange new r-f Sght,
searching for the menacing killer fog. But he could not detect it. The fog was gone.

Almost intuitively, Alan knew what had happened. Somehow, in response to the fog's threat and
without aid of the Foundation's sophisticated equipment, his host body had moved across dimensiona
boundaries. Y &, it had not done quite that, either. The world around him was now adifferent one than
the one he had inhabited only an ingtant before. It was another dimension—similar in many respects, yet
dtered in others. But the method by which he had accomplished the move—that was something entirely
new to him, something totally amazing in both its concept and itsimplications. Somehow, instead of
merdly jumping into another dimension, thishost body had literdly dtered theredlity aroundit. It had not
s0 much searched out aworld where the killing fog no longer hung aboveit, it had literally constructed
such aworld through small changesin the dready existing world. Alan, through the host body he now
inhabited, had changed the universe around him to suit his own needs. And, in doing so, he had in effect
flowed fluidly through the dimensions.

But with the fog's absence, Tanner and the clone had disappeared as well. Thisworld was
atered sufficiently from that other that they did not exist here. Alan only hoped Tanner had not spotted
him before he had made the shift.

AsAlan saw it, he now had exactly two dternatives. First, he could remain here, inthis
dimension of hisown making, safe from Tanner's observation, and complete the transfer of hishost body;
without the worry and distraction of Tanner's presence he could concentrate fully on building abody at
least highly functiond if not altogether attractive. His other choice wasto return to the dimension Tanner
and the clone inhabited before completing histransformation. If he did that, he reasoned, he would be
ableto maintain at least alimited watch on their movements, know, a any rate, when they made their
jump. But wasit actualy worth it? After dl, once he was spotted, they would be able to watch him as
easly as he could watch them.

In the end, he decided on the former plan of action. Therisk of being spotted in that other
dimension was just too great. And in order to accomplish what he knew he must—the total ateration of
both the morphology and the DNA composition of a cresture which, until only afew hours ago, he didn't
even know existed—he needed to concentrate on the process without distraction.

The subgtrate benesth his host body was considerably changed in this new world. A few of the



elements he absolutely needed were no longer available. Carefully, he readjusted the world around him
to again include these essentid dements, causing them through force of mind to be in the substrate from
which his many microscopic sphons drew the basic building materias. At the same time, he assured that
neither Tanner's nor the clone's existence intruded in the dimension he created. And, after a short period
of dtering theworld around him to suit his needs, he found that his host body was the only egg inhabiting
the strange world in which he existed—at least, within the limited range of hisr-f sensors.

Sowly, hisbody took shape: roughly humanoid in form and size, but with sensory organs thet
went far beyond those of man. He was no longer limited to the visible portion of the eectromagnetic
spectrum; he heard X rays, smelled infrared, tasted ultraviolet, felt the visble wave lengths, and saw the
radio frequencies. All forms of energy stimulated his sensory organs Smultaneoudy, supplying himwith a
chaotic yet complete picture of the world around him.

And, suddenly, his new body was completed.

He withdrew his sphons from the substrate beneath him, retracting them into hisbody. Then he
lay on his back on the soft, warm substrate, his arms stretched out away from historso, hislegs
spread-eagle, and looked up into the sky. There were no stars, merely a chaotic swirl of energies
locdlized directly above him.

Why should there be starsin the sky? hethought. After all, thisis my world, a completely
private place constructed for but one reason. What should it need but elements, a substrate in
which to anchor the elements, and an abundance of energy? Stars would be superfluous, an
extravagance neither logical nor worth the effort.

Sowly, hegot to hisfeet and carefully tested his legs before he put hisfull weight on them. His
feet sank afew inchesinto the soft substrate, its spongy substance squishing up between his bare toes.

Alanlooked down at his body, noting the lumpy texture of itsgray skin. It was a crude body,
without polish or beauty. But it was functiona—much more so than his human body resting in storage
back in Earth Prime. And it was unbdlievably strong. He felt astrength he had never before experienced,
apower unlike any he had discovered in any of the multitude of host bodies he had inhabited during his
tenure as a scanner for the Foundation. He had built that strength into this body; he had incorporated it
into the design. It was a strength of more than the body, though;, it extended to hismind aswell. It had, in
fact, originated in hismind.

Now, Alan knew what had to be done and how to accomplish it. Now he was ready to face
Tanner and the clone.

Without further thought, Alan began dtering the world around him, making it ever morelike thet
dimension in which he had |eft Tanner and the clone.
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Gradudly, the world changed.

One by one, the stars winked into existence above his head. As he became more and till more
accustomed to this new process of world building, they dowly, almost cautioudy appeared in twos and
threes. Findly they camein agreat glittering rush, populating the sky and gushing forth tremendous
streams of €lectromagnetic energy.

In the same manner, the eggs regppeared on theflat plain around him. At firgt, they were very
different from those he had | eft less than an hour ago. Their chemistries were dtered and their waste
energy patterns subtly changed. Slowly, carefully, he changed them back to what they had been,
matching their physical structuresand DNA to the template that existed in hismemory.

As hedtered the world around him, bringing it ever closer to the dimension he wanted, he kept a
close watch on hishost body. This he did not wish to change; it was exactly as he wanted it, as he knew
it had to beif he wasto do what he knew he must. Physically, he knew, it was an ugly body—nearly
seven feet tal, lumpy and unrefined, gray skinned. But insde, initsatered DNA and changed brain
dructure, it was awonder of biologica engineering, afinely tuned living instrument designed for but one

purpose.

Alan gave the coarse fabric of the universe onefind twist. Ahead, no more than fifty feet away,
were Tanner and the clone.

Tanner squatted back on his haunchesin his conservative brown jumpsuit, hunched over asmall,
dimfire, warming hishandsin itslow flames. (Alan himsdf wasnot cold; his body was being warmed by
the chaos of €ectromagnetic energy continualy bombarding him from the universe beyond.)
Occasiondly, Tanner removed his hands from the fire's heat and rubbed them together vigoroudy, then
again placed them close to the flames. A smudge of aily black smoke rose heavily from the flames, asif
with great difficulty, and mingled with the thick darkness gathered just beyond the firésinfluence. Alan
sniffed the air, smelled the stench of burning flesh, and ingtantly tasted bile a the back of histhroat.

Theclone sat just within thefiréscircle of light, facing Alan, till nude and in the lotus position.
The stasisfield generator rested beside him, radiating its flood of radio frequency waste energy.

Alan wasn't quite sure, but for an instant he thought he saw the hint of recognition in the clone's
eyes, just aglint of awareness and understanding. Then it was gone and again he felt the boy's strong
mind pulling a his own mind, making him want to release the youth from the congtraints of the sasisfield.
With an effort he forced his gaze from the youth's.

Sowly, Alan approached thefire, his bare feet snking afew inchesinto the ground and making
absolutely no noise.

Tanner didn't become aware of Alan's presence until Alan stepped into the circle of heat and
light. Then helooked up from the flames before him, into Alan's eyes, and ingtantly horror showed on his
face. Heformed alarge oval of surprise with his mouth and fell back, away from Alan, protecting his
eyeswith hisuplifted arms.

"What are you afraid of 7" Alan said when the other did not speak. His voice sounded strangein



his ears. He had done a quick, crudejob on hisvocd cords; they were functiona, but the sound they
produced was eerie—a bass rumble almost too low to be heard.

"l...1..." Tanner sammered. He cowered away from the aberration before him.

"Itsme" Alan said, "your counterpart.” He looked into the fire and realized with disgust that
Tanner had been burning the intelligent eggs to keep warm.

"You? But how...?" Then redization washed across Tanner'sface. "Oh, | see. But | don't
understand how you accomplished it.”

"That isn't important now," Alan said. "What isimportant isthat | finaly have the meansto stop
you."

Tanner laughed, aloud, degp chuckle. Shaking his head, he got dowly to hisfedt.

"Y ou redlly think you can stop us, don't you?' He laughed again. "Thereisn't athing you can do
about us. Y ou might aswell get used to that. Y ou're good as dead right now."

Alan amiled, hisfacetwigting into an ugly mask. "We have Robin,” he sad.
Shock registered in Tanner's expression. "No," he said, "'l don't believe you.”

"We have her in stasis. And soon, well have you. Either you'll be deed, or well have you safely
instasis." Hetook a deliberate step toward Tanner.

"Nooo!" Tanner screamed, along, ragged cry, more agrowl than anything else. He launched
himsdf a Alan, his hands opening and closing spasmodicaly as he reached for Alan'sthroat.

Alan was taken entirely by surprise; he moved too late. He side-stepped to the left, but not
before Tanner's hands closed around histhroat. The other'sfull weight dammed into him, throwing him
off balance, and he went down hard.

Tanner landed heavily on top of Alan, knocking the wind from hislungs. Knedling on Alan's
arms, he pinned them to the soft, strange ground, then increased the pressure of hisgrip on Alan's neck.

Alan struggled franticaly benesth Tanner, but he could not bresk his strangling hold. In spite of
Tanner's age, he was incredibly strong, and Alan felt his pulse thundering in his head. Pressure built
behind his eyes. He knew he was dying; Tanner was succeeding. But there seemed to be nothing Alan
could do about the Situation.

Suddenly, asif struck by abolt of menta lightning, Alan knew away out. He knew how he could
escape Tanner. It had worked before, when the corrosive fog had threatened his host body. But could it
work now? Before, it had been automeatic, more a conditioned reflex than a conscious effort. Could he
possibly control it precisely enough now?

Y es, he decided. He had controlled it well enough to return to this dimension after finishing the
transformation of hishost body. All he had to do, he told himself, was force the pain from his thoughts,
and concentrate totally on this new-found process of world building.

That, however, proved harder than he thought it would. Tanner's grip increased in strength. And



Alan's body continued to struggle dmost ingtinctively—in spite of hisatemptsto il it—digtracting his
mind, keeping it from focusing on the one thing that could save him.

But he knew it had to be done, no matter how difficult. He would have to go against all that was
natura to him. He would have to cease hisfrantic thrashing and rely on atotdly dien defense.

With great difficulty, Alan stopped his struggles. Calming his mind, he concentrated his thoughts
on the task at hand.

What he wanted was aworld without Tanner's hands clutching at histhroat, and the easiest way
to produce such aworld wasto build onein which Tanner smply did not exist.

But he couldn't just wish Tanner away. That wouldn't work. What he had to do was concentrate
ontheindividua eementsthat made up the world around him, changing afew just enough so that the
total effect wasacompletdly different world, aworld atogether incompetible with the man, Raf Tanner.

He started with the air, adding methane where before there had been none—not enough to be
harmful to either himsdf or Tanner, but just enough to make a certain fungus growing on the soil beneeth
him unable to exist. In response, he observed adight change in Tanner'shair, adight discoloration to its
usudly brilliant white. But the dteration was not enough. The grip Tanner had on Alan'sthroat did not
relax inthe least.

Next, Alan played with the strange ground itself. He removed amoderately complex protein
chain from its composition and watched it change color in response: from dark brown to amore
bleached shade. And Tanner's grip relaxed. Almost imperceptibly, and certainly not enough for Alan to
break free, but it did relax, and Alan took afew short gasps of breath.

But he did not have much timeleft. Histortured lungs burned and he knew if he couldn't do
something very soon he would die. He decided on a more obvious change, something on agrander scale
and much more drameatic. But with this he would have to proceed with a bit more caution, and keep a
close watch on his host body. He did not, after al, wish to dter it.

Alan reached out with his mind and tampered with the very starsin the heavens above.

His plan wasthis: to change the basic chemidtries of the stlars—and, thus, their radiation—just
enough so that they would no longer favorably affect the life cycle of asmal grub inhabiting the strange
soil of thisdimengon. Thisgrub wasthelarva stage of an insect responsible for fixing magnesum in the
s0il. And the magnesium was important in kegping certain bacteriain check. With the magnesum no
longer present, the bacteriamultiplied beyond al imagining. It was a bacteria highly harmful to human
proteins, but only incidentally so. Until now, a human had never been present in thisdimension. Bethat as
it may, here, inthis new dimension, Tanner had died within minutes after arriving. Alan'sflesh, however,
contained no human proteins, and the bacteriawould not harm him.

Without a sound, Tanner vanished. Here, he had ceased to exist short minutes after having
arived.

Alan climbed dowly to hisfeet and rubbed histhroat, massaging fedling back into it. He could
actudly fed theindentations of Tanner'sfingerson his neck.

Now what? he wondered. He wasfindly free of Tanner's grasp, but that didn't redly him much.
He could go back to that dimension, hoping to somehow turn the tables on Tanner, but Tanner wouldn't



be there by the time he arrived. Why should he be, when he could jump and be waiting in ambush for
Alan anywhere dong hisworld-atering route back to Earth Prime. Somewhere dong the way Alanto
create aworld with Tanner init. He smply did not have the time for the attention to detall necessary to
keep Tanner out.

S0, hereasoned, | must now take direct action. The old adage that the best defensewas a
strong offense may have been horribly trite after so many years of continuous use, but in this caseit
certainly did gpply.

But how could hefollow Tanner through the dimensions? How could he possibly know the
physica characteristics of the worlds through which the other ran?

Suddenly, ingtinctively, Alan knew where he could find Tanner. Tanner was, after dl, Alan's
counterpart from another dimension. He was Alan. And he thought enough like Alan for Alan to be sure
he could predict what Tanner would do next.

Tanner was confused, hurt, in morta fear of losing hislife. There was only one place he could
hide.

Taking adeep breath, Alan set about to create aworld which included Ralf Tanner, but inarole
with far less advantage than before. A world where Alan could exist on at least an even footing with his
other sdif.

Carefully, Alan twisted the fabric of redlity, making aminor change here, adightly lessminor
change there. Slowly, the world he wanted began to take shape around him.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
hr mn scfr
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The grass was cool beneath his bare feet as he strode up the low hill. The smell of buttered
popcorn mingled with the scent of freshly mowed grass, making heavy the hot summer air. Inthe
distance, nearly inaudible, the tinny music of the merry-go-round played. He had heard it so many times
in hisdreams. mechanicd, yet somehow magical.

Onimpulse, he turned and looked back down the hill. For an ingtant he thought he saw two
figures, onelarge and one small, walking together down the hill theway he had just come. Phantoms.
Fuzzy, indigtinct gpparitions. But then they vanished, before Alan was even sure he had seen them.

Some strange by-product of thisworld building process, hethought, turning and continuing on
upthehill. Shadows of myself as | entered this dimension.

Anticipation grew in his chest as he neared the crest of the hill, burning there like an expectant
flame. He knew hewould find Tanner at the top of the hill, on the merry-go-round. And, asirrationa as
he knew it was, he feared finding the other here, in his park, riding his merry-go-round. Y €, at the same
time, he waslooking forward to facing him once and for al in an environment where he would be at least
Tanner'sequd. Here, in this park, on the merry-go-round, he would findly be able to match witswith
Tanner with some promise of success.

Suddenly, there it was: the merry-go-round stood before him, huge and bright. His
merry-go-round. The brilliantly painted ponies and carts, amost garish in the mid-day sun. The assorted
dragons and other riding beasts. All traveling in acircle, going round and round—always seeming to go
somewhere, yet aways returning to the exact same spot.

A metaphor for hisown mind, Alan suddenly realized. And for Tanner'saswell.

Tanner was there on the merry-go-round, as Alan had known he would be. The other leaned
againg alarge green and red dragon, histoo-white hair shining in the sunlight, gazing fixedly out toward
Alan. But he did not ook exactly at Alan. His gaze was a bit off, centered somewhere beyond its
intended mark, asit had dways been since thefirst time Alan had seen him at the Foundation's New
Y ear's party. Then he flashed past, the merry-go-round sweeping him from Alan's sight.

How long has it been? Alan wondered as he approached the merry-go-round. How long since
that party and my first encounter with Tanner? It had certainly been lessthan ayear; another New
Y ear had not yet arrived. Yet it did seem 0 very long ago.

And this assgnment? How long had it lasted so far? Alan was not sure. Hisusuadly very accurate
time-sense was somehow no longer operative. It seemed like years since that pre-scan briefing when he
had first heard of the theft of the mysterious clone. It seemed asif he had been chasing itsthieves through
the countless dimensions for years now. But, of course, that wasn't right. It couldn't be. Certainly no
more than four or five days had elapsed since Alan had first stepped into his scan booth to start thisjag.

Hethought it al through again, and was findly able to convince himself that he had been on the
scan just over four days. But he till could not pin it down more precisdly than that. Somehow, it seemed
like amuch longer period of time had €l gpsed. And he was sure thisinexplicableloss of histime-sense
wasin some way connected with his new host body.



Suddenly, Alan was aware that the clone was nowhere in sight. The gray cabinet of the sasis
field generator stood done afew feet from the spinning merry-go-round. It was no longer operating; the
field's eerie blue glow was gone.

Alan watched the gaily painted amusement park ride closaly asit went around and around,
scanning the ponies and carts and improbabl e beasts as they flashed by for aquick glimpse of the youth.
But the clone was not there.

Alan put out ahand and swung himsdlf on to the opposite sde from Tanner. The other was not
vigble from where Alan stood. He was hidden from Alan's view by the center structure which housed the
merry-go-round's musi c-generating machinery.

Trying to make aslittle noise as possible, Alan began working hisway around the circle of the
merry-go-round, weaving dowly in and out between the garishly painted figures. But his progresswas
dowed even more than he had planned. In places he was forced to go back and find an alternate route
through the rank of figures; his host body was nearly too large to squeeze between some of them.

Findly, he saw Tanner, leaning againgt the haunch of adragon aquarter of the way around the
merry-go-round from where Alan stood, hisback to Alan. Certainly he knew Alan was on the ride now.
Certainly he was aware Alan was approaching him from behind. Y et he did not turn to face Alan.

Alan continued to work hisway toward Tanner. Within aminute he stood only afew feet behind
the other.

"Back so soon?' Tanner said, still not turning around. There was not hatein hisvoice, as Alan
had thought there would be. Tanner's voice was merely heavy with exhaustion.

"Y ou've been expecting me?* Alan asked, brushing aside Tanner's odd phrasing. "How did you
know | was coming? How could you be sure I'd find you?"

Tanner laughed, a short, humorless exhaation. But till he would not face Alan.

"Thisismy place," he said after only amoment'ssilence, "my persond, secret world. No onedse
can shareit. No one but you. It'syour place, too. After dl, inasenseyouaremeand | anyou. In
everything that counts, we are the same. Basically, we are the same person.”

"No!" Alan screamed, his mind flooding with sudden horror and terror. He knew this other was,
for dl intents and purposes, himself. Y et, he still could not face that truth. That was why he had found it
so much easier to think of this other as Tanner, even after he had known it to be true.

Alan's hand came down hard, smashing like ahuge, gray dedge-hammer into the brightly painted
pony which stood to hisleft. The wooden body crumbled beneath hisfierce blow. Its stedl-reinforced
legs sagged. And Tanner findly turned to face him.

"Oh, but we are," Tanner said, hisvoiceflat, emotionless. A smile spread dowly across hisface.
Still hedid not look directly at Alan. He stared beyond him, with the gaze of the blind.

"How can you possibly say that?' Alan said. "l know that you are my counterpart, that you are
me as | might have been. But you are so very different.” Alan knew he must believein that differenceif he
wasto retain his sanity. He had to.



"AmI|? Am| realy so different from you? Y ou followed me hereto kill me. Y ou can't deny that.
How does that make you any better than me?"

For aningtant, Alan was silent. He could not answer the other's question. What could he say? Tanner
wasright, he knew that. He had followed Tanner hereto kill him.

"Butif | dont kill you," Alanfindly said, "you will kill me. Y ou started thiswhole thing—you and
your Rodgers, and your Robin, and your computer. Anything | do will smply bein sdf defense.”

"And that'swhy | haveto kill you," Tanner replied. "Because you will do something now. You
haveto. Inaway, thiswasal pre-ordained from the beginning. Our computer merely picked up on the

pattern.”

"Areyou trying to say thet | started dl this?' Alan asked.
"Inastrange, twisted sense, yes. | guessyou did.”

"Now wait aminute, that's not right. If you hadn't come after mefirt, | would never have been a
threat to you."

"But you are, don't you . Right now you're athreat to not just my continued existence, but to that
of my entireworld. And the computer in my world saw the inevitability of this here, of thisnow."

Alan shook hishead. "I don't understand,” he said.

"I don't think | understand all of it, either. Granted, the only person that tampering in thisworld
could possibly affect isus, becausethisis our world and ours done. It exists only in our minds—or did
until we gave it substance only afew minutes ago. But you would have followed me back to my own
world if you would have had to. In fact, you will eventudly have to go there. Rodgerswon't let it stop
here. Hell hound you with other agents, until you are either dead or are driven to kill him. The computer
saw that. And it does not know what timeis. It deals only in probabilities.”

Alan sghed, along, hollow sound of despair. "Undoubtedly, then, | will haveto hunt Rodgers
out,” hesad. "But, againit will bein sdf defense”

"Cal it what you will. It'sthe same thing you are condemning us for. The computer predicted you
would eventudly expand into our dimension, bringing your sphere of influence closer to home, asit were.
Y our home, that is. Even now you're beginning to see the benefits.”

To Alan'ssurprise, Tanner was absolutely right. Alan could already see many benefitsto
tampering in worlds adjacent to his own Earth Prime. If the Foundation could control the effects closdy
enough—if they could somehow predict the results of their tampering, as Tanner's Foundation
could—then they could concelvably create aworld totaly without suffering or strife. With the proper
safeguards, they could create aliterd paradise.

Alanforced hismind away from that line of reasoning. Its very existencein histhoughts horrified
him. It was dl too easy to think that way, to rationalize the ddliberate tampering in worlds so closeto his
own. When word finally got back to Alan's Foundation in Earth Prime about Tanner, Rodgers, that other
Robin, infact, that entire other Foundation, would Alan's Foundation opt for the sane, rationa course of
action—that of no action at al?Would they leave dimensions adjacent to their own aone, except in
cases of saf defense? Or would they givein to the overwheming temptation to reprogram their



computersto predict the results of selected interference in those adjacent dimensions?
Alan hoped for the former. But he feared the | ater.

"You see," Tanner was saying, "'l can dmost read your mind. After dl, itsamost my mind." He
amiled sadly.

"Yes" Alan said resgnedly, "1 seewhat you'retrying to say. But what doesthat change between
us? Asl seeit, weremain a astalemate.”

"You'reright,” Tanner said. "I'm afraid it really doesn't change athing. | till haveto kill you, and
you haveto try to do the same to me. One of us smply won't leave this strange little world of our own
making dive"

Alan nodded his agreement. Physically, Tanner was strong, Alan knew that; he had felt the
other's strength only alittle while ago, in that other dimension. But Alan was strong too. With his new
body, he reasoned, he probably had the edge. He fdlt his strength growing even as he stood talking to
Tanner. The only reason Tanner had been able to best him before was because Alan had been unused to
his new body, unable to control its strength as he felt he now could. A contest between them now would
have an entirely different outcome.

And, inaway, Alan fdt, it was ashame. As much as he had been trying to avoid it, he found he
was beginning to like Tanner. After all, hethought, why shouldn't | like him?With only afew minor
changes, this other was Alan himsdf. The body wasn't his, but then neither was the one Alan now wore.
Whereit redly mattered, they were basically the same person. Just as Tanner had said, mentaly there
was more than one Alan.

But, of course, it had to be done. Somehow, Alan had to kill Tanner. He knew that. Therewas
no way around it; absolutely nothing could be done to alter the circumstances. If he didn't succeed, if for
some reason he couldn't kill Tanner, Tanner would surdly kill him.

"| guessthereisn't redly athing we can do about thiswhole mess™ Tanner findly said. "I'm going
to try to kill you now. Beready to defend yoursdf." He said it very matter-of-factly. But in the advance
warning, Alan saw Tanner'slike for him aswell.

Alan knew Tanner was going to attack afraction of asecond beforeit actualy happened. He
could not understand how he knew exactly when it was coming, he smply knew. And it was that
knowledge which saved him.

Using the stout meta pole supporting one of the merry-go-round's ponies as a pivot point,
Tanner brought both hislegs up and out in aquick movement, kicking for Alan'sface. Alan ducked his
head just afew inches to one side, then struck out at Tanner'slegs with avicious left-handed karate
chop. He felt bone give benesth the blow, and Tanner screamed with pain.

Going with Alan's blow, Tanner rolled off the merry-go-round, tumbling in the dust. Immediately
he sprang to hisfeet, and winced with the pain. He hobbled afew steps backward, favoring his twisted
leg, then faced Alan in brooding silence.

Alan stepped off the merry-go-round and stood before Tanner. Planting hisbaled fissson his
hips, he looked down on the other man from the advantage of nearly seven feet.



"Makethiseasy on both of us," Alan said. "Let me get it over with fast. Please.”

And he meant it; Alan did not want thisto last long. He did not wish to hurt Tanner any more
than was absol utely necessary, but he knew he had to kill him. If hedidnt, if hejust left now and returned
to Earth Prime, Tanner would follow him and kill him. Somehow, Alan's death was necessary for the
continued existence of both Tanner and the world in which helived. Tanner had tried to tell him how, but
Alan wasn't quite sure he understood.

Tanner smiled. Then he spat into the dirt a Alan'sfeet.

"No, | won't makethiseasy for you,” Tanner said. "If you want my life, you'll haveto work for it.
I'm not going to just hand it to you on asilver platter, like so much chopped liver. And who knows; |
might get lucky. Y ou're stronger than | am, I'm aware of that. But | know how you think. | know what
you will do in response to any action by me.

Alan nodded. "But the sameistruefor me" hesaid. "I can predict pretty well what you will do."

"Sure. But like | said, you're stronger, and I'm depending on that to work in my favor. Being
physically more able, perhaps you won't rely on your ingtincts as much as | will be forced to. Remember,
| have absolutely nothing to lose here”

With that, Tanner threw himsdlf a Alan.

Suddenly, it was asif Tanner was moving in dow mation. Alan saw him coming, ams
outstretched and reaching for histhroat, and he should have had plenty of timeto react, enough timeto
jump to one side or the other, removing himsdlf from the other's path of attack. But he didn't. Somehow,
he couldn't. He just stood there, his huge bare feet sesemingly riveted to the ground, hislarge hands
hanging usdlesdy at his sides, as Tanner's hands came up and encircled his neck.

Alan'swind was cut off by the other's grip. He struggled for breath, but could get none; Tanner's
hands were amazingly powerful. And gtill Alan could not move to defend himsdlf. It was asif Tanner's
gaze hdd him, asif the knowledge that Tanner wasin fact himsalf somehow sapped him of al his strength
and prevented him from moving.

"It'sjust aswell it stops here," Tanner gasped through clenched teeth as he squeezed Alan's
windpipe shut. "Y ou'd never be able to beat Rodgers. Mentally, he'stoo strong; his abilitiesare just too
great for you."

Suddenly, with Tanner's admission of weakness relaive to Rodgers powers, something snapped
in Alan'smind and he could move. Hisarmswent up, inside Tanner's, breaking the other's grasp on his
throat, and Tanner flew back, off balance.

An expression of horror replaced the one of confidence on Tanner'sface. He knew now, in one
sharp, vivid ingant, that he was beaten. Here, in this world, this metgphor made physicd, the dightest
admission of weakness could be fatdl. And through such an admission, Tanner had just lost his
advantage.

While Tanner tried to recover, Alan quickly brought his hands together, locking hisfingersand
forming ahuge, gray club with hisjoined fists. He took a short step toward Tanner. Bringing hishands up
from below in an awkward upper-cut, he dammed them hard into the other'sjaw. Blood flew in dll
directions, and Alan felt Tanner's jaw bone snap.



Tanner staggered backward, alook of stunned shock transfixing hisfeatures. His jaw hung dack
and twisted to one side. He spit blood and tooth fragmentsinto the dust at Alan's feet.

Gazing into Tanner's eyes, Alan saw for thefirst time alook of pleading. He wanted Alanto finish
him; he knew he was done. He had tried, but he had failed.

It's time for this to end, Alan thought, feding sudden pity for the other.

Again he stepped up to Tanner. Looking Tanner in the eyes, he said, "1 know. But it will be over
very soon now. Don't worry." Then, with hisfeatures set in an expression of grim determination, he
brought his hands around with al his strength, driving them into the side of Tanner's head inthe area of his
temple.

The other went down like a sack of wet cement. For afew brief seconds, hisarmsand legs
twitched convulsively and his entire body quivered dmost imperceptibly. Then hewas till.

Tanner wasfindly dead.
Wordlesdy, Alan turned from the body and walked away.

Almost objectively, he noted that the mechanical music was no longer playing. Sometime during
thefight it had ceased, unnoticed until now. And Alan did not have to turn to know that the ride itsdlf had
stopped aswell. The brightly painted ponies and dragons were forever gtilled; Alan knew that, he felt it.
And he dso knew he would never come here again. There was no longer anything for him here.

As hewalked back down the grassy dope of the hill, Alan reached out with hismind and twisted
the fabric of redlity, changing the shape of the world around him.



CHAPTER TWENTY
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The dterations necessary were massve, acomplete restructuring of the physical redity within
Alan's sphere of influence. Histask wasto change the smple world around him—the dmost stereotypical
fantasy land of grassy park and merry-go-round—into aworld containing a specific office, the template
of which existed in hismind. But what he wanted was not the office of Frank Rogers, hetold himsdf, not
that of hisown bossin hisown Earth Prime. Theredity he was building now was dightly dtered from his
own world, subtly different from the Earth Prime he knew. It contained the office of a man who spelled
his name differently. He wastrying to re-cregte, as he had seen it only once before, an office with the
exact physica characterigtics of aFrank Rogerswho spelled hisnamewith a d.

Alan gretched his hands out before him as he made the changes, imagining the black man'sform
before his gaze. Then he carefully constructed four walls around him, building aroom of just the right
dimensions, and replaced the grass with light blue carpet. Long before anything became visble between
his hands, he felt something intheir strong grip.

This, he reasoned, was the only way he could best this strangely dtered Frank Rodgers, the only
way he might beat him. If Rodgerswas redlly as powerful as Tanner had said, Alan would have to have
him firmly in his grasp before the other had a chance to react. Alan knew he would have to take every
advantage he could possibly gain; in his present position of complete ignorance of the other's abilities, he
could not afford to act otherwise.

Soon, the object he found himself squeezing became visudly substantid. At firg itsoutlineswere
fuzzy, but they became steadily clearer with each world change he generated. It was aman's neck he
held between hisfingers, discolored by the pressure he was applying and corded with straining muscles.

And gill Alan continued to make dterations, refining the world around him, tampering with the
color of the carpet and the qudity of the lighting until they were just right. He placed afour-point ek rack
on thewall, then filled the room with mahogany furniture. Within minutes, the black man's body was
completdy subgtantia before him.

But this was not the man Alan wanted; thiswas not Frank Rodgers. Not yet. He had afew of
Rodgers characteristics—his chocolate-brown skin, his bald head and massive frame. But there were
other characterigtics that were not quite right. His mouth was too thin-lipped. His nose was much too
large and his skin color was severd shadestoo light.

Again Alan twisted the structure of the world around him, changing only dightly the shape of the
elk rack on thewall. And the face of the man in his grasp changed too. Hislipsthickened and hisnose
became smdler. But his skin color was till not right. And the emotion in hiseyeswas dl wrong; the fear
Alan saw on the other's face would never be permitted to show on Rodgers own.

The other's breathing rasped harsh and loud in Alan's ears. Alan wanted to increase the pressure
his hands were applying to the other's neck, but he forced himself to wait. This other was a Rodgers, true
enough, but not the Rodgers he wanted. If hedid it too soon, if he squeezed the life from this other
before he became the right Frank Rodgers, it would do no good. Rodgers would only escape, and Alan
would have killed a poor and perhaps innocent facsmile.

Anocther dteration—adight change in the style of the furniture, making it abit more ornate—and
there he was, Frank Rodgers.



In spite of thetotaly different gppearance of Alan's new body, Rodgers obvioudy recognized
him. He stared up at Alan with ahate and fanaticism far beyond anything Alan had ever experienced.
There was absolutely no doubt in Alan's mind: thiswas the Frank Rodgers he sought.

"S0," Rodgers said, "you've comefor me now." His voice waslittle more than a hoarse whisper
as Alan continued to squeeze hiswindpipe. "It won't do you any good. Y ou can't hold me here." With
that, Rodgers features altered, losing their doughy appearance and becoming dightly coarse.

The change took Alan by surprise. Rodgers, the Rodgers he wanted, was no longer present. In
his place, histhroat pinned between Alan's strong fingers, was one of Rodgers innumerable counterparts.
A man closeto the Frank Rodgers who had been in Alan's grasp only a second before, yet not quite him
aadl.

Alan loosened his grip dightly, but kept his hands on the other's neck. He was confused. How
could he possibly track Rodgers through the dimensions? This other was too skilled at the world
changing processthat Alan had learned only a short while ago. Alan could change the world around him
a random, and hope to stumble across Rodgers by chance in one of the redlities he created. But it would
be smply blind luck if he found the other that way; the odds againgt it were nearly astronomical.

Then how could he possibly hopeto....
"Need some help?' said alow, rumbling voice from behind him.

Alan let go hishold on the black man's neck, and the dtered Rodgers cowered away from him,
then jJumped to hisfeet and ran from the room.

Alan turned toward the voice. A gray-skinned man strode from the small room at the rear of
Rodgers office. Hisbody was huge and lumpish, dressed in ascarlet jumpsuit severd szestoo small. His
face was angular and unfinished.

This other wore abody identical to Alan's own host body.

Confused, not knowing quite what to do or how he should react, Alan turned and started for the
office door. In hisbefuddled state of mind, he reasoned he should go after the fleeing black man, bring
him back under his control. He was almost to the office door's pellicle membrane when the other spoke

agan.
"Lethimgo."

"But..." Again Alan turned to face the other. Aside from the fact that Alan was not clothed, it was
just likelooking into amirror.

"We don't need him any more," the other said. "He's not the Rodgers we want.”
"I know. But | mugt..."
"No." The other shook his head sternly. It was asif he could actudly read Alan's thoughts.

"Look, I'm hereto help you. Just take it easy and together we can track Rodgers. Theresaway. He
can't escape the both of us."



"Butwho..."

Again, Alan did not get a chance to ask his question; the other answered it before Alan could
ask.

"You'll know who | am when the time isright. Meanwhile, we have ajob to do.”

Before Alan could formulate another question, he felt something dip into hishead and touch his
mind. Instantly, he knew it was this other's mind, and it felt somehow very pleasant, like soft warm fur
being pulled up around his own mind. But, in spite of the fact that Alan knew it was the other's mind, he
could not read the other's thoughts.

Suddenly, he saw it before him—not with his eyes, but with a sense belonging to the very tissue
that made up his new body, amenta sight which fed directly into hismind. What he saw was Rodgers
path through the dimensions, aglowing crimson ribbon stretching and winding s multaneoudy through
both the complex fabric of the multiverse and the equaly complex mentd fabric of hisown mind. To
catch Rodgers, he knew, he would have to follow this glowing band which marked the other's passage
through deviant redities. He would have to follow the red ribbon that was the connection between the
gring of smilaritiesin the dimeng ons through which Rodgers had passed.

Alan turned from the mysterious, gray-skinned other, stretched out his hands before him, and
began to change the world.

Thewadlls of the room vanished. Alan stood outside, beneath the brilliant stars. Slowly, he began
playing with the patterns of the congtelations, shifting them about in the night sky.

As he made these changes, he kept the glowing ribbon continualy before hismind'seye. And it
guided himin his changes. Sowly, Rodgers began to materidize in hisgrasp, histhroat gradualy
becoming substantia between Alan'sfingers.

He changed the stars again and again, thinning them out, gradudly diminishing their numbers. And
each time Rodgers features refined, becoming dightly more like what they should be.

Another dteration, and the stars disappeared entirdly. The sky became suddenly filled with fire.
Theair was heavy and hot, scorching Alan's bare skin and searing hislungs as he breathed it in. In spots,
the very ground on which he stood hissed and vented steam. Off to hisright, in the distance, he thought
he saw alarge pool of molten lava, glowing dim red. But he could not be sure. It could be apool of some
other liquid, reflecting the red color of the sky. Certainly not water; it was far too hot here for water to
exig in any state other than vapor.

Suddenly, Alan knew what was wrong. The sun now shining down on him wasno longer a
life-giving class G gar. Here, in thisatered world, it was ahuge, red super giant, much cooler than the
Sol Alan knew. And here the planet was much closer to the star's surface, because of the giant's bloated
condition.

Rodgerswas|eading him awild chase indeed, jumping through dimensions close to uninhabitable,
hoping to lose Alan and that mysterious other, attempting to discourage them from following, or at least
break Alan's strangle hold.

Alan looked into the eyes of the man he was strangling. And there Rodgerswas, just as Alan had
hoped he would be. His thick-lipped mouth. His nose just dightly too smal for hiswide face. His dark



brown skin—nearly black. Thiswasthe Rodgers Alan wanted.

Trying to hold the universe around him asit now was, attempting to freezeit, asif it werein
gasis, Alan gathered the last dregs of his strength and increased the pressure of his grip on the black
man'sthroat. But it was no good. Rodgers features shifted dightly, again making him a Rodgers other
than the one Alan was after. And Alan was again forced to relax hisgrip.

Agan Alan made achangein his surroundings. Keeping the bright crimson ribbon of Rodgers
flight centered in hismind, he increased the air temperature around him another twenty-eight degrees
Fahrenheait. Ingantly the planet he inhabited jumped severad thousand miles closer to its bloated primary.
It now orbited at the very edge of the star's tenuous, gaseous envel ope. The ground became suddenly hot
enough to bligter the tough soles of hisfeet.

And Rodgerswas again in his grasp.

Once again Alan squeezed the other's throat, bearing down with al hisremaining strength. And
yet again the black man changed, his nose becoming suddenly larger, and Alan had to let up.

"Thisisnt working," Alan said in frustration to the man behind him, the grey-skinned carbon copy
of himsdif.

And it wasn't. Alan could just barely keep up with Rodgers as he jumped frantically through the
aternate universes. But at this rate he could never hopeto hold him. If Alanwasto win, if hewasto kill
Rodgers as he knew he must, he would somehow have to sop hisflight through the dimensions, somehow
pin hismind definitdly in one sngleworld.

"Don't worry," the other one said. "Everything will work out.”
"But how?" Alan asked.

The other did not respond, he only smiled, and Alan was | ft with the dilemma. He knew that
each time he had Rodgers, each time it was actualy Rodgers neck in his grasp and not another's,
Rodgers would smply make achange of hisown, shifting to another dimension and leaving Alan
strangling a poor facamile. How, he wondered, could he possibly get around this?

Alan had no time for such thoughts right now. Every instant he postponed action was an instant
Rodgers had to flee farther into the dimensions.

Making another finely calculated dteration, Alan placed the planet within the star's tenuous gas
envelope. Again, the change produced Rodgers. And that man's response was dmost instantaneous; he
shifted himsdlf away again, and Alan was alowed absolutely no timein which to reect.

Again Alan wondered how he was ever to catch Rodgersif Rodgers was permitted the freedom
to dter theworld around him. Either Alan would do something to limit Rodgers dimension-hopping
movements soon, or he would have to give up the chase entirely. In his haste to shake Alan, Rodgers
was cregting worlds where the planet wasincreasingly near the heart of its super giant primary, forcing
Alanto do the samein order to remain within reach. It would be only amatter of time beforethe air
around them burgt into flame. If Alan didn't abandon the chase soon, he, Rodgers and the mysterious
gray-skinned stranger would al be dead. He had to do something—now. But what?

Sudden movement to hisleft caught Alan's attention. He turned his head to follow it.



Striding toward him across the hot, steaming ground came the clone. But the boy did not seem to
notice the searing hest filling the world around him. In fact, he didn't seem to notice anything. It was asif
hewerein atrance. Hislong golden hair streaming out behind him asif being blown by an unfelt breeze,
hisface looking cool and somewhat confident, he drilled Alan with agaze neither benign nor maevolent,
but strong and steady nonetheless.

"What...?" Alan started.

"Don't get excited,” said the gray-skinned man behind him. His voice was cam, somehow
reassuring. "There's nothing to be afraid of. HE's one of us. HeEs hereto help." And again it was asif this
granger knew precisely what Alan wasthinking.

When the boy was near enough, he stretched out a hand, lightly touching the back of Alan's hand
whereit clutched the throat of aman somewhet like Rodgers, yet ill not quitelike him. Alan fdt adight
tingle, likealow voltage dectrical current.

Suddenly, the boy's mind reached out and entered Alan's head, joining the two minds aready
there—Alan's own and that of his gray-skinned duplicate standing close behind him. In areflexive
response, Alan's mind recoiled, asif dapped by a searing brand, and he nearly released hishold on the
other man's neck. But with aconscious effort, he maintained his strangle hold.

There was something strange about this youth's mind. Something entirely too familiar.
Again the boy's mind touched Alan's, and again he fdt the sense of familiarity.

Suddenly, inexplicably, Alan knew the origins of the facdessform that had continualy haunted his
thoughts since hisarriva in that strange ssdomasochigtic dimension. That frightening image had been
generated within the mind of this clone, and projected into Alan's own mind.

And now he knew what the facel ess form was; the figure was faceless no longer. Hismind could
finaly handle the information that had actudly been available for quite sometime. He could findly grasp
the truth without going completely insane. Now his subconscious supplied aface where before there had
been none, affixing it to the featureless head of the faceless man.

The face that the enigmatic form now wore was the same lumpish, gray mask Alan had created
only ashort time ago for hisnew host body. The face of the facelessform was Alan's own!

And, Alan suddenly realized with shocked horror, the face aso belonged to the gray-skinned
stranger behind him! But how could that possibly be? Unless....

He could not finish the thought. It was just too incredible.

A sudden confidence flooded Alan's thoughts, filling him with asense of knowing precisely what
he was doing. Thiswas not the same type of confidence he was familiar with, the knowledge that he
knew his job as a scanner and could handle anything it became necessary for him to handle during an
assgnment. No, this was something e se entirely, something far more basic to who and what he had
become within afew short hours since he had begun this scan. It was a primeval certainty that all was
right, not just in thisworld, but in every dimension comprising the multiverse. And, somehow, Alan knew
that it came from the union of the three minds now occupying his host body—his own mind, that of his
hulking duplicate, and the mind of the clone,



Alan let go of the other man'sthroat. He straightened, took a backward step. The ground
benegth hisfeet felt strangely cool now, but he knew it was till extremely hot; steam continued torise
from pockmarks and bulges scattered over its surface. Still, it no longer burned him. Somehow, hismind
and those of the other two who shared his host body held the heat at bay, building a barrier of thought
that effectively prevented him from being harmed.

Intently, Alan watched the frightened black man lying on the ground in the center of thetriangle
formed by himsdf, the other large gray man, and the youth. Alan reached out with his mind, twisted the
fabric of the world around him. The temperature jumped yet again.

The black man looked up, stared questioningly into Alan's eyes. He lifted ahand to hisneck and
massaged ared areawhere Alan had been squeezing with such controlled strength.

At that ingtant, the man changed. Suddenly he became Rodgers.

Rodgers eyes widened with horror as he looked from Alan to the clone, to the other hulking
figure, then back to Alan again. But in an instant the fear disappeared from his gaze. Rodgers face
became suddenly set in agrim mask of determination.

And once again the world began to shift franticaly around them.

Fird, the air and the ground cooled. Initialy the change was nearly imperceptible, but soon the
cooling became much more pronounced. Still Rodgers remained stretched out on the ground. And still he
remained Rodgers.

Asthe temperature fdll, Alan suddenly knew what was happening. Rodgers was backtracking
now, making changesto bring the planet out of the star's envelope of gas. He had findlly reached hislimit,
and hewas now jumping the other way.

But now there was a difference. Now he could not shake Alan. Somehow, the three minds
massed against him were enough to keep amental leash on Rodgers. How thislink was accomplished,
Alan did not know. And it redly didn't matter. It was enough to know that it was Smply so.

Again fear filled Rodgers eyes as he redized that he could shake neither Alan nor the clone nor
Alan'sduplicate. They were staying with him now, tethered to him by a strange mentd force ashe
jumped through the dimensions.

Quickly, the sky shifted colors, going from red through blue, to dark green. Just as quickly, the
whole world shifted around them. In rapid succession, it became adesert, ajungle, aswamp, anicefied,
then again adesert. But <till Rodgers remained the same.

"Nooo..." Rodgers cried, his scream lost in the wail of asudden sand storm. Heraised hisarms,
threw them up across his eyes, shidding them from blowing sand aswell as protecting them from the
fearful vison of Alan, the clone, and that still more enigmatic other.

A sudden jump in temperature and a shift of the sky to red: the sun was again atoo-near super
giat.

It was happening again. Rodgers was again moving the planet toward the star. But now there
was no more of his previous caution. Now, he was running blind, trying to shake the three who chased



him in any way possible, a any cost. He ran wild, scurrying through the dimensionslike afrightened
animd, hiseyeswide with afear that he wore like an dmost physica mantle.

And the three followed, staying with him, matching him change for change and world for world.
The ar and ground were again hot. But, where Rodgers panted and wheezed, obvioudy breathing the
searing air with great difficulty, the other three had no trouble breathing it at al. They were hardly aware
of the heat; they were protected both by the strange strength of their bodies and the equdly strange
abilities of their minds.

Asthefour men jumped in unison from world to world, through dimensions where the planet on
which they existed became progressively nearer and nearer to the star's surface, and then deegper within
it, the increased heat began to show on Rodgers body. His skin gradually reddened and blistered.
Eventudly, the bligters burst, releasing their precious life-sustaining fluids. Hisbody fluids quickly
evaporated into the air and his skin dried, stretched, becoming like parchment and pulling tight over his
bones, then finally cracking. Rivulets of crimson blood were released from the profusion of small rentsin
his skin, streaking the exposed areas of his dehydrated body and soaking his slver jumpsuit. Almost
ingtantly, al moisture was sucked from the blood by the dry, hot air, and it became a series of
rust-colored stains on his body and jumpsuit.

And gill Rodgers continued to jump through the dimensions. Still he threw the planet deeper and
deeper into its parent star.

Soon, the very atmosphere of the planet burst into flame. Alan, his duplicate and the clone were
protected from the fire by abubble of strange energy produced subconscioudy within their minds. But
Rodgers was not so protected. His body quickly burst into flame, his blood and other bodily juices
visibly boiling awvay. With ahorrible scream of agony—along, ragged howl, morethe wail of adying
beast than that of a man—Rodgers arched his back in one, two, three monstrous convulsions. Then he
lay il on the ground, his burning body just visible through the red, flaming air. A smudge of black, oily
smoke roiled up into the hot red sky.

Andinthat ingtant Alan knew that Rodgers had findly died.

Alan sood unmoving for dmost afull minute, watching Rodgers burning body. He was stunned,
shocked nearly into catatonia by the rush of events over the past few days, dazed by the chase and by
the gruesome way in which Rodgers had findly died. He forced himself to remember who Rodgersredly
had been. And he forced himself to remember who Tanner had been aswell.

He turned to the clone. The boy's face was just visible through the glowing red of the burning air.
Hiseyes gill held no emotion. And, in spite of his physica appearance, Alan knew this youth was a tool
and nothing more.

But not so the other, the strange gray-skinned man clothed in the tight-fitting red jumpsuit. His
hard, cold eyes shone with confidence as he smiled crookedly at Alan—just as Alan imagined hisown
smile might look. And findly, that other spoke.

"It'sdone," he said to Alan. "Now, the boy and | must go. | have one hell of alot of degpto
catch up on. And you ill have muchto do.”

With that, both he and the clone vanished.

Suddenly, standing donein the burning air of aplanet within its own primary, watching the



remains of Frank Rodgers body being consumed by flames, Alan knew who both the gray-skinned
sranger and the clone were. And the stranger had been right; Alan till did have so very much to do.

Heknew now, for thefirgt time since the start of this assgnment, exactly where he was going and
what had to be done.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
hr mn scfr
0000-00-00-0000

Thistime, Alan knew, it would be considerably easier. Thistime he knew exactly what he
wanted. He knew precisdly the right shade of green for the grass, the correct scent of popcornintheair,
the garish colors of each pony and dragon on the merry-go-round. Stored in his memory was the precise
spot on the spinning ride where Tanner should be standing, even down to the subtle nuances in the other's
very stance.

In concept, what he was attempting seemed impossible. Y et, Alan's new body knew precisely
what to do. If he did everything just right, if he made no mistakes, it would work.

In onefina world change Alan placed the clone a short distance form theride, right where he
knew it should be, then enveloped it in the eerie blue haze of its confining sasisfidd.

And, suddenly, he wasthere, in the world he had inhabited only afew short minutes before.
Somehow—aAlan was not quite sure how—he had traveled backward in time.

"| thought you might follow," Tanner said, gazing blindly to Alan's|eft and out beyond him from
the merry-go-round. "But | expected something abit
more subtle than this. Isthisredly the best you could do?' Therewasicy confidencein Tanner's
expression.

Alan ignored the other's jibe and strode determinedly to the large gray box of the stasisfield
generator. Tanner meant nothing to him now. Where before Tanner had been athreat, frightening Alan,
now he constituted little more than an annoyance. Although Tanner did not know it, he was soonto die.

"Wait!" Tanner cdled from theride. He stepped off the merry-go-round and bounded the few
stepsto Alan's sde. Reaching out, he took Alan by the shoulder and spun him around.

Alan found himsdlf staring into the other's clouded, unseeing eyes.
"Just what the hdll do you think you're doing?' Tanner demanded.

Not even bothering to answer, Alan threw out hisarm, catching Tanner in the chest and cagting
him aside. Tanner tumbled in the dirt and came up hard againgt the stasisfield generator's cabinet. He
gared up a Alan, unseeing, yet with shock filling his gaze. Alan thought he heard an amost inaudible
whimper issue from Tanner's parted lips.

Turning back to the squat cabinet of the stasisfield generator, Alan reached out for the button
that would turn the generator off, disconnecting it from its small nuclear power supply. But thistime he
was not being compelled to turn off the generator by the clone's hypnotic gaze. True, the clone was il
attempting to work its menta magic on Alan's mind; Alan could still fed the strong pull of that other'swill.
But now Alan wasimmune to the tactic. What he did next was entirely hisown action, initiated by his
ownwill.

Alan pressed the button atop the stasis field generator.

Ingtantly, the field collapsed, shrinking around the boy's nude body and quickly concentrating into
asmall spot of intense bluelight hanging in the air before the clones eyes. Then even that vanished, and



the boy moved—amere blink of hisclear blue eyes, but amovement nonetheless.

Ignoring Tanner lying in the dust at hisfeet, Alan turned and strode to the clonewhereit sat in
lotus position. He reached out, took the boy's arm. The youth seemed unbdlievably light as Alan lifted
him to hisfedt. It was asif the boy's absence of thought somehow caused an equa absence of body
weight.

But Alan knew that was not right. The boy weighed as much as anyone with hisszeand
musculature would. Alan now possessed an incredibly strong body, one with power considerably out of
proportion with itsmassive size.

The boy had spent years in the gasisfield! That was athought nearly too amazing for Alanto
grasp. Y et, in spite of those years spent Sitting in one position, he stood straight and unweaving. Alan
looked into the boy's eyes, and saw absolutely nothing, No emotion. No thought.

Alan turned and started from the park, the clone following close behind. He heard Tanner cdlling
behind him, but he did not turn.

For Alan, Tanner was aready dead.

Alan waked away from the merry-go-round, back down the grassy dope the way he had come.
The clonewalked dightly behind him and to hisright, matching his pace step for step.

Suddenly, Alan was aware of being watched. He actudly felt a gaze on hisback, but he did not
dareturn around. That other, the unseen one observing him and the clone, was Alan himsdf. An Alan of
his pagt, yet of thisworld's future. And, before, Alan had seen neither himself nor the clone turn around.

This paradox was just too much for Alan to grasp. The thought gave him a plitting headache,
and he quickly forced it form his mind. He had enough to keep his mind occupied with now; there were
adjustments that had to be made in his present, so that his past might unfold as it should.

Sowly, he changed the world around him, at the same time assuring that the clone remain within
his sphere of menta influence. Asin hislast world change, he was not only attempting to achieve a
particular world, but a specific timein that world aswell. Time and timing were the important elements
now. Subjectively, he had plenty of time to accomplish what he knew he must. By jumping back and
forth through time, he had in effect placed himsdf outside of time. Y &t, histiming had to be precise; he
had to leave the clone at exactly the right time, in exactly the right dimension, in order for eventsto work
out asthey should.

And the correct time could only be determined by ingtinct, afeding peculiar to his new host
body, resding within the very cdllsof itsuniquetissue.

The grass disappeared, to be replaced by hot, steaming earth as Alan made change after change,
continudly atering the world around him. The sky went quickly from cloudiess blue to candent red asa
huge super giant star blossomed overhead. Alan was aware of the great heat in the world around him, but
hedidn't actudly fedl it. Somehow, inexplicably, he was protected from its searing blast.

The clone, too, apparently did not feel the heat. The boy looked cool and untroubled. His hair
stresked out behind him, asif blown by an unseen and unfelt wind.



Cautioudy, taking as much as he thought necessary, Alan brought the planet closer to its huge
primary. Then, finaly, the planet was actualy within the star's envelope of burning gas.

Alan proceeded with extreme care now, carefully gauging the effect of each world changejust
prior toinitiating it. He did not wish to enter thisworld precisely where he had been before, when he had
dedlt with Rodgers. He had not seen himself leading in the clone then, so he would not et the other Alan
seeit happen now. He would have to materidize sufficiently distant from the action to prevent himsaif
from being observed by that other self, yet near enough to insure that the clone arrived where it was
needed.

Soon, they appeared—three figures dmost five hundred yards from where Alan stood. Two
were huge men, like Alan himsdlf. One of these hulking figureswas clothed in abrilliant red jumpsuit
severd szestoo small, while the other was as nude as Alan. Alan had to remind himself that they were, in
fact, himsdlf. Both of them.

It was an eerie scene, indeed. One of the large men, the naked one, had his hands around the
throat of asmaler figure, ablack-skinned man. His gaze was riveted on the face of the black man he
grangled. Histwin, the large man dressed in the red jumpsuit, stood close behind him, looking directly at
Alan,

Alan'sthoughts filled with sudden horror. The red clad figure was looking in their direction,
actudly seeing him and the clone as they entered thisworld. This could change everything.

Ingtinctively, he changed the world around him, away from the one containing Rodgers, the Alan
of the past, and the Alan of the future. But then he stopped and reversed the process, bringing the clone
and himsalf back into that dimension. What did he have to fear? The one who had seen him was a sdlf of
the future, an Alan hewould eventudly be, not the Alan he had been only minutes before. Why shouldn't
this other be permitted to observe Alan entering this dimension? What could it possibly hurt?

He made one find world change, completing the trangition.

Postioning himsdf behind the clone, Alan took the boy by his narrow shoulders and pointed him
toward the three men in the distance. Then he gave the youth asmall shove, and the clone began to walk.

Waiting only until he was sure the clone would reach his destination, Alan again dtered the world
about him.

Theworld Alan constructed next was much more conventional. But sill the task would be an
extremdy difficult one. Again, he was aming for aspecific time. And again he used his host body's
drangeinginct for time,

Around him, Alan built the wood-paneled walls of Rodgers office. He carefully constructed the
four-point ek rack on the wall where it belonged, and fabricated the ornate mahogany furniture. Then,
when dl wasright, he concentrated on the rug, attempting the precise shade of blue.

Within seconds, hefinished. And he wasin Rodgers office.
Luckily, the office was not occupied at the moment he appeared, as he had gambled it would not

be. He could not be here before Rodgers arrived; that would ater everything, change everything beyond
repair. But he knew the office would soon be bustling with activity.



Alan strode without hesitation to the pellicle door at the rear of the office, stepped through its
non-discriminating membrane. The membrane parted around his body, and he sood in asmal room
containing atoilet, awash basin, and acot. The only difference between thisroom and the onein which
he had taken afew hour'srest back in his own dimension were thisroom's relaive cleanlinessand a
scarlet jJumpsuit hanging from ahook above the cot.

Walking to the cot, Alan took the jumpsuit from its hook and examined it. In Size, it could have
bel onged to the Rogers of Alan's own dimension. But the color wastotaly wrong. The Frank Rogers
Alan knew would never have worn such agarish color. Thisjumpsuit could only belong to that other
Rodgers, the one who spdlled hisname with a d.

Alan put on the jJumpsuit. It was atight fit for his hulking body, but it covered his nakedness.
Then he sat down heavily on the cot, its aluminum frame cresking loudly under hisweight.

Taking adeep breath, Alan leaned back againgt the wall. It felt soothing to just St and relax. He
closed hiseyes and exhaed noisily. He was moretired now than he could remember ever being—literaly
exhausted. So much had happened since he had begun this scan. His actions of the last few days changed
not only hisown life, but had irreversbly atered the lives of many others with whom he had comeinto
contact.

But, findly, it was dmost over. Now there was but one more task to accomplish. Injust afew
minutes, he would be finished. Then hewould be able to return to his own dimension.

Alan heard soundsin the larger room beyond the pellicle door, but he did not move from the cot.
Those sounds—that was Rodgers entering his office. He would it a his desk and begin to shuffle his
papers, Alan speculated, totaly unaware of the Alan waiting in the small room adjoining his office or
Alan'stwin who would appear a any moment and begin to strangle him.

It would be so easy, Alanthought, to just rush into the office and do what had to be done.
But he knew he couldn't do that; that was not how it had gone before. He would have to wait for that
other Alan to arrive, and follow precisdy the scenario imprinted inddibly in hismemory. Any
deviaion—judt the dightest dteration in either action or word—and everything would be forever
changed.

Alan forced himsdlf to Sit quietly for severd minutes, dthough hisbody cried out for action.
Findly, he heard ascuffle beyond the pellicle door and knew the time was right. He got to hisfeet, strode
to the membrane, stepped through. And again he became an actor inasmall play with but two
characters, both of whom were Alan himsdlf.



EPISODE

All @out him was nothingness—dull, gray, dead. Imbedded in that nothingness, scattered
throughout its dreary non-fabric like raisinsin an extremely bland pudding, were the flames. They burned
bright, vivid, strong, in every possible color.

The flames communicated sllently with each other, using strange, fantastic energies. They talked
of what they had just accomplished out there in the multiverse. And, athough he was new to their ranks,
but adim, fledgling flame compared to those brilliant others, he wasincluded in their exalted
communication.

Hewas Ross Dillman. Y et, he was no longer Ross Dillman. Now hewas aflamein the great
network of flames. Now hewas agod.

Together, the flames perceived the enormoudy complex structure of the multiverse awhole, as
well asthe intricate patterns and workings of itsindividua parts. Together, they sustained the multiverse,
tampering with it and assuring its continued existence. The flameswere, in fact, ultimately responsible for
the very existence of the multiverse. The flames had created it.

The novice god who had once been aman was amazed by it dl. Still unaccustomed to his
position in the great web of flame, unused to hisrole asagod, albeit minor rather than major, he could
not quite grasp what had so recently occurred. Y €, at the same time he realized he had somehow played
apart inthislagt great dteration to the structure of the multiverse, and that there was till much moreto
accomplish before the change was absolutely complete. Although he il did not understand it at dl, he
was very proud of the part he had played and the part he would continue to play.

Thismuch, however, hedid know: Things had shifted within the multiverse. A creature now
existed which had joined his mind to that of afetal whale. Before, he had been aman. Now, however, he
was neither man nor whale. Now he was a strange hybrid. His flame burned as bright as any in the great
web of flame, yet it was somehow different.

Already the hybrid had acquired minima abilities. He could dter the multiverse at will, and make
short journeys both up and down the time stream. And his abilitieswould grow: of this much the onewho
had been Dillman was sure. Each changein the structure of the multiverse not only brought the multiverse
closer to the perfect sculpture it was intended to be, but also greatly increased the hybrid's powers.

But there were &till dementsthat were not quite right in the multiverse, smdl factorsthat still must
be adjusted. And now, in this hybrid, the great network of flames at last had the tool it needed to
complete those minor adjustments, to finish its cosmic work of art....
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7 October, 2114
8:32 Mountain Standard Time

Again the phrenic sign as Alan approached the pellicle door: FRANK ROGERS DIRECTOR,
SCAN PROJECT.

Even before he stepped through the pellicle door, Alan knew he would have no difficulty withiit.
He gtretched out his mind, making adight change in the dimension around him. With thisdteration he
adjusted the membrane's pre-programmed permesbility, permitting his host body to pass through.

The pellicle door parted around him, then resealed behind. The clone followed, aso passing
through without difficulty.

"It'sdone," Alan said he strode into the office.

The man who looked up form the large stack of papers on the conference table was not quite the
Frank Rogers of Alan's Earth Prime; Alan had assured that when he dtered the pellicle door. Hisskin
was abit too light. But the difference was not great enough to make him that other Rodgers, the one who
had spelled his name with ad. That man could never again exist. Not in any dimension. Alan had dready
Seen to that.

Y &, this man was adifferent Rogers, and so this dimension would not be Alan's Earth Prime.

Again Alan reached out with his mind and worked a change. In response, Rogers skin darkened
dightly. And the black man's eyes became suddenly wide with fear.

Without aword, Rogers jumped to hisfeet. His abrupt movement knocked the chair over behind
him and his hand hit the stack of papers. In aflurry, the papersfluttered to the floor, and Rogers backed
dowly away from Alan toward the pellicle door on the far sde of the room.

"What'swrong with you?" Alan demanded. "What the hell are you afraid of 7'

Then he knew. Of course, it was his host body, amassive, lumpish carcass with mottled gray
skin. Who wouldn't be frightened by such an ugly hulk?

"lIt'sme—Alan," he said, laughing. He opened his huge hands and extended hisarmsin the
universa sign of friendship.

"Alan?' Rogerssaid. "Isthat redly you?' The black man took atentative step forward.
Alan nodded his massive gray head.

"Theres nothing to be afraid of. | know what | must look like, but it's just a host body. Beneath
thisrough exterior, it'sredly sweset, lovable me.”

Thelook of fear disappeared from Rogers face. His gaze centered behind Alan and to hisleft.



"l seeyou haveaclone" hesaid.
Again Alan nodded.

Leaving the papers scattered about the floor, Rogersrighted his chair—A fantastic computer
augmentation! Alan thought—and sat, resting his elbows on the table before him.

"And the assgnment?'
"All-in-al, agood jag. Both your counterpart and mine are dead.”
"Fine" theblack man said. "Now, let's haveit.”

"What, no written report?' Alan asked increduloudy. "That'sdright with me. 'm so tired | could
deep for awholeyear."

"Of course, I'll need awritten report. But for now, just tell me.”
Alan should have known. This was the Frank Rogers he knew.

The clone stood slent and unmoving as Alan told hisamazing story.

Alan's one-room apartment was dark when he entered through the pellicle door. He dtered the
world dightly to dlow hishost body passage, then immediately changed it back again. Turning on the
light, he went directly to hisbed on the far sde of the room. He removed the too small scarlet jumpsuit
and threw it into a corner. Then he collapsed across the bed.

He was exhausted, nearing the limits of both his physical and menta endurance. And hefelt the
beginnings of ahangover coming on.

The better the jag, he suddenly thought, the wor se the hangover. | guess some things will
never change.

But aready he waslooking forward to his next jag. The thought of scanning in this new body
excited him. There was so much potentid in thisugly gray carcass. Never again would he have to depend
on the Foundation's e ectronics and drugs. He had already decided to keep this host body, to makeit his
own.

His only regret was that he would never again scan with Robin. She was gone, dead. From now
on, the second member of his scan team would be the clone, amindless boy who nonethel ess completely
complemented Alan's own new-found abilities. The clonewasin stasis now, and it would go back into
dtasis after each assgnment. But for the brief period of each scan it would live again.

Theclone. Findly heknew what it redly was. It was no longer something sinister, something evil.
It was aclone of hisown body, ageneticaly dtered facsmile of the grotesque gray body Alan now
inhabited.

Soon, when he awoke, Alan would have the Foundation engineers begin work on a deep space
probe designed to his specifications. After its completion, he would take afew cellsfrom the body he



now inhabited, have them cunningly atered by the boysin bio section, and place them in the probe's
air-tight chamber. Then he would rent a one-man scout ship, transport the probe seventeen years back in
time and over three and ahdf billion milesthrough space, and release it out beyond the orbit of Pluto,
vectoring it in toward the center of the solar system. The clone would be there, ready to be found when
he needed it.

But he would begin none of thisuntil he'd had at |east twelve hours of deep. And he could never
tell Rogerswhat he planned to do with the cells and the probe, no matter how much he badgered Alan
for an answer. Rogerswould never believe the truth. Thiswas something he could never tell anyone,
because no one would believe him. He had enough trouble bdieving it himself, and he was the onewho
had to accomplish it.

"Damn!" he said as he redlized he had forgotten to turn out the light. But the switch was on the far
sde of theroom, on thewall beside the door, and he wastoo tired to get up and turn it off.

Pulling the cover up tight around his neck, he reached out with his mind and twisted the fabric of
redlity ever so dightly, creating aworld where the gpartment light no longer burned. Then he smiled inthe
dark. In spite of its obvious dangers, this world changing business was fun.

Just before he fell adeep, he had athought: What changes had the deaths of both Edwards and
Robin at the hands of those othersin Alan's own dimension caused? What dterations, good or evil, were
laying hidden somewhere, waiting to surprise the Foundation and the world?

And—perhaps a more important question—what had happened to those duplicates of himsdf,
those huge gray men with amazing physica and menta powersto match Alan's own? How many were
there now? Alan had seen two. But how many others were there? An infinite number? Each time that
particular series of events happened, it would produce two other individuasjust like Alan. And it wasa
paradox—set up to happen again and again.

What problems might they create?

But he could not think straight just now. Thiskind of mental gymnastics was best left for amind
clear and bright after agood deep.

Exhausted, he pushed the thoughts from his mind, and within seconds he was ad eep.
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