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Someone has stolen a dangerous, potentially violent humanoid clone, capable of
unimaginable telepathic powers. That someone accomplished the impossible—
transportation of the clone's physical body across mter-dimensional boundaries. The
clone remains hidden in the dark recesses of a previously unexplored dimension.

Alan Fletcher, a class A telepath is the only human capable of tracking that clone.
As Alan digs deeper into the strange dimension, he sees the lives of those he loves
threatened. He discovers his friends are his enemies. He discovers how important the

clone is—not only to his own life, but to hisvery universe.

Buthow can he find this clone? And how can he use it?
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CHAPTER ONE
3 October, 2114
8:04 a.m. Mountain Standard Time

The uptown conveyor gave slightly beneath Alan's feet as he stepped from the
Colorado Boulevard platform. A shiver ran up his spine and a wave of nausea crested in
his stomach. Elbowing his way through the rush hour crowd, he kept his feet moving in
the awkward shuffle necessary to reach the faster moving center strip, then stood
sweating beneath his powder blue jumpsuit, balanced on the tottery tripod formed by his
good leg, his cane, and his plastic-braced leg. The work-bound straights closed n around
him, enveloping his light five-foot-six-inch frame in a solid wall of unrelenting flesh. He
could smell them—big, hulking idiots, little more than animals. Being this near straights
always made him feel uneasy.

The harsh clatter of the straights' surface thoughts became suddenly unbearable to
him; they seemed somehow louder and more mtense today than ever before Petty
jealousies and hatreds filled Alan's mind, the jumbled memories of fights with spouse or
boss, fmancial worries and fears of sexual madequacy, and millions of other thoughts
from red passion through gray dullness and shading into black despair. All horribly
mundane thoughts, yet they raked his mind like steel talons, slashing across raw nerve
endings. It felt like large chunks of his brain were being torn from his head and thrown to
the straights as food.

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

He brushed the back of his hand across his forehead and it came away wet with
cold perspiration. The hangover was always bad, but the one he had this moming was a
real prize winner. His muscles and joints throbbed with a deep ache and a vicious spot of
white fire pulsed behind his eves. His throat was dry and raw from several days of
nausea; his stomach muscles were still tight and sore. Even his crippled leg ached worse
than usual from sleeping on it wrong. He could not recall having felt this bad since after
his first jag.

The Foundation psychologists called it dimensional-discriented withdrawal, or
D.D.W. But to Alan—and every other scanner—it was simply a hangover. There was
only one cure for it: rest, four or five day's worth.

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
gone to 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 themselves in high-stress situations created such dreams in their
subconscious minds to isolate them from whatever was disturbing them. Another's
isolating dream location would not be the same as Alan's—a brilliantly painted merry-go-
round in a beautifully lawned park—but it would be a place where the dreamer, for one
reason or another, could feel 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 sleep he could find peace i the dream.

Alan had nearly called in sick this moming, extending his paid hangover leave an
extra day. It would have been easv to stay in his apartment, wrapped in the protective
cocoon of the thought shield installed there. But at the last moment, holophone activated,
he had decided against it. The Foundation frowned on its scanners taking more than the
three days leave specified in the union contract, and Alan knew he could easily find
himself without a job. He was one of the Foundation's most talented scanners, yet there
were simply 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 a hand through his thinning brown
hair. "Mr. Alan Fletcher. I see here you're an ex-scanmer. But your data-dot specifies no
other wnigue qualifications. I'm sorry, Mr. Fletcher. The Foundation can no longer use
vour services. " He wouldn't stand a chance in any of the other psi fields, he knew that.
His other abilities, teleportation and telekinesis, were far too underdeveloped, and at age
thirty-four he was not at all likely to develop them.

And the idea of taking a straight position, one totally unrelated to psionics, was
absolutely unthinkable.

I could go back to law school, he thought, and maybe eventually apply for a
Jjudgeship. There was still a large demand for telepathic judges. But he simply would
never do i, 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 a class A telepath—or telekinetic, or any other variety of psi—mn
no way guaranteed one a position in the Foundation. There was alsothe P.Q.F_, or prime
qualifying factor. Alan'sP.Q.F ., that extra something that had opened a position for him
nine years earlier while he was studving at Harvard, was an extremely high survival
rating. When he had applied he had not known he possessed such a thing. He wasn't even
sure he knew what it was now. All he knew for certain was that it had shown up in his
initial testing and, apparently, it worked.

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

Alan had had a smart remark ready, a few well selected words about the other's
rather uncertain parentage. But the man he faced stood well over six feet tall and muscles



bulged beneath his dark gray work jumpsuit. His hands were the size, shape, and nearly
the color of sledge-hammers, and a hardness around his eyes told Alan this straight would
take no lip from a punv psi.

Alan bit back his prepared insult and found himself making an apology.

When he turned back around he noticed the conveyor had already passed his stop.
Grumbling under his breath_ he struggled through the crowd to the slower moving edge
of the convevor and stumbled onto the next platform. The impact ofhis landing sent a
lance of pain up his bad leg and brought swirling spots of white light before his eyes. He
pushed the pam aside and began the walk several blocks back to where he should have
gotten off, then north three more blocks to Colfax Avenue.

The walk did not clear hishead, as he had hoped it would. Although it was still
fairly early n the moming—about 8:30—the throbbing white eye of the sun had already
filled the air with its suffocating heat. It burned in his lungs and the usuvally enjoyable
walk became a chore.

Probably ninety in the shade, he thought, wipmg perspiration from his face with
his sleeve. The Weather Techs had screwed up again. The forecast for today had called
for fog in the early moming, changing to ram by seven o'clock. But weather alteration
had been possible for only a few years now, and he imagined even the Weather Techs
were entitled to a few mistakes.

As he walked, Alan looked west, to the mountains. The front range was a cool,
misty blue, and the taller peaks behind it were clothed m a thick blanket of snow. Alan
had spent many happy vears up there, hunting and fishing in cool valleys where he could
have swom 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 like this, from a distance, he knew
how much he missed them. He missed that simple 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.

P

AMERICAN PSIONIC FOUNDATION, read the phrenic sign. The screaming
red letters remained in Alan's mind only a few seconds, then quickly disappeared.

Alan tilted his head back on his shoulders and looked up, squinting against the
glare of the early moming 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 realized there were twice as many floors below ground as there were



above. The subterranean levels housed the Foundation's larger equipment, as well as
some of its more classified labs.

Instantly his head began to clear and the aches that laced his body subsided. This
building, more than anywhere else in Denver—or in the world, for that matter—was his
home, his life, everything he had. The shabby and small one-room apartment on First
Avenue, for which he paid incredibly exorbitant rent, was little more than a place to sleep
off his hangovers. And, as fond as his memories were, he could no longer call his father's
sheep ranch home; he hadn't been back even for a visit in almost twelve years. Besides,
the ranch couldn't give him what the Foundation offered. The Foundation was Alan's
work, his family, one might even say his god.

On average, Alan spent one hundred twenty hours on a jag. Then he would put in
another five hours frying to battle off the horribly painful physical and mental symptoms
of the hangover in order to get his final report out while everything was still relatively
fresh in his mind. Rogers would almost always have something to be cleared up—a few
points Alan might have left out of the report or failed to make absolutely clear. And
fmally he would be off to the apartment to try to sleep off the hangover in time for his
next scheduled jag.

At times it all seemed like a vicious circle, like he would be forever trapped in
this horribly hopeless position. The leave never seemed long enough for him to
completely sleep off a hangover, and he often wondered ifhe could go on. But then he
would go on another jag, and it would all be worthwhile again. He was addicted.

There were several 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 a
jag, did he feel truly alive. There was excitement. There was danger. Something in his
mind opened up while he was scanning and he /mew he was someone special, he was
doing something very few others could do.

And, there was Robin.

The straights' thoughts bombarded his mind in a fresh assault as he stood
trembling outside the Foundation building. Limping, he stepped through the building's
softly glowmg pellicle door. The membrane gave, parted, then resealed behind him.

Immediately, the voices in his head ceased. It felt as if someone had suddenly
thrown a switch and every straight in Denver had simultaneously dropped dead. He gave
silent thanks to the Foundation engineers and architects for developing the thought shield
and including it in the building's plans. And to the psychologists who had trained all two
hundred and fifty thousand plus of the Foundation's employees in thought suppression
techniques, he bequeathed a world of gratitude.

His steps echoed loudly as he walked through the large, empty entry hall Putting
his left eye to the lens in the wall, he allowed the computer to scan his retinal pattem. 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 a female voice as Alan was about to step through the
membrane. He turned and looked across the entry hall

It was Robin Green.

Robin was the union steward for Alan's shift—blue shift—and m 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 assignment on many
occasions. In fact, lately all Alan's assignments had been team scans, most of them with
Robin. He certainly didn't mind. Robin had added something special to every jag they
had ever shared; some totally unexpected occurrence always seemed to materialize,
adding still more excitement to what was a fascinating profession to begin with. When he
scanned with her he always became mvolved in something interesting, and he always
became aware of possible solutions he might not have thought of had she not been
present. She seemed to act as a catalyst to his abilities Asa team, they had never hada
dull scan.

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

But Alan realized it was probably but a temporary—if somewhat prolonged—
slump 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 as long 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, sleek
body as one might a vintage bottle of wine. Her short blonde hair seemed to radiate an
internal glow all its own. And those legs! Long, slender, flawless brown. She was several
inches taller than Alan.

Robin kissed him lightly on the cheek. "Good morning!" she said. "Glad vou
could make it, Al. You looked pretty ragged last time I saw vou." She smiled easily.

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

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



Together they stepped through the gravity lift's membrane.

P

Again Alan's gaze fell on Robin's firm, yvoung body as they floated side by side
down the shaft She was the girl Alan had dreamed ofasa kid, the girl he had never met
until it was too late. True, part of her attraction was purely physical; she was young,
blonde, extremely beautiful. But her physical attributes were not the vital ones. More
important were the facts that she was mtelligent, wittv and a psi.

Alan knew he did not stand a chance with her, mostly because he did not allow
himself to. Oh, they had made love, once, on their first team scan together. It had been a
difficult assignment, and they had both come near death several times. When they had
fnally succeeded in completing the assignment, before they left their host bodies, the two
suddenly flew into each other's arms and made wild, passionate 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 ofa
particularly difficult dimensional jag—nothing to think twice about. Alan could not know
Robin's thoughts on the episode. He would never allow himself 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 love
to her in his own body. That he could not do, as much as he might wish he could. He felt
a strange guilt at the fact that he was a cripple.

Besides, she was living with someone. And from what Alan could gather, it wasa
serious relationship.

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

He had met Robin's friend, Ralf Tanner, only once. It had been at the Foundation
party last New Year. According to Robin, T anner was sixty-one years old, and Alan
considered that far too old for her, although he was nearly twelve years her senior
himself He could tell there wasvery little sex between them, if any at all. But each did
seem to supply something the other needed. There was something special between them,
something that looked like it would last. Something Alan realized he could never share
with Robin.

Tanner had not seemed the normal sort of straight. Oh, he had plaved the part
rather well, admiring and at the same time hating the psis for their ability and the status it
gave them. But it had seemed to Alan only that, a role he was expected to assume, a part
to be acted out. Somehow, there was something mysterious and even a bit sinister about
Tanner. Alan had felt a slight 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 a black barrier, a wall of cold nothingness that reflected
Alan's own mind back at him.

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

The gravity lift changed direction and began tracking horizontally as they reached
their sub-level. Alan looked 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 it.

Alan nodded and the comers of his mouth tumed up in a halthearted grin. We are
[friends, he thought, close friends. At least he had that. And that was one of the most
important qualities in a scan 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 use it. Besides, I already know whatmy
assignment is going to be. I called before I came in." She gave him a secretive pixie
smile. Alan knew that could mean only one thing.

"Team assignment?”

"Yep, the dynamic duo. Bad Man and Robin." She took Alan's arm and drew him
closer, nearly supporting him as they walked.

They were silent on their way to the cafeteria. Alan was occupied with wild
speculation of what the assignment might be, and equally wild anticipation of any
assignment with Robin. He knew she was silent because she was only too aware of what
the anticipation was doing to him, and she was enjoving it in a not-very-innocent way.
She knew what she had, and how to make the best of it. That was part of what made her
such a good scanner—her natural ability to use all her assets to their ultimate.

P

The lights in the cafeteria were too harsh, reflecting brightly off the stainless steel
walls and compounding Alan's already 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 was laced with all sorts of vitamins and
medication prescribed by the Foundation physicians, and he knew that was what gave it
such a foul taste. But that knowledge didn't make it taste any better.



At least it took the edge off a hangowver, just as it had in the old days with the
alcoholic variety. After gulping down two cups without comment, Alan began to feel
almost human again.

He ordered a third cup, then asked, "What's the assignment?"

"How should I know." Robin answered. "You know they can't tell us until the
briefing."

Alan nodded and smiled. "But I also know vou, and the effect you have on Frank
Rogers. He'd tell his darkest secrets, if you asked him"

"You flatter me, AL" She took a sip of coffee, then looked at Alan over the rim of
her cup. Her eves flashed with humor. "Do you have any dark secrets?"

"Well, now that you mention it.._."

"Spare me the sordid details." she said and laughed. "No, really, Frank didn't tell
me a thing. Except that it would be a team assignment 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 a possibility of danger—of some sort," Alan speculated
aloud. "It could mean a basically violent culture." He knew Rogers wouldn't have made it
a team scan if a solo would have done as well.

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

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

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

Robin smiled the pixie smile again.

"Never mind," Alan said. " Something tells me I don't really want to know."



CHAPTERTWO
3 October, 2114
9:13 a.m. Mountain Standard Time

Frank Rogers, a fifty-year-old black man wearing a well-tailored silver jumpsuit
trimmed in black, completely filled the large chair opposite Alan and Robin at the antique
walnut conference table. The carpet on the floor was a rich 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 really present in the form in which they appeared.
They were one of Rogers' favorite fantasies, made substantial by the computer several
levels below.

The bald dome of Rogers' head was ringed with a halo of gray hair. That, and a
face and body that had a soft, doughy appearance, gave him a look of incredible stupidity.
But in his case looks were deceving. Rogers had started more than thirty vears before as
one of the Foundation's first scanners. He had worked his way up over the years to
director of the scan project. That had been no simple feat, 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
briefings were notoriously dull sessions, and the subject of several jokes among the
Foundation's scanners. This one, Alan knew would be no different.

Rogers spent the first 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.

The fact was, the majority of the Foundation's operating income came from highly
illegal time speculation on the various stock exchanges or their equivalents in 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, a closely 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 his retirement.

The masses were not mterested in research. They never really had been. And at
times they even became violently hostile toward science in general

The Foundation supported unbelievable amounts of research in various fields;
space exploration, experimental 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 dollars nto each. But, although the scan project was the
bread-and-butter enterprise that made this all possible, the Foundation made it a policy
never to scan in dimensions too near its own. Alterations made i any dimension, whether
produced purposefully or accidentally, generated waves of change throughout the
universes on either side. Although the effects diminished with the "distance" from the



dimension of origin, the Foundation was basically happv with its home dimension and
wanted no major changes.

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

Throughout the spiel, Robin continually jabbed Alan in his still-painful ribs,
making it impossible for him to get the sleep he needed. She was aware of what he was
doing, and she also knew he did not want to hear that crap about "duty to the American
people” Rogers was handing out with far too much pomp. She was teasing him, and he
was annoyed. But beneath the irritation he loved it.

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

Pt

"This is going to be rather complicated." Rogers said, leaning slightly forward in
his chair, "soI wantno interruptions until I'm finished. Is that clear?"

Not really expecting a reply, Rogers paused a moment to swallow down a glass of
water. He filled the glass again from a pitcher 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: " Computer, visual display—hologram refrieval code
alpha-epsilon-three-three-one."

Instantly a hologram materialized before him. It was a life-size projection of a
youth, no more than seven or eight years old, sitting nude and completely still in the lotus
position. The boy was strangely beautiful. A lthough his skin had an odd grayish cast to it,
it was unmarred by even the slightest blemish. His face was somehow angelic as his eyes
stared through Rogers at a spot somewhere beyond. A light blue fuzziness enveloped the
boy's body, the scarcely perceptible telltale of a stasis field.

"Okay," Rogers said, then stopped and scratched along his jaw line with the ball
of his thumb. Finally, he seemed to make up his mind about whatever it was he had been
considering and let his arms fall to his sides like weighted pendulums. Again he began to
pace, striding unthinkingly through the motionless hologram.

Alan heard Robin draw in a rasping gasp of shock and felt her fingers squeeze
where they rested lightly on his forearm.



"I guess it all started eighteen years ago," Rogers said, obviously not noticing
Robin's reaction, "when one of the Foundation's ships found a small probe of unknown
origin entering our solar system out beyond the orbit of Pluto. They traced it back along
its trajectory and could find no star system anywhere near its track, even allowing for the
time it had been in transit.

"The ship brought it back here to the Foundation and a tissue sample was
recovered from a small air-tight chamber. Bio section cloned that sample. It tumed out to
be human, or at least humanoid; the right number of chromosomes, but a few extra genes
we don't possess which generated the production of some very strange protens. It seems
these proteins were used somehow in certain cells in which they were produced, a group
of cells found only in the clone's bram, without being transported outside the ndividual
cells of origin."

Again Rogers paced through the hologram, and again Alan felt Robin's fingers
tighten on his arm. He gently patted the back of her hand, but she did not seem to notice.

"Bio section wanted a telepath in on every step of the cloning procedure from the
beginning. I was assigned; I was probably the best telepath the Foundation had under
contract at the time. The whole project was keptunder the strictest security until we could
determine exactly what it was we had."

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

"1 felt something wrong even before they started the cloning procedure:" he said,
"when it was still nothing more than a few undifferentiated cells." His forehead creased
as he thought back through the vears. "Nothing I could pin down—just a vague
impression of their strangeness, their absolute other-worldness. By the time the clone had
developed bevond fetal stage, I knew there was something wrong. I could recetve nothing
from its mind; my telepathic abilities did not work on it. There was nothing, not even the
minimal fetal thoughts we had expected.”

He shook his head and sat down.

"I was taken off the project shortly after that. If I 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 I hadn't heard another thing about it until only a few days ago. I
had almost forgotten about the whole thing.

"Then on Monday, Jim Elliot from Bio section came to my office. He brought me
up to date on the project. The work had progressed steadily for seven more years. The
clone had been allowed to mature normally up to that time. But suddenly it had started to
show signs of unbelievable psionic power, and it had begun demonstrating extremely
violent behavior. I don't know why I wasn't called in again at that point, as the first



telepath to work on the project in the first place, but I wasn't. They got someone else,
someone from cutside of the Foundation, and they kept the whole thing under wraps.
After seven vears of development the clone was placed in a stasis field," Rogers nodded
toward the hologram, "thus completely arresting further physical or mental development.
The project was shelved and no further work has been done on it in almost ten vears.

"But sometime Sunday night the lab in which the clone had been kept in stasis
was broken into. The clone and the stasis field generator keeping it in check were stolen.
At Tim's urging, I had a psionic trace put on it. Although the trace didn't tell me who stole
the clone, it did tell me where it was taken. The clone, and possibly its thief isina
previously unexplored dimension."

"Wait a minute," Alan said. "You mean someone transported this clone phvsically
across inter-dimensional boundaries?"

Rogersnodded. "It's impossible," 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 the impossible. Not only has
something physically crossed into another dimension, but it was apparently accomplished
without the use of Foundation equipment.”

Rogers paused, took a deep breath, then continued: "I sent a scanner in late
Monday night. He didn't find the clone or its thief And details of the political and social
structure of the dimension in which the clone now exists are far from complete.

"Are the nhabitants of that dimension humanoid?" Alan asked.

"They are."

Robin asked, "Then the dimensional track lies fairly near our own?"

"It seems so."

"Accounting should be happy to hear that," Alan said and grinned. "A smaller
power expenditure means less money spent on a scan project. Are they still on vour back
about that?"

"They are—they had their auditors in yesterday. But, getting back to the
assignment, there's just one more bit of information you should have: the two major
pastimes of this society seem to be dueling of some sort and extreme forms of

sadomasochism. That's all we really know "

Rogers picked up two ridiculously 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." A fter a few 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 this room's image had been
aurally augmented. Quite impressive, he thought.

Rogers continued: "First, the Foundation's security has been broken. That in itself
is reason encugh to make us go after whoever stole the clone, but in my opinion not the
most important reason. Jim 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 alien race's emissary of peace to its
highly lethal weapon. We simply don't know."

Alan frowned. He was beginning to see something very suspicious in all this. He
glanced down at the transcribed scan reports in his lap, quickly reading the first page.

"1t says here Vic Edwards is the scanner you sent in." Alan said. "Where is 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 almost from the start. The
psvchologists have spent hours over the franscripts, and they think he may have been
drugged, but they can't be sure. At any rate, his last communication put him in the same
general geographical location as Los Francisco here in Earth Prime. We can initiate your
scan from Los Francisco through our tachyon facilities there."

Alan nodded silently. He had been expecting something like this. If everything
went smoothly, a single scanner could usually handle an assignment, even one as unusual
as this. Only when it all went sour did they call in a team.

"Receivers?" he finally asked.

"Chances are good that a city the size Edwards described has quite a few
inhabitants with at least rudimentary psionic ability. Edwards landed one without
difficulty. You shouldn't have any trouble "

Robin was glancing through the three sheets of copy on the table before her. "This
isn't much to go on," she said.



"I know, Robin," Rogers said, "and I'm sorry. But there isn't much I can do about
it; that's all we have."

Rogers made a gesture of helplessness with his large open hands as Alan looked
again at the hologram of the strange youth sitting cross-legged in the middle of the floor.

P

Alan pushed through the scan booth's pellicle door, limping badly on his still-
throbbing leg, as the phrenic sign flashed brilliant green in his mind: DELTA-TWO-NINE.
The technicians had already left 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 was all up tohim. And Robin. She was in her
booth down the hall, going through the same pre-scan preparations he was about to start.

After stripping, Alan stowed his cane, his brace and his jumpsuit in the scan
booth's locker, 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 allow only their minds through the interface between worlds.

He crawled out across its surface and felt a pleasant warm stickiness on his bare
legs and the palms of his hands, then stretched out in the center of the membrane.
Instantly, 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 feel 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 a flap of skin on his right wrist and
inserted the tubes into the grafted circulatory shunt. Mixed with the nutrients suddenly
flooding his body was a massive dose of the drug drama which would amplify his psionic
abilities and, m conjunction with a plethora of sophisticated electronics, make the scan
possible.

He lifted the hair at the back of his neck and plugged himself into the psionic
computer/transmitter. A web of connectors instantly linked with the surgically implanted
micro-electrodes attached to various parts of his brain, pulsing small jolts of electricity
into his head. He did not feel it; it was too much a part of him by now.

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

"Fine on this end," Robin's voice whispered through the membrane beneath him.
"Have vou read the reports?”

"No, not yet. You?



" Just finished glancing through them. Nothing there that wasn't in the briefing.
Locks like we're scanning blind again "

"Yeah" Alan said. "But I don't like this one. This could be the worse one welve
had vet. What did you think of that clone business, of that whole damn story?"

"It scares me, too."

Alan grunted his agreement. "That clone really got to you, didn't it? What's
wrong?

"You noticed? I didn't think it showed."
"You damn near broke my arm. Now, what was it?"

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

"Okay," Alan said. "We'll leave it alone for now. Standard locator procedure?"
They usually used the personals column of the local mass-media, when there was such a
thing.

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

"Right...." Alan let it frail off in a laugh. Robin always made the same statement
just before initiating a scan. It would have become old long ago had someone else said it.
But from Robin, it was fresh each time.

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

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

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

"Computer," he said, "mitiate scan.”

The membrane of the scan cocoon folded up and over his body, enveloping him in
its soft warmth as a flight of lead butterflies invaded his stomach.



EPISODE
14 February, 2072
1423 Ship Time

Ross Dillman stepped from the dory frainer and entered the ready room. It had
been a bad session, like so many in the past few weeks Again he had been unable to keep
his mind on the computerized kill; the flames had shattered his concentration, throwing
his timing off and slowing his reflexes. The glowing letters on the dory trainer's screen
still burned in his mind: 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 slums. They had
supplied him with acceptable—although temporary—escape from the small room packed
with eight unwashed brothers and sisters. It was then, after his first 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 were too strong. If the flames arrived during an actual hunt, when he
would need all his attention for the kill...

They're all so relaxed Ross thought as 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 in the air. The other dory men sat at low tables, talking n
hushed voices. They were all veterans; they knew what to expect. Their 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 actually read thoughts, but his mind was continually bombarded by
the harsh_ hard-edged emotions of those around him.

But why, he asked himself, are the flames so much stronger now? Andwhy are
they coming more freguently?

He looked across the ready room to Bill Galson. The old man sat alone at a corner
table, tense, almost rigid in his chair as he stared blindly ahead at nothing. His lips were
parted in a light smile. He looked as if 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 increased strength and frequency of the flames in Ross' mind. Thishe
knew, although he could not sav how he knew, or how Galson was affecting the flames.
Or even why.



He had not given Galson much attention during the three month joumey out to
Sirus. The old man had tried to be friendly on several occasions, but Ross had brushed
him off. He had been too busy becoming accustomed to shipboard life and too wrapped
up in his own problems to give much thought to Galson. But now he studied the old man
closely.

Galson was obviously blind; the iris and pupils of his eyes were scarcely visible, a
slightly discolored white that almost matched the sclera. He was a small man, like Ross
himself His skin was pulled over frail bones like parched leather. He had shoulder-length
hair, a full beard and bushy eyvebrows—all completely white.

But behind Galson's mined eyes there was a sparkling brightness, a newness, a
youthful mnocence. It was not something that could actually be seen; it was a strange
emotion Ross felt within the other's mind, something very similar 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 sight.

"Nervous?"

"No." Ross' response came too fast. He tumed in his chair and looked up at Karl
Logan, the dory flight commander. Logan was a large 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," Ross finally admitted.

The older man's head bobbed in a slow nod. "That's all right We all had a first
time, and every one of us was scared. If we say different we're lymg." He placed a cup
before Ross.

Ross suddenly realized he wanted to talk, that he musr 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 to fill the pit of fear growing in his stomach.

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



"A flame?" Ross' hands began to tremble and he hid them in his lap 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 vou harpoon them, like they want you to."

"That's a poor choice of words," the big man said. "They don't actually wantus to.
They're just stupid, that's all They don't know any better."

"Then they're not intelligent?"
"Where did vou get that idea? They didn't teach you that at the Academy."
"Some of the other dory men here told me Galson says they are"

"Don't be ridiculous. You took whale physiology at the Academy; you know they
don't have enough brain for their mass—only enough gray matter to just barely function.
The whales are just big, dumb mammals."

Ross was silent for a few seconds, then he nodded toward Galson. "How did it
happen?"

"Galson's accident? I don't know. No one does for sure. The technicians figure he
turned his craft starward. They said there was some sort of temporary chemical change in
the screening of his dory's port, a one in a million freak occurrence. But they couldn't find
a thing wrong with it when he got back." Logan shrugged. then took a sip of his coffee.
"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, he'd get compensation as well as a large pension. I've tried to talk him into
gomng back. Anyone else on board would jump at a chance to break contract and ship
home; this is dull duty at best. But Galson won't have it"

"Why not?"

"He's crazy. He says he doesn't want to be a whale among men, whatever that's
supposed to mean. We keep him on as ready room steward, although he can't even do that

properly. I guess we all feel sort of sorry for the poor old guy.”

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



"You going to be okay now?" Logan asked. "I have to make the pre-flight
checks."

"T'll be fine" Ross lied. "Thanks—"

"No problem." Logan got up and drained his cup. "I needed it my first ime out,
and someone was there for me" He walked 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 the fire that does not burn.



CHAPTER THREE
hr mn sc fr
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 stimull.

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 peacefil ride on his father's ramch in the high country, checking for breaks
in the fence. The horse moving beneath him in a slow, familiar rinthm.

The horse's hoof nearly coming down on a snake coiled in the middle of the
trail. The snale striking out and the horse rearing. Alan going backwards off
the horse's back, hitting the ground with bonejarring impact. The slightly
acid taste of his own blood and the throbbing pain as he realizes his left leg is
rwisted 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 balance, nearly falling, then caught himself His head spun
with sudden vertigo and a dull ache beat at the back of his mind ashe leaned aganst a
nearby wall, closed his eyes and drew m several deep breaths. The wall's rough stone face
felt warm agamst his shoulder, its texture and hardness somehow reassuring. He began to
feel better.

The receiver in whose body he found himself had been in the process of entering
the building against which he now leaned. That was the only memory in his head. He did
not wish to arouse suspicion, certainly not this early in the scan. Fighting back a wave of
nausea, he opened his eyes and pushed away from the wall



A man with a long, puckered scar mnning down his left 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 visible only from the waist up—the lower half of his
body was hidden by the counter—but he was obviously extremely tall. A brown turtle-
neck sweater was the only article of clothing Alan could see. He felt the same kind of
clothing constricting his own body.

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

Alan reached into his pockets, felt several objects. One was smooth and slightly
waxy, like polished leather, and roughly the shape of a flattened rectangle.

He drew it out: It was a wallet. Inside, 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. He really didn't
know! All the receiver's memories should have been there, instantly at his command,
ready for use. But something was wrong. The memories were there, but they were buried
too deep in the recetver's brain, and there was a strange, black barrier between Alan and
those memories.

The man's brows lowered in a frown as he breathed an annoved sigh. He placed
the card in a slot in the side of a small blue box on the counter, waited a few seconds,
then withdrew it and handed it back to Alan. The box was obviously some sort of
electronic credit check.

"You have a silencer for that?" the other asked, pointing.

Alan glanced down past his white turtle-neck and an extremely omate 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 suspicious in his examination. It was huge and it looked
deadly—a weapon very different from the tranquilizing needle-guns of Alan's own
dimension. But it felt good resting in his palm; it felt natural

"No?" The man raised a brow 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 threat into his gaze.
Anyone carrying a gun on the streets, he reasoned, would part with it only reluctantly.
Without the receiver's memories to guide him, he would have to operate on intuition
alone and hope he could bluff his way through. It meant he would make mistakes, but
hopefully he could leam from his errors and keep them toa minimum. 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 felt his abilities inexplicably drained.



"A theatre regulation, sir," the other was saying. "If vou should get into a duel
while inside, without a silencer you would disturb the other patrons who aren't mvolved.
I'm sure you understand. We must protect the rights of every patron. Here, I'll give you a
claim check. You can pick it up on vour way out."

The man behind the counter handed Alan a red plastic disk. Feigning reluctance,
Alan gave him the gun, then placed the disk m his pocket and turned to enter the theatre.

In the spacious lobby Alan noticed his reflection in the glass case enclosing a
marquee poster. He stopped to examine his new form. The image was that of a tall 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 was riveted. Standing in front of the glass, he twisted back and forth,
watching intently the bulging muscles of his legs as they rippled beneath the tight cloth of
his breeches. Both legs were mtact.

The poster beyond the glass suddenly caught his eves. It depicted a blonde-haired
girl no older than ten or twelve—just beginning to show the first signs of female puberty.
She was totally nude, and performing a sex act with two enormous Doberman pinschers.

At first Alan was shocked that he would even consider going into such a place. It
was not that he had anything against the various forms of pomography; he considered it a
legitimate and, in some ways, quite sensible outlet for sexual energies—a very logical
alternative to rape and other forms of sexual violence man resorted to when his natural
drives became frustrated. But he was on assignment. Did he have time for this sort of
thing?

What the hell, he finally thought. Wy nor? He hadn't seen a skin flick in years.
Granted, in the past few years he had not been inclined to see one, buthe hadn't really
had the time either. The Foundation 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 ithad 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, he thought, I'll probably learn something about the culture from this.
And, with his receiver's memories inaccessible, he needed all the help he could get.

The movie had not yet started and the houselights were still on as Alan entered.
This theatre was quite different from those i Alan's dimension. Acrually, he thought, ir's
rather primitive.

The architecture was a bit strange—a little too omate for his taste. It tended
toward high arches, false columns and faney scrollwork. Jonic, he thought, if my memory
of historical architecture hasn't failed me. Instead of the round dais in the center of a
gravchair-furnished room—as was the case in the holographic theatres of Earth Prime—
there was a large, flat, white surface against one wall with small, uncomfortable-looking



chairs facing it. The old style, flat-projection movie was evidently as far as this
dimension had come.

Midway up the middle section, directly in the center of a row, Alan saw an
unoccupied seat. He strode confidently down the aisle, then side-stepped his way down
the row toward the vacant seat. Half way there, he accidentally stepped on the foot of an
old man, a virtual mountain of wrinkles and fat. The man shrugged and smiled, showing
empty gums and obviously thinking nothing of a few crushed toes.

"I'm terribly sorry," Alan said. "Did I hurt you?"

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

Alan stumbled back down the row and fell coming up hard against a pair of well-
formed legs. He smiled up at a fantastic brunette, catching a revealing glance up her short
skirt. The fact that she was not wearing underwear registered like a small explosion m his
mind. She smiled back.

"Pardon me" Alan said.

The smile vanished from the girl's face and was replaced by a scowl Her eves
narrowed and she snapped her legs closed. Alan ducked away from a vicious kick
directed at his right kidney.

"The old duck has first crack at you, buster," she said in a hard, cold voice as she
nodded toward the old man. "If he doesn't get vou, vou can bet vour sweet ass I will."
Alan noticed a small gun holstered at the girl's left shoulder, a silencer on its barrel

"Getup!" the old man bellowed. He had a huge, long-barreled pistol strapped to
his hip, also with a silencer. He stood with his massive legs as far apart as the tightness of
the seats would allow—a typical westem-movie gunfighter stance. The stance and the
jeweled codpiece would have been highly comical if Alan had not been positive the old
man meant business.

Shakily, Alan got to his feet "But look," he said, "I said I'm sorry. I didn't
mean..."

"Enough!" the other cut him short. "I'll listen to no more. Draw your weapon."
Alan motioned helplessly to the empty holster on his hip.

"Damn!" the old man said. "You would be unarmed." He sat down and Alan made
his way to his seat, still shaking both inside and out.

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



P

What Alan had thought was the main feature—the girl and her dogs—was
actually a short subject on a new form of night-life entertainment catching on throughout
the city. They were called 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—a tongue-in-cheek orgy of oral gratification—was, by
comparison, actually quite tame.

During the feature Alan did some thinking, giving the screen only the slightest
attention. He tried 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 the nstant Alan had said he was
sorry. Then, suddenly, there were people lined up, just waiting for a chance to get athimm.
The only thing that had saved him was the fact that he had checked his gun before
entering the theatre. He had not actually wanted the gun to begin with, but now he was
more than a little thankful for the existence of the house mles.

But it was all so very strange. As unlikely as it seemed, an apology was
apparently an insult here. He would have to experiment with that—unarmed, of course.

And he thought, there's the fact that I don't have access to my receiver's
memories.

He was sure it tied m 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 access to its memories,
no matter how alien the host body might have been. And he had never before encountered
the phenomenon which had appeared at the initiation 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 sc fr
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Itwas beginning to get dark when A lan left the theatre in the press of the crowd.
He left his holster on the seat he vacated, and he did notreclaim the gun. He knew he
would probably be safer without it until he was more familiar with the local customs.

The city was filthy, at least the part of it through which he now walked. Trash of
all descriptions littered the streets and sidewalks, and a thick black-yellow haze was
visible above. It smarted his eyes and made them water. It burned the back of his throat
and left an acrid taste on his tongue. The ecological controls that had cleaned up Earth
Prime several score years ago either never existed here or were totally ignored.

The streets were packed with intemal combustion powered vehicles—cars, he
thought they were called—and each one sported at least one dent like a proud warrior
with his battle scars. The sidewalks were filled with pedestrians, thousands of them. The
roar was deafening. This was all 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 his own dimension.

Alan silently thanked whatever god happened to be watching over this dimension
for the existence of the wonder drug dramil Without the drug he would not have had the
psionic energy to enter this dimension m the first place. And without it, the thoughts of
all the inhabitants of this dimension would bombard his mind. That he simply would not
be able to take. He had too many other problems this scan.

He only wished dramil could do the same for him in Earth Prime. But it did not.
Somehow , this was a function of the combination of inter-dimensional transfer and the
drug.

Alan searched almost 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 outin
the open; that would attract entirely too much attention. But even the alleys were jammed
with people and cars. Finally, after walking several kilometers without luck, he found
what he was looking for—an alley so filled with trash and empty shipping crates that it
made pedestrian passage almost impossible. The place reeked and it was dark, but he
could do most of what he had to by feel.

He worked his way through the heaps of debris to a point 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 side.
The doors and windows of the buildings facing the alley were boarded up. A small shaft
of yellow light filtered in from the street.



Going through his pockets, he brought out the wallet, a large ring ofkeys, and a
pistol silencer.

Themk God I didn't find this thing before, he thought as he tossed the silencer into
a pile of garbage. He threw the ring of keys away as well Even if one of them fit the
ignition of a car, 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 operate it.

Alan concentrated on the wallet. Inside, he found the credit card he had used
before at the theatre He could just make out the name in the dim light: Fredrik Simms.
Sohe 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 a few family-group shots. He decided to keep all 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, he would
have to experiment.

He put the wallet back in his pocket and made his way out of the alley, back down
the street the way he had come. He remembered seeing an old, mndown hotel somewhere
along the wav. It had looked like it would afford cheap and relatively comfortable

lodging. And he had to find a place to stay soon; it was beginning to get cold as it got
darker.

Pt

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 was to over-draw on the credit card. That would only direct
unwanted attention to him.

As he entered, a small bell positioned at the top of the door rang. He stepped into
warmth and dingy vellow light.

A man in a red turtle-neck sat behind the counter. He was pethaps forty and
totally bald. A large scar ran from just below his left eve up across his head and
disappeared at the back of his skull. He was a small man_ with an extremely thin, frail
body. He was reading a tattered 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 a room?" Alan asked ashe crossed the lobby. 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 mterrupted. He
glanced down at Alan's left hip, then to his right hip, and returned his attention to the
book as if Alan did not even exist.

"I asked if yvou have a room." Alan did not have to force anger into his voice; it
was there on its own.

"Get on vour 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 theatre.

"I..I lost my gun." he said.
The other did not respond.
"Can you at least tell me where I might purchase a weapon?"

The man looked up, his face showing puzzlement and annovance. Without a
word, he nodded to a thick volume at the end of the counter. Then he shook his head in
disgust and retumed his attention to the book.

Alan walked to the end of the counter, picked up the huge book, thumbed through
it. The volume was a directory, a phone directory. And beside it sat an ancient dial
telephone—obviously not even holographic.

The directory was categorized alphabetically, according to service or product
There were phone numbers, but no addresses. Under F"he found Weapons, and half a
dozen phone numbers. He placed his credit card in the appropriate slot in the side of the
telephone, put the receiver to his ear, and dialed out the first number on the list

The phone rang four times, then a voice cut in. The connection was bad; there was
too much static on the line and Alan could not tell for sure if the person on the other end
was male or female.

"Armmory Weapons. May I help vou?"

"Yes" Alan said. "I've lost my weapon... I need a replacement. If you'll give me
your addre "



"What is your location?"

"The Belmont Hotel."

"Do you have anything special in mind?"
"Well, I really don't know_1..."

"I'll send someone right 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 slightest hesitation. "Fredrik Simms."

"Very well. Our representative will be there within._. ten minutes." The line went
dead.

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

Suddenly, as Alan was placing his credit card back in his wallet, the burst of high-
frequency energy and the mental image of the gray humanoid figure again entered his
head, slashing like knives of pure fire into his confused thoughts. The figure was slightly
clearer this time. It was human, a male. But the face was still too indistinct Alan could
not make out the features; he could not tell who it was.

Yet the man did seem somehow familiar.

Then, suddenly, Alan remembered that the clone he had seen a hologram of in
Rogers' office had had skin with a distinctly gray cast. Could he be projecting the clone
into this somehow? He did not know; the clone had been a youth, no more than seven or
eight vears old, and this image possessed both the muscular development and the
genitalia of an adult male.

The attack lasted only a fraction of a second, but for all its brevity it left Alan
unbelievably weak and frightened. He felt his legs begin to give and he supported himself
on the counter. Closing his eyes, he rested for a few seconds. When he opened his eves
again, he looked at the man behind the counter. The other was still reading, as if nothing
had happened.

"Did you feel that—just now?" Alan asked.

The cletk did not answer.

"Did vou feel something in your head?"



Still there was no response. Alan was evidently still considered a second-class
citizen, not worthy of a reply. Buthe had forced a response before, albeit a non-verbal
one, and this was important. He had to find out if it—whatever it was—wwas affecting him
alone, or if it was something commeon to this dimension.

"Damn it, T asked if you felt anything. Answer me!" Alan slammed his fist down
on the counter top.

The clerk's gaze came up slowly from the book and leveled on Alan. His voice,
when he finally spoke, was cold and hard.

"No, I didn't feel a thing. I don't know what your game is, but if you don't sit
down and shut up until your weapon comes I'll throw you out of here. Understand?" His
gaze retumed to the book, and, although he was a small man, Alan did not doubt he could
make his threat good. Especially with Alan in his present weakened condition.

Alan bent with difficulty and retrieved his wallet from the floor where it had
fallen 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 the transfer, before he was actually in the receiver's
body. Although the loss of memory was in some way involved, he reasoned that it was
probably an effect rather than a cause.

CouldI be to some extent incompatible with this dimension? he wondered. Is my
mind somehow slightly out of synchronization with this side-branch of reality? Or is it an
anxiety attack of some sort?

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

Whatever it was, he did not have time to work it out just vet. He had a job to do—
he was on assignment. And the first stages of that assignment had to be mitiated now.

Alan looked around the lobby. There was a large, well-stuffed chair in one comer,
old and battered, but comfortable looking. Beside it stood a vellow newspaper box. He
walked over and placed his card in the slot, then withdrew a paper and sat down.

This was not the electro-phrenic newsfax Alan was used to. It was an old-style
paper news medium. But it was mteresting none the less—filled with all sorts of gossip
and scandal—and it was just what he was looking for. It was mostly personals. His



message to Robin would be effectively lost among so many others. Unless someone was
looking for it, it would arouse no suspicion.

And Robin would certainly be looking for it.

Calling the paper's office, Alan placed his message: Robin, Belmont Hotel,
between three and five p.m. Al. He told them to run it for four days, and gave Fredrik
Simms' credit card number.

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



CHAPTER FIVE
hr mn sc fr
0005-48-02-0015

The representative from Armmory Weapons arrived just as Alan hung up the
telephone.

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

Alan finally selected a gun from the girl's sample case. She assured him the
weapon was both accurate and deadly, in spite of its small size. A generous supply of
cartridges, a holster and a silencer came with the gun. Alan reasoned he did not have to
use it—he certanly did not plan to use it—but at least the weapon would give him the
status of a first-class citizen and allow him, among other things, a hotel room.

After the girl left Alan again approached the clerk. This time the man was all
smiles and nothing but helpful.

"I'd like a room with a window facing the street" 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's ire.

"Very well, Mr. Simms." he said. "Did you want it with a shower?" He took
Alan's credit card for computer processing.

"Yes, of course." Thought of a warm shower sent a shiver of pleasure up Alan's
spine.

"You'll be staying with us how long?"
"Four or five days. Maybe longer."

The clerk handed back Alan's credit card, then showed him to a room on the
second floor. It was Spartan, but clean. There was a large iron-posted bed with bedding
folded neatly in the center of its mattress, a small writing desk and a stiff-backed chair.
Both the desk and the chair were painted white and sat beside a drapeless, shadeless
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 a duel, what did not. Especially what did not. He planned to live through his
assignment, in spite of the handicaps he was working under.



On the wall above the desk hung a dim sadomasochistic photograph mounted ina
cheap gold pamted wood frame. The paint was beginning to peel from the frame,
collecting in small curled golden chips on the desk top. That was the first thing to go. As
soon as the clerk left, Alan took the photograph from the wall and put it in the desk's
drawer, atop a small leatherette-bound book.

The bathroom was also clean and sufficient

First Alan showered, and then he examined his new body more closely. It seemed
to be in quite good health. His muscles were firm and well developed. Dropping to the
floor, he swiftly executed a series of strenuous exercises, testing every smew and fiber.

This was a body accustomed to action, he decided, a strong, sturdy bodv he could
put to good use.

As near as he could tell there was only one flaw in the entire body: a particularly
bad case of athlete's foot. It itched like hell, but he decided he could live with it for the
little time he would mhabit 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.

P

Two days passed in this strange branch of reality. Alan sat at his room's window
most of both days, and in the lobby from three to five both aftemoons. He read the
personals, but neither Robin nor her message appeared.

Both nights the mental attack hit him at about twelve-thirty. He still could not
figure out what it was or how to fight it. But the gray figure had become clearer, its
details sharper, and the feeling that he somehow knew this other grew. The face,
howewver, still could not be made out; it was simply a gray blank.

Pt

On the third day, as Alan prepared to descend to the lobby after a long and
uneventful moming before his window, he heard a series of shouts from the street below.
He had missed the first few seconds of the exchange, so he did not know what had
actually touched off the duel, but he had already seen enough such encounters to know it
could have been almost anything.

Again he sat in his chair and watched.



Below, two men were going through what he knew by now to be the standard
preliminaries. Others on the street went by as if nothing was happening. For them,
nothing was. They saw this every day of their lives. Still, seemingly unconsciously, they
did give the two combatants a wide berth.

The duelists casually asked each other where they lived and where their cars were
parked. Both gave the mformation freely, easily. They asked about marital status: one
was married, the other not. Dependents? An equal number, in one form or another—three
apiece.

Finally, they squared off on the sidewalk, typical gunfighter stance. Alan was
suddenly reminded of an old movie he had seen years ago in a museum display. He could
not remember the movie's name, but much had been done with music to develop mood.
Somehow, after all these years, the theme song had stuck in his mind. Ithad gone
something like: "Do not forsale me, oh my darling..."

This scene should have similar music, he thought The whole thing was just too
melodramatic.

The two were fast—damn fast—and it convinced Alan that he should avoid a duel
at all cost. The unmarried man was just a little faster than the married duelist The bullet
entered the man's stomach near the naval and pushed out through a monstrous hole in his
back, carrying a bloody tangle of intestines with it. Screaming in agony, the wounded
man thrashed about on the ground for several seconds before he finally died.

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

Thevictor 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
eved the bloody scene. "This your work, Dave?" he asked.

"Of course it's mine," the duelist said without looking up. "You don't think I'd be
doing this if it wasn't Now I have three more dependents, three more mouths to fill" He
fimished his work and wearily straightened up.

"It can't be all that bad. You can sell one house and a car and live pretty good until
your next duel. Hell, there might even be a fair duelist among vour 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's go get a beer." 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 ina day's work, Alan thought cynically as he tumed away from the window in
disgust.

Today, while sitting in his usval seat n the lobby—the wom and comfortable
chair near the news box—Alan found what he had been waiting for. There was finally
something from Robin, buried deep in the newspaper's personals. The message was short
and, at first, confusing: 4/, see club ad. Rob.

Club ad? he thought. Oh, the night clubs. An advertisement for anight club.

He flipped quickly through the paper and found it sandwiched between two large
oun ads. It was a front-view picture of a nude girl m her mid-twenties— beautifully
healthy, darkly tanned, with night-black hair. Worked pseudo-artfully over the
photograph were the words:

JULIE EMPIRE, SINGING NIGHTLY.
FEATURED SONG/ACT: "IN THE
ROBIN'S NEST." 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 also said the club would not open until eleven p.m. He
had some time to kill.

Alan used the time to buv a new suit of clothes: trousers, blue turtle-neck, and
jeweled codpiece. Then he got a bite to eat—the same flat tasting synthetic stuff he had
been eating for three davs 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 his wav to
meet Julie Empire/Robin Green.



EPISODE
14 February, 2072
1506 Ship Time

The alarm's piercing whistle sent a shudder of terror through Ross' light frame.
Bile flooded his mouth, sat heavy on his tongue. A glaze of cold perspiration broke out
on his forehead. His palms felt suddenly moist. His body went rigid and fear was an open
pit in his bowels. The pastel walls of the readv room bleached to a colorless white before
his eyes.

The alarm lasted only a few seconds, but to Ross it seemed like whole minutes.

Finally it stopped, and fourteen dorv 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 his yvouth in the Los Fancisco slums, his vears-long battle to escape the strip
city, his traming at the Foundation's Merchant Service Academy, his assignment aboard
the Foundation whaler Stardrift. The memories flashed like lightning through his mind.
They were sharp, vivid. And the mostvivid of all were his memories of the flames.

He pushed the unwanted thoughts aside and his mind began racing through the
procedures he had rehearsed agan and again m 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
his feet, he told himself, following the others out of the ready room. But his body simply
would not respond.

"Damn it, Dillman" Logan called from the hatch, "move!"

Something in Ross' mind snapped at the sound of the flight commander's harsh,
gravelly voice Instantly he was on his feet, munning. As he launched himself through the
hatch he looked back into the ready room. Galson sat alone at his table, seemingly
unaware of what was happening around him. The old man's mouth was still set in a soft
smile and his sightless eyes remained locked in the unfocused gaze of a trance.

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

Ross sprinted for his assigned dory. Its small 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.



"Flight check." came Logan's calm voice over the intercom. "Alvarez."
"Green." said a voice.

"Bracken."

"Green" came another.

"Dillman."

"Green!" Ross' reply was too loud, almost a scream.

"Take it 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 list.



CHAPTER SIX
hr mn sc fr
0079-13-56-2576

A blueneon sign above the entrance flashed out its warning: SILENCERS MUST
BE USED.

Alan had thought, just before leaving the hotel room that it might be safernot to
bring his gun, that he should hide it somewhere m the room and simply forget about it
But then he had realized that a second-class citizen would probably not be admitted to
The Smoke and Powder Room. The weapon hanging like a sleeping cobra at his hip was
essential.

He searched his pockets, found the silencer and screwed it on the barrel of his
oun. Fearrose in him as he pushed against the door, buthe beat it down and entered the
club.

The room was large and dark. People were jammed into it, laughing and
screaming, generating a sound level almost physically painful Cigarette smoke hung
heavy in the air, a choking cloud of irritants. In the fog of smoke Alan smelled what he
thought was bumt gunpowder.

There's danger here, he thought. The room was filled with potential death;
alcohol, sex and guns made a very deadly mixture. There would be duels tonight—and
death. Alan could almost feel it crouched in the air about him, waiting to pounce. As if to
emphasize his thought, the silencer-muffled thumk of a shot fell nearly unnoticed into the
din around him.

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

After a few 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 its way to the surface. It wove its sinuous way in
and out of Alan's consciousness, and he found himself somehow sexually aroused by its
base umble. Most of it, he thought, is in the sub-sonic range.

A gir] stepped out from behind the heavy crimson curtains. It was Julie/Robin.
She was 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 almost overpowering sexuality—something the
photographer had not been able to capture.

She began to move with the music, slowly at first, her body as fluid as mercury,
but warm and alive. The passions the music ignited in Alan mtensified with each soft



undulation of her body. But her face—Robin's face, Alan forced himself to remember—
was totally without expression, as if she was in a deep trance. She performed like a
zombie: beautifully, precisely, but without feeling or will

The music climbed and soared in Alan's mind, finally reaching a sustained climax
of unbelievable strength. Robin's dance matched the music's mtensity; her movements
flowed like water, vet they were filled with the power of a storm at sea. Listening to the
music, feeling it, watching Robin dance to it—all this made Alan want to join her. He felt
his muscles involuntarily jumping to the music, and he fought their twitching movements,
tryving to control his body.

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

Alan pulled his mind free of the music for an instant, 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 a choice. A gain 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 his mind, he danced across the stage,
working his way slowly toward Robin. He slid through the crowd like smoke. Dimly, he
realized it was not so much that Simms' body and brain remembered how to dance to this
strange music without conscious effort from his own absent mind—although that was
part of it too; the music did dictate the form of the dance. But this music, 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 primeval savage that was an
ancestor to both the humanoid inhabitants of this dimension and those of Earth Prime
alike. Somehow, the music touched a chord in the long submerged racial memories of
both races, bridging a gap not so much of time or distance, but of realities.

Suddenly, that thought was gone, and Alan found himself standing beside Robin,
dancing, matching her intricate movements detail for detail. He leaned toward her, placed
his lips to her ear, was about to speak....

"Later," she said mechanically, not even bothering to tum and lock at him. "I have
a show to perform now."

"Robin," Alan said in a soft whisper, "it's me " His words came out rough and
low, more a groan of passion than a whisper.

A look of shocked surprise washed over Robin's face. Her dark brown eves

widened and the corners of her mouth turned down slightly in the beginning of a frown. It
quickly switched to a smile, then her expression retumed to its france-like stare.

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



Suddenly, the music and the girl dancing beside him became too much for Alan to
cope with. 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 bodyv pressed against his own, warm, soft, but firm-
muscled. Her flesh seemed to melt into his.

He gave her a long kiss on the mouth, then released her and took a step backward.
Again her expression changed: horror flooded her eves for an instant, 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 slowly back to his seat. He got dressed and ordered
another beer. The dancing had left him exhausted, but it was a pleasant feeling too.

The music lasted only a few minutes longer. When it stopped, 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 altered throughout As
Alan watched, the crowd gathered up their clothes, retumed to their tables and got
dressed.

P

During the two hours he had to wait, Alan tried to remember as clearly as possible
Robin's reaction to him bemng 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, although 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 physically 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 a
horribly disgusting chimpanzee. The climax of both shows was the slow butcher of the
animals with along, curved knife. The high, piercing screams of the chimpanzee were
almost more than Alan could take.

Toward the end of the pony episode Alan experienced vet another of the strange
mental attacks. After the vertigo had subsided, he checked the luminous face of a small
clock set in the top of his table below the list 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 the time she was delivering the final death-thrust to the pony.

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



The lights came on at two o'clock sharp. Alan waited at his table while the crowd
collected its belongings and left Then he went backstage, stepping gingerly over the
bodies of the night's less fortunate duelists.

Robin waited forhim in a small dimly lighted hallway behind the stage. She wore
a pink terry-cloth robe, and she locked tired, haggard. Alan noticed heavy bags of flesh
around her eyes which he had not seen earlier in the evening.

Wordlessly, she led him to her dressing room. The room was only sparsely
furnished: a small unmade bed, a cosmetic-cluttered dressing table with a built in credit
check terminal, and a chair. The once-white wallpaper was vellow with age and peeling
in places. A dim bulb hung from its wom cord near the ceiling.

When the door was closed behind them, Robin threw her arms around Alan's neck
and began to cry. Her robe fell slightly open and Alan worked his hands inside, against

her bare back. She shook uncontrollably against him, and he felt cold perspiration on his
palms.

"Al" she sobbed into his chest, "vou don't know how glad I am to see you. I
wasn't able to place my message until today. And I haven't seen a paper at all since
transfer " Her words came fast, almost frantic, and Alan squeezed her tighter to him.

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

She nodded, then sniffed back her tears. "It's been three nights now. I'm a prisoner
here. To Grange, the owner of this club, I'm no more than a money-making piece of
meat."

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

Robin lifted her head, then stepped back and wiped her eves on the sleeves of her robe.
She smiled weakly. "You didn't do so bad for yourself this time," she said.

"No, not bad at all. It sure beats that dwarf I drew last assignment."

"That was funny." Robin laughed weakly, still sniffing back tears.

"To you, maybe. You always did have a strange sense of humor, butI love it."
"Of course you love it. You're supposed to."

Alan smiled. She was playing with him. That was a good sign. She would come

through this. It would leave its scars—deep ones—but Robmn could handle them. She was
tough; she was a good scanner.



"We'd better get cracking." she said, as if to prove his point.

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

"1t'll do him good. But you're right You make the report while I shower. If
Grange comes in, tell him you're a paying customer. He'll leave you alone; he loves the
money too much.”



EPISODE
June, 2071

The whales were found in Sirius system of Earth Prime—they had never been
discovered anywhere else. But they were not native to any of Sirius' seven planets. They
were far too massive to hold up for long under any gravitational pull, no matter how light
It was a wonder they came near any system, let alone one with the dynamic stresses ofa
double star. Yet, they were always coming mnto the system from somewhere. From
where? That had so far not been determined. Sirius might be the system that had spawned
them and they retumed 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, similar 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 all attempts
at laboratory synthesis. A geometric isomer, dramil constituted the trans structure. The
cis isomer could be fabricated in the laboratory with little difficulty, but it displayed
different physical properties as well as a different chemical behavior.

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

The flames had been mtelligent 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 a few hours. He had experienced joy and life with an almost
painful clearness and intensity.

Buthe could not bring himself 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, his roommate struggling to drag him back inside. 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 freatment "Dramil." he had said,
"should not induce suicidal action. It has two primary functions. First, it is a harmless
euphoric. There have never been adverse effects from using it as such. But it is also used
as a boost for parapsychics. You are a class C telepath, I realize that. But it still should
not have had this effect.”

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






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

The light hiss of the shower in the bathroom beyond pressed in on his mind. With
little effort he pushed the sound from his consciousness; his mind had to be totally clear
of all thought other than the report if its transmission back to the Foundation in Earth
Prime was to be a success. He would need all his mental faculties if he hoped to break
through the interface separating him from his own world.

An almost imperceptible tingling sensation began at the base ofhis spme. It
increased in gradual stages, adding to itself, fmally washing in wave upon wave up his
back toward his head. There it gathered, at the back of his skull, waiting almost
impatiently for him to tap it A deep, glowing lava-pool of psionic energy, this was the
carrier over which he would lay his message, transmitting his report across inter-
dimensional boundaries.

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

The report would reach his own dimension instantly; Alan had to believe that or it
never would. There was no way to know for certain that his sleeping body, holding the
receiver's mind, had verbalized the words to be recorded by the computer. Confirmation
would have to wait until after the assigpnment had been completed and he and Robin had
refurned. But only on a few of the Foundation's assignments into other dimensions had a
report 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
still wet from the shower, giving it a blue-black sheen Alan found most attractive. It hung
limply past her shoulders. She wore a short green skirt which showed her long lithe legs
to full advantage A see-through halter and white, old-style high heels finished off her
clothing.

The effect was stunning.
"Feeling better?" Alan asked.

"Much. I'll be fme now. Just stop staring." Somehow, she managed that pixie
smile of hers with a face not at all structured to deliver 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 all I've been through the last few days, a good
human rape would be almost welcome."

"I'll remember you said that."

"I said almost.” She made an unsuccessful attempt at replacing her smile with a
frown.

"You 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 mental scars of the preceding few days would heal only very
slowly, and with much care. Robin would bury herselfin the scan assignment, giving her
raw psyche the time it needed to repair itself. Meanwhile, the teasing would be kept toa
minimum. Alan, too, would help the scars heal by not pressing her.

"You're seeing me through the mind of a man from o dimension." she said. "I'm
in no danger of rape in these streets. Here, all sexual encounters are by mutual consent—
no matter how strange some of them might seem to us—and this is perfectly normal
female attire. I would think you would have noticed that by now. Or are you slipping in
your old age?"

"What about this Grange character?" Alan said, ignoring her question. "You said
you're almost a prisoner here. Is he going to give us any trouble?"

"I don't know. This whole set-up is by mutval agreement. This receiverisa
strange girl. She seems to like being hurt, enjoys being another's slave. A real masochist
And Grange, now he's a sadist from the word go. Both seem to be quite happy with the
arrangement in a strange sort of way; they have this weird love'hate thing going between
them. I really don't know how Grange would react if I... I mean, if Julie Empire was to
leave him. He might just sulk fora few days, then find himself someone else, or he might
oo into a rage, frack her down and kill her. That is, me"

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

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

"I don't know. I was hoping mavbe you had the answer to that one" He locked at
her questioningly. "No idea at all?"



Robin shrugged.
"Do you experience the image of that faceless man?" Alan asked.

"Faceless man?" she said hesitantly. There was a question in her eyes, but it
quickly disappeared. "Yes " she said with more conviction, "I've experienced his image."

"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's a binary code of some sort, but speeded up, so it comes in one quick burst It
scared the hell out of me at first, until I had time to slow it down and analyze it."

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

"It could be. At least a code for transferal or transmission of information at high
speed.”

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

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

Alan nodded. " Just checking," he said, and thought silently for an mstant Finally
he contmued: "Okay, I don't want it now; itll just get in the way. We'll work with it later.
Rightnow, we have to find Edwards—ifhe's still alive."

Without a word, Robin turned and walked to the bed. She pulled the blankets
straight and sat down. Her shoulders slumped forward, her hands resting limply in her
lap, and Alan read extreme exhaustion 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_ his knees nearly touching Robin's. Her knees were trembling and
the small muscles around her eyes twitched uncontrollably.

"Are vou sure you're up to this?" Alan asked.

Robin closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath between clenched teeth and let it out
slowly and noisily. Finally, she opened her eyes. Her eves looked haunted, her gaze

somehow hooded with fear.

"I have a headache, that's all. I'll be okay." She shrugged. "Besides, this has tobe
done." She again closed her eyes and reached out to Alan, palms toward him, fingers
spread.



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

This will make her headache worse, he thought as their fingers locked tight,
squeezing his palms flat against hers. Bur 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's long fingernails bit lightly into the backs of his hands, he caught
himself hoping this would be a nice, simple search. But there was really no such thing as
a simple assignment for a scan team. And that was why Alan and Robin had been sent in;
they always 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 closed his eyes. Again he felt the tingle stirring in his lower spine, working
its way up his back. He was aware, without actually thinking it, that the same thing was
happening to Robin; when the energy reached his brain, it was joined by another—
different from his own, yet complementary and equal in strength.

Together, they cast the energy out in ever-increasing concenfric circles. Farther
and faster it ranged, like the mvisible pulses of sonar. But this scan, unlike that which had
projected their minds into this new world, was specifically tuned to detect a mind with a
psi potential above a certain critical level That mind stood a very good chance of
belonging to Edwards.

At first there was nothing.
Then...contact!

A swirl of confused thoughts: pain, frustration, fear, the rich smell of blood and a
sharp-edged wail of agony. A cold wind blew like the fimger of death across their minds,
bringing with it the stench of decay and corruption.

Before them lay a spot of black, an evil, bottomless pit of malefic power. Alan felt
it deep within his own mind as it grew with incredible speed, swelling like a caterpillar in
its fragile chrysalis, sucking hungrily at the corporate mind that was Alan and Robimn.
They fought it as one, trying to break its web of power and pull free. But their effort did
no good; they were helpless agamst that blackness, and it drew them into itself. They
were engulfed by despair as the blackness before them coalesced into a mass 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 a featureless blank. It was the image
Alan had experienced during those strange mental 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 his fight, 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.

Finally, after what seemed like hours, he broke the other's dark grip. But as he
pulled away there was a flash of something else. It was a quick glance ofa thinmanina
conservative brown jumpsuit sitting behind a large desk. His hair was totally white, his
eves hooded and glazed above a large, hawkish nose. Behind a mouth that was little more
than a slash in a too-narrow face, the teeth were gnarled and blackened with decay. His
posture—the way he sat hunched over the desk—suggested he hadn't slept in quite some
time.

And Alan knew the man.

Then there was the image of a huge building, bigger than anything Alan had vet
seen in this dimension. The architecture was heavy and functional, similar in design to
ancient Assyrian of Earth Prime. It looked like a fortress 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. This was not what he had expected. He had
thought of a hurried acquisition of Edwards' location within this dimension would be
accomplished through the Gestalt mind. But this. ..

He opened his eves. Robin still sat on the bed, watching him,_ her eyes wide 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 vou leave me like that?"

"I... I couldn't face that, whatever it was. I just had to get out." Hervoice cracked;
she was on the verge of tears.

"Allright" Alan said, softening his voice and reaching out to take her hands.
"You couldn't face that. I understand." She had been through a lot in the last few days, he
reminded himself

Alan looked down at his own hands where thev rested in his lap. Twin rivulets of
blood trickled off his finger tips and puddled on the floor. Robin had dug her long nails in
deep during the search.



"That must have been Edwards " Alan said. "He must have caused all that
somehow "

Robin sniffed back her tears. "That wasn't the mind of a trained scanner," she
said. "It wasn't even human. It was horrible."

Alan glanced at the clock on the wall above Robin's bed. It was 3:36a.m. "It has

tobe Edwards. A mind with a psi output that one displayed could only belong to a
scanner. Power like that doesn't just happen; it has to be developed.”

"But Ralf was mixed up in that nightmare somehow "

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

"No, not consciously."
"Then subconsciously?"
"It's possible, I guess.”

Alan nodded. "I think vou may have projected him mto all that," he said,
"subconsciously."

"But how do vou explain the crazy quality of Edwards' thoughts—if that was
Edwards?"

"I can't. He might be under the influence of a drug of some kind. One thing for
sure: he needs our help."

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

"I'm sorry about leaving you in all that" Robin said. "I.."

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

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

Alan nodded. He still wasn't satisfied, but Robin obviously didn't know how she
had accomplished so easily what he had had such a hard time doing.

"How's vour 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. I have a feeling this is going to bea
long night"

"Maybe I'd better," she said, and tumed and went into the bathroom.
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hr mn sc fr
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"At least they have rather effective analgesics here" Robin said as she again sat
on the bed. "I'm already starting to feel better.”

Alan frowned. "The way they live here, they need strong pain killers. But what
about those mental attacks? I don't want to push you, but we have to get busy."

"What about them?"

"When did you pick up the first one?"

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

"Somewhere around here" Robin said. "But you don't actually think vou can
break that code, do you?"

"If it's a linear code, no, we don't stand a chance But if it's two dimensional it was
meant for display on a flat surface, say a cathode-rav tube, and it should decode into
recognizable symbols. All we have to do is assume that 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 the floor. "Oh, and I'll need a straight edge of some kind." he said as he
sat down.

After a few minutes, Robin joined him at the dressing table and placed a small
pad and the stub of a pencil before him. "I couldn't find a straight edge." she said.

"That's okay." Alan stood and took his wallet from his pocket. From it he
withdrew the plastic credit card, which he laid on the dressing table. "This will work
fine" he said, replacing his wallet and sitting back down.

"Work fine for what? I still don't see what vou're doing."

" Just give me the first transmission you picked up. Slowly, so I can copy it."

"You mean the bits?"

"Yes, in sequence.”



"Allright, if that's what vou want." Robin closed her eyes and was silent for
several seconds. Finally, she began to read off the binary code:

"00100101001011100000101101001001000101011001000000101001001001110
000000000000000111010011110000101010001000000111010001010110101011
1010."

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 bits in all. Not a very elaborate display, but

certainly enough information to form one. Were all the transmissions one hundred thirty-
five bits?"

Robin again closed her eyes. She was silent for a few seconds. Finally she said,
"Yes, they're all the same length "

"Good. That means they more than likely form a two dimensional display. If we
find a raster pattern that works for the first transmission, it will probably work for all
What are the possible factors that can be divided mto one hundred thirty-five?"

"Let's see," Robin said, "discounting the obvious—one times one hundred thirty-
five— there's three times forty-five, five times twenty-seven, and nine times fifteen. I
don't think there are any more. Yes, that's it."

"Okay.," Alan said, "we can figure that a visual display will be pretty close to a
square in shape Three by forty-five can be completely ignored. And I 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 puts the long axis, fifteen bits, along the horizontal and nine along the vertical. Now,
we simply transfer the coded information onto ourvisual grid in a raster pattem "

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

A large upper case I and A4 stood out on the paper. There were a number of
symbols to the left.

"Is it possible those letters stand for intruder alert?" Alan asked.
"Could be, I guess.”
"If s0, someone knows we're hers "

"And just maybe that someone has the means to stop us," Robin said.



Alan nodded. "What I can't understand are the symbols to the left. I can recognize
the binary numbers one, two and four running down the grid. But three and five are all
wrong."

Robin looked at him questioningly. "That fourth column over is for parity," she
said. "In this case, odd parity. It's used as an accuracy test for the entire signal. You had
orientation; you should have known that"

"Yes, I 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 fransmission?"

"A few hours after I entered my recever's body. I found myselfhere, in this room.
I was trying to get my thoughts together, frying to find out who I was, where I was."

"Okay, let's have it."

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

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

Robin laughed. "You don't remember much about orientation, do you? It looks
like the monitor display for a training 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 field ratings of the
individual team units. A negative number is a normal reading. An injured operative
would climb from minus five until he reached a positive reading, which would indicate
traumatic shock."

"You mean someone is monitoring our operations from the Foundation?" Alan
asked. "But that's impossible. Electromagnetic radiation can't cross inter-dimensional
boundaries."

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

Alan nodded and was silent for a few seconds. Finally he said, "Which
biomagnetic rating is whose on this display?" 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 alter 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.
This time Robin's reading was plus two while Alan's remained minus five.

"You were into trautnatic shock here "

"1t looks like it. I intercepted that the first night, during my act. Is there anvy
wonderI got a traumatic reading?"

"None atall "

The fourth read-out showed Robin's rating slipped to plus four, and the fifth to
plus five. The projected mission success index steadily dropped to a minus five.

"Of course," Robin said, "each of those readings were taken during a
performance, and my rating probably goes mto the minus readings between them. Still. I
imagine it loses a little each time. I just can't control the biochemistry of this body like
Julie Empire obviously could."

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

"It could be very dangerous, if I've spent too much time in the positive. And the
process isn't all that gradual. But the important thing now is the assignment. Because of
the occupational hazards of this recetver, we're working in the red now. A projected
mission success index of minus five will take immediate action and a lot of luck to beat.
And the longer we wait, the worse it will get."

"Which means we'd better get toit," Alan said ashe again checked the clock
above the bed. The time was 4:40. "We know Edwards is here, in the city. And wehave a
hint as to where in the city he is."

He pushed back his chair and stood, scratching at the stubble beginning to form
along his jaw.

"Come on," he said, 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 hallway, was a man almost seven 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'vou think vou're goin'?" Hisvoice was low and rough and his large fists
were planted on his wide hips. Alan noticed he did not carry a weapon. But then_ he
didn't look like he needed one.



"To take the lady out for something toeat" 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
business with her you'll conduct it here, too. Understand?" A beefy, calloused finger with
almost no nail poked hard in the center of Alan's chest, forcing him to stagger back a
step.

"Come on, Grange," Robin said. "This here's a customer. He's just trving tobea
nice guy. Believe me, you'll get your cut.”

"Damn right I will." Grange said, taking a menacing step toward Alan. "That's
why I'm not lettin' you leave here. You've tried to skip out on me five times in the last
three days. I ain'tno fool; I ain't gonna let it happen. I'm through bein' a nice guy, hear? I
got too much tied up in your crab-infested hide."

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

"In fact," Grange said, a menacing gleam coming into his eyes, "I just might
fnish this joker off right now. I could make it look like a duel, see. I wonder how much
he's got in his account. How much you got, sucker?"

"You'd have to take my dependents, too," Alan said, bluffing and stalling for time.
Out of the comer of his eye he saw Robin behind Grange. She was bending to pick up the
large rock used as a door jam. "I have twenty-five dependents.”

"Hell, I couldn't care less. I wouldn't touch your damn dependents. I take only
what I want. Anybody doesn't like it gets hurt bad." The large man bent at the waist,
reached down for Alan Alan saw that Robin was not yet in position. That left only one
alternative.

Almost as purely reflex action, Alan reached for the gun at his hip. He surprised
himself he was fast—faster than the two duelists he had seen from his window. But
Grange was faster. The large man's huge hand snapped out and wrapped around Alan's
hand and the gun i it before Alan could aim the weapon.

Pain shot through Alan's hand as the large man crushed it in a vise-like grip.
directing the weapon away from himself When he finally released Alan's hand, the gun
clattered noisily to the floor.

"You shouldn't have done that, dummy," Grange said, glee creeping into his voice
and his face. "Now I'm goin' to enjoy this a whole lot more."



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

"Yeah I'm goin' to enjoy this a lot."

Grange leaned down closer to Alan, his massive body blocking Alan's view of
Robin, his monstrously huge hands reaching slowly for Alan's throat Anugly grin spread
across the large man's face. Alan noticed he had several teeth missing and his breath
smelled heavily of garlic.

With almost no conscious thought, Alan's foot suddenly kicked out toward the
face looming above him. The heel of his boot caught Grange squarely in the mouth.
There was a dull, sickening crack. The smile immediately disappeared from the large
man's face as he spit blood and broken teeth and the impact catapulted him away from
Alan.

Even if Alan's mind was at a loss, his body knew exactly what to do. Instantly, he
was on his feet. He caught Grange hard with his first punch, a left to the stomach, as the
other staggered off balance. Grange doubled up, grabbmg his mid-section, and Alan
reached around to the back of his head, pushing his head down, and viciously kneed him
in the face.

The huge man straightened, showmg a face bathed in scarlet blood. He staggered
backward several 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 agamst 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 the floor. Grange lay with his face
in a growing pool of crimson blood. His breathing was shallow and ragged.

Robin directed a sharp kick to his ribs. There was a famt crack and Grange
orunted. "Underneath all that sinew and tendon," she said, "beats a heart of pure protein."

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

"I don't know." Robin's brow furrowed in puzzlement. "Somehow, I just couldn't
Fora few seconds, my mind went completely blank."

"The mental attack, the code and the image?"



Robin nodded. "I couldn't move." she said. "I couldn't thirni"



EPISODE
14 February, 2072
1509 Ship Time

Ross Dillman watched through the rectangular port above his dory's instruments
as a small section of the Stardriff's hull opened into black space sprinkled with stars.

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

Ross braced himself i the cockpit, as the trainer had so painfully taught him. He
pressed the launch button. The great woosh and thud of the catapult tumed his body to
lead as the dorv was hurled from its cradle in the Stardriff's hold.

The weight decreased quickly, almost instantly, as Ross shot away from the
parent ship. But he did not feel the speed of his departure. He hung weightless in the
black silence, finding it easy to imagine himself alone and naked in space, without the
life-supporting aid of his dory. The stars were brilliant, sharp, clear. They beat down on
him like a billion shining eves. He thought he might stretch out his hand and touch them.

"Maypole three is hot!" said Logan over the intercom, breaking the peaceful
silence and shattering Ross' thoughts. " That's yours, Dillman "

"On my way." Ross punched a button on his instrument board, received a relative
bearing to the radar buoy along its locator beacon. He faced his dory along that line and
tapped a five second burst on the main propulsion thruster. A one gravity force pressed
down on him for a few seconds, then was gone.

His pulse pounding in his ears, Ross sped out away from the huge mass of the
Stardrif, toward his designated radar buov and his first whale.
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Ithad started to rain by the time they left The Smole 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 relativelv free of the choking cloud of pollutants Alan had been breathing for the past
few days. It was almost a joy to breathe it

Almost.

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

The cab, when it finally arrived, was a beat-up old vehicle. Its driver didn't look to
be in much better shape. He was a little man_ about sixty, with several days' growth of
gray beard covering the lower half of his face. On his head, cocked at a jaunty angle, he
wore a moth-eaten red beret. His eyes were blood-shot and watery, and his breath smelled
of a foul mixture of beer and stale cigarettes.

Alan helped Robin into the back seat of the cab, then climbed in beside her. The
driver didn't tum around, but watched them in the rear~iew mirmror, the end of his
cigarette glowing dull red in the dartkness.

When they were finally situated, 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 knows that's the palace," the driver said, turning in his
seat.

"The palace?"

"Sure. The President's palace. What's wrong with you? You from the moon or
somethin'?"

"We're from out of town," Alan said, hoping his response was acceptable. "Thisis
our first visit here."

"You still should know about the palace.”

"Never mind that—just take us there." Alan was mad, and his anger showed in his
voice. He wasn't so much angry with the driver as with himself He didn't know what to



expect or how to respond. He didn't have his receiver's memories, and it was at times like
this that it showed the most.

"Sure, pal" 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 a few minutes, then tumed around
in his seat at a convenient stop light. Alan noticed his gaze on their guns.

"You two assassins?" the old man said, smiling, and Alan saw almost toothless
oums.

"Assassins?" Alan gave him a questioning look. "No, of course not."

"Didn't really think so; vou don't look the part. Too soft. But you never can tell.
Everyone seems to be tryin' to get the job. Hell, I even toyed with the idea a couple years
back. But no, it'd take an army the way this new President’s got it set up. Either that, or
someone on the inside. You got someone on the inside maybe?"

"What do you mean, 'on the inside'?" This old man was a good 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 forall it would give. The
knowledge this old guy was giving so freely might not be of any use at all, but then again
it might. You just never could tell.

"Yeah, like I said, on the inside. You know, get someone on the Presidential staff
or in the Black Guard. Or, better vet, do it yourself. Then wait for the right breaks. You're
bound to have a chance that way."

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

"Me? You're kiddin', right? I don't have the kind of credit it takes for somethin'
like that You gotta bribe someone in a high place. And I sure as hell don't have the
brains it takes to get on the President's staff, even if I could win a duel against one of 'em.
I'm too damn old for the Black Guard. Those killers are crack duelists—the best of the
best—and they're hand picked by the President himself" The old man tumed back
around, just as the traffic light changed.

He said no more until they reached their destination. .

Alan was sure the old man tock 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
slow so he could make certain it was the building he wanted. Then he told the driver to
go back a few blocks and let them off

"You are assassins," the old man said as they climbed out ofhis cab. "You can't
jive me. You workin' for someone else, or for yourselves?"



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

"Well, look, I don't think you'll make it, just walkin' in like this, but good luck just
the same And if by some freak chance you do pull it off, remember me when vou're up
there in high places.”

The rain had almost stopped, but the wind blew cold on their still-damp clothing
as Alan and Robin crouched in a small copse of bushes across the street from the palace.
Ice-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
this foul weather, but her clothing provided even less protection than his. She shivered
uncontrollably beside him.

"Huddle against me" Alan whispered "We'll 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 still had work to do—they were both pamfully aware of that And they
both knew they didn't have much time in which to complete the near-impossible task that
had been set them. The sun would be coming up soon; Alan saw its faint glow in the east.
They had to be away from there before it became too light, or the palace guards would
spot them.

"Are vou ready?" Alan asked in a whisper.

"I gue... guess so," Robmn answered. "Let's get this over with and find somewhere
wanm and d... dry."

Alan took a final look at the guards across the street. They were walking their
cold rounds like unfeeling robots. Obviously, they were bored, and as vet had not seen
him and Robin.

Closing his eyes, Alan reached out and took Robin's hands in his own. Quickly,
he cleared his mind of all thought except that of achieving the Gestalt mind. The tingling
sensation fluttered at the base of his spine, worked its way up his back. His mind linked
with Robin's, and thev cast the resulting corporate consciousness out toward the palace.

They wormed their way slowly through the building, touching the mind of each
guard and minor official, memorizing the location of every sentry post and office. Alan
realized they would eventually have to know this sort of thing if they were ever to get
inside. And they had to locate Edwards again. Their power was too drained for direct
contact; the only way they could hope to find him was by trial and error.

Painstakingly, they searched, probing blindly into each conscicusness 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 delicate tendril of thought-generated energy met a
metal wall, a black barrier of cold nothingness that reflected Alan's mind back at him.

They withdrew and tried again.

Suddenly, it was there in their Gestalt mind—the gray-skinned, faceless figure.
But this time the mind that generated it was quiet; the cloud of black despair was not
quite so dark. The mind behind the faceless image 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 nommal 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 this before. Something, in fact, identical to it. Almosta vear ago, at the
Foundation's New Year's party, he had tried to probe Ralf Tanner's mind and had
encountered just such a black barrier of non-thought. But this couldn't be Tanner. He was
not a scanner. His mind did not possess the ability to cross inter-dimensional boundaries.

Or did it?

One thing was sure: whoever or whatever this other was, it was responsible for
the mental attacks Alan had felt at twelve-thirty each night This was the mind that held
extensive knowledge of the Foundation's classified equipment and procedures, the one
that had been monitoring both Alan and Robin since their arrival in this dimension.

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

Alan opened his eyes.

The horizon was much lighter now. Pink fingers of cloud streaked the sky to the
east, and Alan knew it wasno longer safe to remain m the vicinity of the palace. Without
a word, he started crawling back through the bushes, half dragging Robin along behind
him.

A block away they found the same cab which had delivered them almost an hour
before. "I thought you might be needin' me again m a hury, if you made it," the old man
said, "so I waited."



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

"You decided against it?"

Alan nodded, not really wanting to talk justnow. "It was all vou said it would be,
and more."

"Good. I'd hate to see vour names in the obits. 'Specially the pretty lady's here "
He winked at Robin, and she forced a smile.

"I don't feel much like a lady right now." she said. "I could sleep for a month."

"Well" the driver said, "where to now?"

Alan thought for a moment. They did need rest and refreshment, but they needed
information more. It was absolitely imperative that they find a way to get to Edwards
without killing either him or themsebes in the process. That meant far more knowledge
of this dimension than was now in their possession.

"Is there a library near by?" Alan finally asked.

"Sure, just a few blocks away."

"Would it be open at this hour?"

"Don't know. Never use 'em myself I'm not much on book leamin'"

"Take us there anyway."

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

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

The exhausted duo spent several hours in a small all-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 helped keep them

awake. The time alone together gave them a chance to swap tales of the past three days in
hushed voices.



Their research, when they finally got to it, told them exactly what they already
suspected and nothing more. The President was replaced through assassination, usually
carried out by a member of his staff, the elite Black Guard or the President's personal
harem, which alternated between male, female, and both, depending on the sex and/or
sexual preference of the reigning President. The man in office now had been President for
almost a year, which was apparently something of a record. Either he was extremely
lucky, or very efficient.

Alan realized 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 a task for the dark of night, a job for
cunning and stealth. They would have to rely almost entirely on the element of surprise if
they expected success.

Butnow, it was fmally time to catch up on that much needed sleep.

They couldn't go back to The Smoke and Powder Room; Alan was sure Grange
would kill them on sight That left only one altemative. They took a cab to the Belmont
Hotel, skulked quietly through the lobby—although it was quite empty at two in the
afternoon—and up the dimly lighted stairs 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 fine" came Robin's muffled voice. "You stay right there"

Alan didn't mean to fall asleep, but Robin woke him when she was through.

She was standing before him when he opened his eves. Beads of water stood out
like jewels on her tanned skin, and she locked fresh and clean. A trail of small puddles
led from where she stood to the open bathroom door.

"Yourturn." She snapped the towel at him playfully.

"Hm, veah. I must have dozed off." His eves felt like they had been dusted witha
fine layer of sand, and he rubbed them with the back of his hands.

"You aren't kidding," Robin said, continuing to towel herself. " Y our snoring
could have woke the whole city."

Alan satup slowly. He knew he had better get the sleeping arrangements decided
before he took his shower; in spite of her present perkmess, Robin would probably be
asleep by the time he was finished.



"If you want." he volunteered. "I'll take the floor."
"No, we'll 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, tumed back toward Robin. "When in Rome_ "

"This isn't Rome." Robin pulled back the covers and slipped between the sheets.
She sat up in bed and began drying her hair. "I'm too tired, Al, and I'm just not ready vet.
Every time I think about it, I see a big, hairy chimpanzee. I just can't."

"Okay," Alan said, secretly glad she had said no; he was tired too. "But when vou
are ready..."

"Don't worry," she said and smiled, "vou'll be the first to know." She threw the
wet towel at him, then disappeared beneath the covers.



CHAPTER TEN
hr mn sc fr
0103-47-10-0015

The joyvous sound of marc hing music jangled in the hot summer aiv, mixing with
the rich smell of buttered popcormn and filling eight-vear-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 eves glued to the top of the small hillock ahead, straining for his
first 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 twmed to look at the other.
It was Robin.

He reached owt, tool her hand in his own And in that instant he realized he was
no longer an eight-vear-old boy. Now he was a man in his thirties. And both he and
Robinwere being chased He did not Imow who was chasing them—merely that someone
was behind them, getting quite near.

But he refused to ham 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
Rabin up beside him. Still he did not look at who was chasing them. There was no need.
Now they were safe.

Forcing the fog of sleep from his mind, Alan opened his eyes. He could just make
out Robin's form—a darker silhouette 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 smell of her filled his head.

"Have a good sleep?" she asked softly, drawing her mouth away from his.

"Why didn't this happen earlier?" Alan said sleepily. He took her in his arms and
drew her to him.

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



"I think I'd rather stay home and do a bit of undercover work."

Robin swatted him playfully on the hip. "There'll be plenty of time for 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 his toe hard on a chair. His athlete's foot instantly started burning,
and he stood in the middle of the dark room, cursing, while Robin laughed. Finally, he
found the switch and snapped it on.

They quickly got dressed, Robin stuffing Alan's soiled clothing into a small
satchel. Then they hurried down stairs and got a cab. In a small, all-night diner near the
palace they ate a humried breakfast: synthetic bacon and eggs, real coffee. They were
uneasy throughout the meal; it seemed this greasy-spoon was the off-duty hangout for the
palace Black Guard. Three black suited figures talked softly over coffee in a rear booth.
Alan wasn't sure if it was his imagination or not, but it seetned at least one of them
always had an eye on Robin and him.

After a while it began to get on his nerves, and he motioned Robin to the door
with a nod. 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, either.

They walked the few blocks to the palace in nervous silence, continually looking
over their shoulders for the guards from the diner. But obviously they were not spotted.
Again they wormed their way through the copse of bushes they had used for concealment
the night before. This time they were better dressed for the cold, Robin having put Alan's
original clothing on over her own in a dark alley. The clothes were an ill fit, and they hid
the more appealing aspects of her femininity, but they were far more appropriate for their
bold venture than her own attire.

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 occasional thinning in the fog. This wouldn'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.

"I can take one" said the voice beside him in the dark.

Alan could just barely see Robin's outline in the dim light, but he heard the sharp
metal-on-metal scraping sound of a silencer being adjusted on the end of a gun 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 handle it. Still, he couldn't take out both guards. He knew he must take the chance;
in spite of his fears, he had to rely on her.

"Don't shoot unless vou have to." 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
a few scans too, vou know."

"Yes, I know, kitten. And I'm sorry."
After a few seconds of awkward silence, she said, "It's okay. Now, let's get to it."

They ran across the street in a silent, low crouch, using the fog and anything else
in their path for cover. Robin scurried off to the left, and Alan soon lost sight ofher as he
veered to the right.

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

He waited.

As the guard became suddenly visible through the swirling mist, the muscles in
Alan's lower back tightened instinctively, readying him for action. He forced himself to
relax, then noticed for the first time that the guard was wearing a gas mask. Still he
waited.

Soon, the other came parallel to his position, only a few feet away. Alan crouched
and sprang. His shoulder caught the guard in the small of the back, and as one they went
down hard. Reacting almost instantly, Alan crawled to where the guard was trying to
regain his feet, and hit him hard on the head with the handle of his pistol.

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 all his
strength.

After he was sure the puard was dead, he retrieved his pistol and put it back in its
holster. He hauled the body back to the wall, rolled it into the shadows, and went back to
locate the submachine gun. He returned with it to the shadows beneath the wall, then
squatted silently in the darkness, the gun at the ready, listening intently for the struggle
that would be Robin taking outher guard.

Soon, he heard a faint scuffle. Then nothing.



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

"Any trouble?" he whispered.
n Nm E."
"He isn't going to wake up at an awkward moment and call for help, is he?"

"No, he's out of it. You'd better get into that uniform. I'll keep watch" She knew
what Alan had in mind, and she knew that the uniform wouldn't hide her female attributes
nearly well enough.

Alan got dressed quickly—the uniform was nearly a perfect fit—and placed the

oas mask over his face Then he picked up the submachine gun and turned back to Robin.
He motioned with the barrel of the gun.

"Oh, come on, All"

"Look." he said, his voice muffled by the gas mask, "we have to keep their
attention off me, so they don't realize I'm not cne of them until it's too late. Who do you
think they'd notice first: a girl whose assets are hidden beneath a man's clothing, or one
who shows itall?"

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

"You're damn right it is When in Rome. "
"I know, I know. But it's cold."
"We'll be inside soon. Let me have your gun."

"You think that's wise?" She kicked the man's clothing nto the shadows along the
wall.

"This has to look right. Let me have it."

Robin drew the gun from its shoulder holster and handed it to Alan. Then, without
a word, she tumed tow ard the palace's front entrance. Alan marched behind her, keeping
the barrel of the submachine gun jammed into the small of her back.

Robin stopped before the massive armored door, stood on her toes and gazed
through the small window set m it



"There's only one guard at the desk." she said. "He doesn't look like he'll 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 Henodded to Alan, then opened the door.

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

Corpulent, wearing his hair in a crew cut, the guard watched their every
movement with squinty, darting eves. He kept his hand on the large gun at hiship as he
went around the desk and sat down behind it.

"Where'd vou find this bit of fluff?" he said in a voice like a bullfrog's, oily and
slimy. He pulled open one of the desk's drawers, removed an official looking form, and,
choosing a pen from among several in an ornate holder, poised it expectantly above the
paper. Finally he looked up at what appeared to be a member of the Black Guard and his
prisoner.

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

"Well, well" the other said, getting to his feet and walking around the desk "So,
she wants to be President, does she?" He eyed Robin up and down, then laughed. "That
was a damn clumsy try," he said. "What made you think you could get away with it?"

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

Robin looked to Alan, her fear and helplessness twisting her host body's delicate
features into a grotesque mask. Finally, she did what she was told.

"Might just as well have some fun before we turn her over to detention." the fat
man said with a wink toward Alan. "First, a little feel .. search " He reached out, cupped
Robin's right breast with his hand. She sucked in her breath and closed her eyes tightly.

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

"What took vou 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's go." she said, and again took up her position in front of
Alan.

Alan put the gun in the small of her back and they marched down a long hall lined
along both sides with closed doors. If the information they had gathered on last night's
mental search was correct, the suite of rooms that held Edwards would be just ahead. And
there would be another guard posted outside it

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. His jaw
was square and strong, and his thin lips were set in firm determination. This man was a
bom killer; it showed in every line of his body.

As they approached, the guard came slowly to his feet His right hand rested
lightly on the gun at his hip, and his feet were planted slightly apart in a casual, confident
stance.

"What is it?" he asked, observing Alan and Robin with a critical eye. His voice
was as hard as his eyes.

"I found her out on the grounds." Alan said. It sounded lame even to him.

"Why the gas mask? You know security regulations prohibit wearing masks
indoors."

Alan reached up with his free hand, took off the gas mask. Instantly, surprise
registered on the guard's face.

"What is this?" he asked. "Who are you?" His hand went to his weapon.

He was fast, but not quite fast enough. Alan merely shifted the submachine gun's
aim a fraction of an mch—off Robin and onto the guard—and pulled the trigger.

The guard's face erupted into an oval of red pulp. The wall behind him was
peppered with skull fragments and bloody brain tissue as he jerked violently backwards,
then staggered a hesitant step forward. Finally, his body folded in the middle and
collapsed to the floor like a rag doll with all 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 a large knife strapped to his right calf beneath his trousers. He
withdrew it and cut away the dead man's sweater.

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
sweater 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 a
quick gesture. He pointed to the door leading to the room where Edwards was being held,
and Robin flattened herself beside the door, her back pressed close agamst the wall. Alan

positioned himself a foot from the door, squarely before it
Shifting the submachine gun nervously in his hands, he looked to Robin.

"Ready?" he whispered. His voice was husky with excitement, and that startled
him.

Robin nodded, and Alan threw his shoulder into the door. He heard a loud crack
as the frame splintered and the door flew open.

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



CHAPTER ELEVEN
hr mn sc fr
0106-23-01-0025

"I've been expecting vou," said the man behind the large oak desk His white hair
was in 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 himself up off the floor. "Robin, it's Tanner!" The
barrel of his submachine gun wavered only slightly from its bead on the center of
Tanner's chest, then agam steadied on its target.

"Yes I know." Robin said as she strode nto the room behind Alan. There wasa
casualness in hervoice Alan could not understand, a lack of emotion that bothered him.
But it was only a slight irritation, and he pushed it from his mind.

Suddenly, Alan's mind buzzed with a swarm of alarming questions. How could
this man, a straight, be here? And, still more remarkable, he was present in his own body;
he was scanning without using a receiver.

Cautiously, Alan reached out with his mind, probed Tanner's mind, attempting fo
peep the other's thoughts. Again, as it had happened at the Foundation party, his mental
probe met a strange, cold barrier that bounced the image of Alan's own mind back at him.
Alan withdrew his probe.

Beyond Tanner, enveloped m the eerie blue glow that marked the focus of a stasis
field, a naked bov 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, vet his gaze had an almost saintly quality about it.

A great wave of sorrow rose in Alan, cresting in his mind—sorrow and pity for
the boy. This was horrible, cruel beyond tolerance. To stop the boy's natural development
like this, to effectively tum him off through the use of a stasis field, made absolutely no
sense. It was an act so monstrously inhuman, Alan could no longer permit it.

In his peripheral vision, Alan saw the bulky, gray painted cabinet of the stasis
field generator in the comer of the room. Without shifting his gaze from the child, he
started toward it in a halting, staggering shuffle

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

Alan saw Tanner out of the corner ofhis eye as the other stood up from behind the
desk. He leveled a large caliber gun on Alan, and Alan suddenly realized he no longer



had Tanner covered with his gun. He still held the submachine gun, but it hung at his
side, heavy and useless.

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 his mind. 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
stasis field generator. Her hand came up and she slapped Alan across the face He saw the
clone beyond her over her right shoulder, still sittmg unmoving on the floor. The child's
hypnotic gaze continued to hold him and he took another lurching step toward the
generator, trymg to push past Robin.

"Don't look athim!" she said, her face a mask of grim determination. She slapped
him again_ harder.

With an effort, Alan tore his gaze from the child's. He looked at Ralf Tanner
across the room, and instantly the oppressive sorrow left him, to be replaced by a strange
heaviness in both his body and his mind.

"Don't look directly at the clone," Tanner said, his words slurred with fatigue. He
stood and came around the desk, his gun still leveled on Alan. "He may look like a
helpless boy, but he possesses abilities bevond any you could ever imagine. Now, drop
that gun." He motioned with a wave of his own weapon.

"Who... What is it?" Alan asked as his submachine gun clattered to the floor. He
looked toward the vouth, but not directly at him. Again he felt the pull of that strong
mind, felt his thoughts again narrowing on the youth's plight

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

"I told you not to look," she said. And suddenlv Alan noticed that Robin's weapon
was pointed at him.

"What is this?" Alan asked her "Just what's going on here?"

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

"Don'tbe alarmed." Tanner said, his voice calm and cool. "Get his gun, Robin."
He motioned with the barrel of his own weapon.

Robin picked up the submachine gun, took it to Tanner. T anner put his own
weapon in his belt, then tramed the submachme gun on Alan, still not quite looking at
him.



"You.." Alan said to Robin, "you knew about him all the time. You're in this with
him, aren't you?"

The girl nodded, but did not speak. Nor did her steady gaze shift from his eyes.
Alan's fists balled and relaxed convulsively at his sides.

"That's right," Tanner said, "she is with me."

Alan shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, preparing to spring at Robin. If he
could grab her weapon, wrench it from her grasp and use her as a shield...

"Don't try it," Tanner said, his voice hard and cold. "You'll only succeed in getting
yourself killed."

"Isn't that what you two have planned for me anyway?" Alan asked. He relaxed

his stance slightly, with both Robin's and Tanner's gun trained on him, he wouldn't stand
a chance.

"Pethaps," Tanner said, and his smilevanished. Alan knew Tanner had already
made up his mind.

"What happened to Edwards?"

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

Alan's mind chewed that bit of information over fora few seconds. These two
were killers. Thev 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 vou get here?" Alan finally asked. "Scanning in vour own body, I mean.
It's impossible; it can't be done."

"You mean you can't do it," 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—who is he?"

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

"But where did he come from?"

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



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

"A stasis field's supposed to stop both mental and phvsical activity," Alan said. "I
looked mto the boy's eyes, felt his mind. It's still active; it's still working " Alan watched
Tanner's face. For the first 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 fmally said, bringing himself visibly under
control.

"But what's this all about? Don't you think I have a right to know?"
"No," Tanner said. "You don't"

"Wait," Robin said, tuming to Tanner. "What will it hurt? After all, we're going
to...." Her voice trailed off.

"That's true," Tanner said. To Alan he said: "I guess it really doesn't matter now if
you know." He stopped and thought a moment. Finally, he said: "First, we really didn't
want to do it this way."

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

"We meant for vou to die, all right," Robin said, glee sparkling in hervoice. "We
just meant for it to be more of an accident.”

n Dh_ n

"What Robin means is that, 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 vou in a position where, without aid, you would be

killed, then withhold that aid."

"If vou wanted me dead, why didn't vou just !/l 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 yvou want me dead?"

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



Alan tumed to Robmn. She was silent for a few seconds, as if collecting her
thoughts before she tried to speak. When she finally did speak, it was with more than a
touch of pride.

"We've been using the computer for this almost ten years now. Actually, what it
amounts to is finding alterations we can make i adjacent dimensions that would
favorably change our own. For one such change, vou must die. The computer says the
optinum time is now."

"Tampering with adjacent dimensions... that's illegal "

"Yes" Robin said, "in your dimension it is."

"In my dimension!"

Ralf Tanner nodded. "Don't you understand yet?" he said, as if explaining toa

child. "We're not from your dimension, not from vour Earth. We call it Earth Prime, just
as vou do yours, but it's not your Earth Prime."

Alan suddenly turned on Robin. "Then vou're not Robin," he said, surprising
himselfwith the ferocity of his own voice. He stopped before he walked into the barrel of

her gun.

"ButI am. " the girl said, her eyes going wide as she took a step backward. "I'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 a year."
"And you," Alan said to Tanner. " Just who are you?"

"The body belongs to one Ross Dillman of your dimension," Tanner said. "But
that wouldn't mean a great deal to you."

"But who are vou?" Alan asked.

Tanner grinned, his mouth becoming a vicious slash across his face. "Some
things." he said, "vou will die in ignorance of." He slowly shifted the aim of his gun,
leveled it dead center on Alan's chest.

This was it Suddenly Alan knew he would have to make his move now or not at
all. He could not jump to his own body laying in an electronics and drug induced stupor
back m Earth Prime; that would take several moments preparation, time Tanner and
Robin would surely not allow 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 a
second before they fired....

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

Again there was fear m both Tanner's and Robin's eyes. Tanner's gaze suddenly
became more unfocused, and the barrel of the submachine gun in his hands wavered
slightly off target.

Instantly, almost without thought, Alan's body went into action. He took a quick
step toward Tanner, his left hand knocking the submachine gun's barrel aside. The gun
went off and a spray of bullets ricocheted off the wall behind Alan. His right hand flashed
out and buried itself deep in Tanner's stomach, then he withdrew it and broughtitup ina
vicious 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 a dull impact on the left side of his neck, and a soft warmth flowed over his
shoulder and down his arm. The light-caliber gun went off again as he lunged for Robin,
and he felt another bullet slam into the right side ofhis chest, a few inches below his
collar bone. Before he reached the girl, the weapon went off a third time, the bullet
striking him in the stomach. Still he felt no pain.

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

Still keeping Robin covered, Alan bent and picked up the submachine gun. He
ignored the blood flowing heavily from the wound in his stomach and placed the girl's
light weapon in his belt, then motioned with the submachine gun's barrel.

Gingerly, making sure Alan did not misinterpret her movements, she pulled
Tanner's gun from his belt and slid it across the floor. It skidded to a stop against the
instep of Alan's left foot.

"Aaarrgh " Alan said, his voice dying in a ragged gurgle as he tried to talk. There
were s0 many questions. There was so much he had to know. But he could not ask those
questions; Robin's first bullet had slammed into his neck, ssmashing his vocal cords.

Butnow was no time for questions anyway. Tanner was quickly regaining
consciousness, He sat up—still not focusing his gaze on anything in particular—and took
in the entire scene, as if just beginning to realize what had happened. Then he got slowly



to his feet, rubbing the red, nearly bleeding area along his jaw line, and stood beside
Robin.

"So," Tanner said, almost matter-of-factly, "it seems vou have gained the upper
hand. But it won't do you any good. You're bleeding to death right this minute "

Alan didn't even try to respond; he knew he couldn't Feeling was returning to his
body. His wounds were begimning to throb with pain, and he felt blood spurting steadily
from a ruptured artery in his neck.

"I can't imagine what yvou had hoped to gain from this," Tanner said. His tone was
still calm, but as he spoke he backed away from Alan, toward the clone and the stasis
field generator in the comer of the room. Alan saw it happening, but there was absolutely
nothing he could do about it. He was simply too weak, his body would not respond.

"You can't win, vou know," Tanner said. " You really can't." He reached out a
hand and touched the stasis field generator, and for the first time he gazed directly into
Alan's eves.

With a nearly inaudible pop, Tanner, the generator, and the clone all disappeared.
Alan tumed to Robin. He pointed his gun in the middle of her chest.

"You won't shoot me, Alan." she said, smiling. "I know you won't" Then she, too,
vanished into thin air.

Alan stumbled to the desk, collapsed into the chair. He tried to clear his mind of
all thought, attempting to focus his total attention on the jump back to Earth Prime. But
he could not make it work. The pain was just too great for him to concentrate on what he
knew he must do. The pain was no longer confined to his wounds, now his entire body
throbbed with it, and his mind actually pulsed with agony. He was dving, and he knew it.
If he could not make the jump soon...

Again he tried, 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. Dials, switches and meters a
five-inch cathode tube—all arranged in a certain logical order. He had seen mstrument
arrangements like this before. These were like the instruments used back in Earth Prime
to monitor scanners during training assignments. This was Foundation equipment.

Suddenly, Alan realized it was from this console that the high-frequency energy
attacks had originated. And it was because of Tanner's monitoring him that he had been
denied access to his host body's memories this entire assignment. Just as he had made his
jump at the initiation of this scan, he had been monitored. And, somehow, that had fouled
everything up, placing a barrier between the host body's memories and his mind.



Buthow had Tanner come by Foundation equipment? This wasvery
sophisticated, classified gear—difficult to fabricate and certainly almost impossible to
obtain.

Instantly, through the haze of pain, Alan answered his own question: Robin, of
course. Although she lacked a sufficiently high security clearance, with her chamm it
would have been no problem at all to gain access to Bio-section. She stole the clone. Why
not a surplus monitoring station as well?

The hints of her involvement had been staring Alan in the face all along. He had
simply not picked up on them until it was too late.

First, she could worm information from Rogers almost at will—not just advance
information on a particular scan assignment, butvery sensitive, restricted data as well.
Such as the Unit Efficiency Ratings. There was that mysterious bamier in Tanner's mind,
and Robin's relationship with him. She had never explained her irrational response to
Rogers pacing back and forth through the hologram image of the clone either. And there
was that 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 all 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 all been obvious from the start. Allhe'd had todo
was tie the pieces together.

But his feelings for Robin had blinded him to all that, making it impossible for
him to see what wasright in front of him. His Robin, not this fake Robin, this substitute
out of another dimension. For her, he could feel nothing but contempt.

The clone, Alan thought. What about the clone? Somehow, Robin and Tanner
were tied to it Yet they feared it, that much was quite clear. It could harm them in some
way. That was why thev continually watched it And, for some reason, they couldn't
destrov it. As much of a threat as it obviously was to them, if they could have destroved it
they would have, instead of toting it across inter-dimensional boundaries. Perhaps it was
the fact that they did not know what the clone was that prevented them from destroying it
outright. Perhaps their precious computer could not reconcile its existence, and therefore
could not predict what would happen should it suddenly cease to exist. This clone might
be the unknown variable in their sinister equation.

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

Buthow could it be used as a weapon? And now, with them again jumping across
dimensional lines, how could he possibly hope to gain control of it?



Apgain pam flared throughout Alan's body and mind, and he knew none of this
speculation would do him the least bit of good if he could not escape this body before it
died.

Gathering the dregs of energy from the battered and bleeding host body as well as
his pain-wracked mind, he concentrated on his own body back in Earth Prime. Through a
fiery curtain of pain, he saw it curled up in fetal position, enfolded in the warm, pink
membrane of the scan cocoon. He felt the gentle, regular breathing of its drug and
electronics induced sleep. He felt the slow rhythmic pumping of its heart. But still he
could not break through. He could not make the jump.

Suddenly, something else occupied the host body with him. Another mind,
another intelligence. More precisely, a focus of many mdividual intelligences. One
second, it had not been with Alan Then, it was there, in the brain of the dying host body.
And Alan felt its strength, an almost physical power, not evil but benevolent.

Leisurely shaking out a thin tendril of energy, the focus of intelligences reached
out and touched Alan's mind, attaching itselfto 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 this is impossible! Alan thought.

By its very nature, nothing but Alan's own mind should have been able to exist n
this non-place between worlds. Here was merely a state of mind, augmented by the drug
dramil and the Foundation's sophisticated electronics. There wasn't actually a here at all.

The other, however, was here It did exist.

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



EPISODE

They had stopped only once during their spawning journey, bringing their flames
together, focusing them through Ari's flame to perform the necessary rask. But there had
been only one necessary task this joumey, and so only one stop.

Ari's flame had been increasing steadily over the long journey, continually
growing hotter within him It now bumed and scorched throughout the entire network of
long narrow filaments that was his conscious-generating bram. He felt its intense heat as
a flaring pain deep within his consciousness.

Arinow lapsed more frequently into those brief periods when he completely lost
control of his waste-energy discharges, when his secondary brain—the small,
insignificant lump of matter that govemed his automatic body functions—was simply not
sufficient. That scared him. T oo much discharge could be harmful to the small flames
nearby.

What if one of the small flames is near when I lose control? he thought. He could
involuntarily harm one of them. Their flames were not like his own. They were fragile
flames, and could be snuffed out too easily. They possessed shallow flames, ones that did
not know joy. Their flames could not bum hot and intense, as his did. The continued
existence of their flames depended solely on the preservation of their physical forms.

He knew the small flames had come for his own physical form. Ari would give it
to them gladly; it would release his flame, set him free of physical bounds. And his
liberation would help the small flames as well Gradually, as generation after generation
of small flames gathered the substance of his body 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 physical death. Ari knew this to be true. He had
seen it all during the spawning joumey.

Butalready there was one among the small flames who would live beyond
liberation. His flame was bright with life, it knew joy. Thathad been an accident. The
small flame had been too near another of Ari's kind when he had lost control. The other's
discharge had been stifled in time. The small flame had been saved and strengthened.

Ari was glad the time for the mating was almost upon him. With that finished, his
flame would again cool to a comfortable warm glow. Then he would again be able to
control his bodv functions and his waste-energy discharges Joy would again course
through his body's filaments.

The mating! he thought, and felt a sudden jolt of excitement and joy race through
his entire being_ It was for the mating he had traveled up the time stream, against the very
flow of existence. It was for this he now battled the monstrous gravitational forces and
intense radiation now ravaging his body and his mind. Out of all the infmite universes his
mind encompassed, out of all the possible realities his mental being inhabited, the precise



combination of gravitational stresses and radiation from this particular double star in this
period of history of tis particular universe stimulated his sexual drives. Only here and
now could his mating take place.

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

Ari expelled a jet of gas from a pouch near the surface of his skin and drifted
slowly 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 control.

He noticed something strange a short distance off and released another puff of gas
to propel himself toward it Ashe advanced, he absorbed through his skin free-floating
hydrogen, nitrogen, carbon and other elements. The area around the mating stars was rich
in food, and Ari fed greedily.

The strange object was not one of the small flames, but it was something of them.
It radiated an unusual energy. Ari felt his flame growing suddenly hotter as the energy
touched him and was absorbed. It burned deep mnside him like the molten heart of a star,
making rational thought nearly impossible. His waste-energy started to build. He knew he
must control it; one of the small flames was approaching and he did not wish to hamm it.

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

14 February, 2072
1512 Ship Time

Ross Dillman maneuvered his dory closer to the whale The huge amoebic animal
hung motionless, its non-reflective surface a greathole in the field of stars. A shifting
lace of gold and silver light played over its body, defming its outlines.

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

The flames were comforting, as they had always been, bathing Ross' mind in their
familiar warmth. They were old friends. But now Ross needed all his attention for the
task athand, and the flames were a distraction.

He forced 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 whale, placing the creature's body directly between himself and a particularly bright
patch in the field of stars.

His training told him the entire body of the great beast would fit easily into the
small storage of his dory, but Ross was having trouble believing it now that he had finally
seen a whale. Yet, he knew it would work. He would kill the animal by launching the
dory's explosive harpoon into its small brain, then cut the carcass nto sections with the
dory's laser. The flesh would come away from the body in large chunks and, losing its
moisture and gas almost immediately, shrivel to a fraction of its original size.

Ross tested the servo-mechanism claws as he carefully maneuvered his dorv
around the whale, toward its anterior end and the brain hump. The claws flexed like large
misshapen hands before him, moving slowly but responding precisely to his slightest
command. He armed the explosive harpoon, then stopped his forw ard momentum with
the bow jets and fired a single short burst on the port steering jet. His thumb rested lightly
on the harpoon's launch button as the nose of his dory swung i a slow arc toward the
whale's bram hump.

The silver and gold filigree on the whale's body flared to sudden brightness.
Searing pain filled Ross' head as he looked up from his mstruments. He screamed out and
raised his hands to his eyes. The intense light coming from the whale was visible through
his hands and closed evelids.

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

He could only wait in fear.

Ross kept his trembling hands pressed to his eves as the light gradually subsided.
He was not vet 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 i response
to the light and radiation? Ross thought again of Galson and panic scurried like a
frightened rodent through his mind.

With a tremendous effort he finally brought his panic under control, and slowly
removed his hands. Then he opened his eves.

Where the whale had been only a few minutes before, there wasnow a large
tongue of fire, a flame of blue, green, orange, yellow and red. It was the most beautiful
thing Ross had ever seen. It was the incarnation of his flames. His fear instantly vanished.

Ross looked 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 It hung continually before his
eves, no matter which direction he looked. And, suddenly, he realized he was no longer
actually 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 thathe was physically blind, and
it did not matter.

A voice spoke n Ross' head. It did not speak n the conventional sense, vet Ross
understood it clearly. He knew it was the whale. The whale 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 all but does not burn washed over him.

P

Stretched out prone in his dory, Ross felt tired but happy. His flame was a warm
glow deep within him as a new energy coursed throughout his body. He did not know
how long he had been in actual communication with the whales, and it really did not
matter. Now, he would be forever in communion with them.

Fumbling blindly with the controls before him, he looked about. Directly ahead
was a small cluster of flames. Among them, only cne burned bright, only one knew joy.
The others were pale and weak. They left pools of sorrow in Ross' mind.

Without having to tum his head, Ross looked to his left and realized he was
seeing through the hull of his dory with his new sense. There, in the distance, danced a
large group of intensely burning flames—the whale pod. Wave upon wave of raw
emotion radiated from them, a pure joy that washed over his mind, cleansing it and
carrying away the stagnant pools of sorrow.

Ross' flame bumed suddenly brighter. He reached out, activated the main
propulsion thruster. The artificial gravity of acceleration returned briefly, then again
vanished. Ashe sped toward the waiting parent ship, Ross let his thoughts wander.

The whales allowed themselves to be hunted. Ross knew that now. They could
not die—not really. They were the camriers of peaceful thought, the caretakers of love and
etemal life. They gave their physical beings willingly, bringing not only man, but every
other life form they came in contact with into their web of joy and life everlasting. And
now Ross was one with them; he was a member of the web of flame. He was a member
of the pod.

When Ross finally reached the Stardriff, seemingly blind and in a catatonic state,
he was taken immediately to sick bay. Galson was there, waiting for him, his flame

blazing with excitement.

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



CHAPTER TWELVE
hr mn sc fr
0106-58-27-9562

...Into the world of physical realities.

Again, the gray, faceless figure appeared in Alan's mind—Ilegs spread, amms
stretched out away from the torso—and again the inexplicable feeling of familiarity. But
still Alan could not identify him.

There was something else strange, too, something made odd by itsvery absence
rather than its presence. The powerful burst of high-frequency energy he had experienced
somany times in the last few days was gone. Tanner was no longer monitoring his
movements.

For what seemed days, the faceless image hung in Alan's mind. Again and again
he tried to force it from his thoughts, attempting to consciously drive it away. But that did
not work, and soon Alan stopped trying altogether.

Eventually, as if by its own volition, 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 his mind, its vibration bringing
consciousness. Slowly, in response to Alan's waking, 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 felf like his body, vet somehow it did not. Although the body contained the
same heavy fatigue that followed every scan, there was something changed about it.

Alan opened his eves, gotto 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 his feet and descended to the floor.

Suddenly, he realized what was so different about his body. His right leg did not
hurt. And it supported him without the aid ofhis brace. For the first time in many vyears,
his body was again whole.

Butwas it his body?

Yes, he decided, this is my body. There was none of the unfamiliarity of a host
body; the very muscles seemed to remember small, habitual actions.

Alan remembered the strange barrier in Tanner's mind, the barrier he had
observed both during the Foundation party and again only a few short minutes ago. And
suddenly he knew there never had been a barrier in the other's mind. Not really. What he



had thought to be a reflection of his own mind bounced back at him had actually been
Tanner's mind. And it was the same as his own.

Instantly, Alan realized the full implication of this knowledge. Thisbody wasa
counterpart to his own back i /s Earth Prime. And his own counterpart from here was
now inhabiting Ross Dillman's body, whoever that was. Incredible as it seemed, the man
who was trying to kill Alan was, in a sense, Alan himself!

But it was an Alan he did not like, one capable of murder for some twisted ideal.
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's
locker, removed the blue jumpsuit he found there, and put it on. It was a perfect fit, asit
should have been. Itlooked, in fact, exactly like the one he had placed in his locker back
in his own world. But where he had left his leg brace and cane, there was nothing.

After dressing, Alan stepped through the scan booth's pellicle door. The phrenic
sign flashed in his mind: 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 almost positive he knew what he would find, and he feared that knowledge. Ifhe
was right, 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 as it
did the pellicle door to his own scan booth. But he knew Robin's booth was empty. The
pellicle door glowed a rosy red.

That's the clincher, he thought. It was just as he had thought it would be. Robin's
booth designation should have been delta-two-two. This was not Earth Prime, not his
Earth Prime. It was a dimension very simnilar to the Earth he knew_ perthaps even running
directly adjacent and parallel to it, but it definitely wasnot his Earth. And the body he
now inhabited, although incredibly like his own, was nothis. It was whole and healthy; it
had not suffered the crippling accident in youth.

Suddenly, inexplicably, Alan realized that the benevolent mind that had guided
him in the non-world between dimensions had left him here on purpose. Whatever that
mind was, it knew something Alan did not, something about this alternate universe,
something it wanted A lan to know. For some reason, it wanted him here, in this
dimension so much like his own, but still not his own.



EPISODE
12 December, 2113
10:17 Mountain Standard T ime

The breeze was cool on Ross Dillman's body as it blew through his light robes.
He sat beneath the large pine, his back against its bole, its rough bark pressing into his
flesh. His white-bearded face was lifted to the warm sun.

He was lost in memory, recalling a time many years ago—a time even before he
had come to live in this wildemess patk—when he had been aboard the whaler Srardrifi.
It had been a short time, vet in manvy respects a very happyv time. It was while aboard the
Stardriff that he had strengthened his flame.

The small flames danced around him. He saw them in his mind and identified
each one There was a chipmunk, its flame brown-tinted and lively. There the slightly
red-tinted spark of a raccoon. And there, in the stream's cool green water, the darting
flames of several trout. There were many more, each distinct and identifiable, yvet each
part of the whole.

And he also felt the large flames, out in the vastmess of mterstellar space They
bumed with an intensity that filled him with warmth and joy, even at their great distance.
They were far away, vet they were with him. He was one of them, and they were all one.

Suddenly, there was another in Ross' mind, one of the small flames, yet one that
bumed dim even for a small flame, one that did not share the least bit of joy.

At first, Ross fought this other. He could have easily pushed the other from his
mind or, with a thought, destroyed him. And at first he started to do this.

But then a thought came from the large flames. Do nor 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 his body and joined his brothers among
the stars.

Pt

Slowly, the other got to his feet. He tested his arms and legs and decided they
were adequate. He tested his brain and found it sound. The only defect he could find was
in the host body's sense of sight. But for that he was more than compensated; he
possessed a strange other sight.

As he walked along the dusty forest road, toward the park's exit, he decided to call
himself Ralf Tanner.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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FRANK RODGERS, DIRECTOR, SCAN PROJECT, declared the red phrenic sign.
Its flashing message lasted only a few brief seconds, but that was time enough for it to
leave the slightly acid feeling of strangeness in Alan's mind. Again there was something
different about this world, something not quite as it should have been. Something slightly
out of kilter with the way it was in Alan's dimension. And Alan couldn't quite determine
what it was.

Then, suddenly, he knew what it was. Rogers did exist here, and—as i Alan's
universe—he was head of the scan project. That much was clear. But his name was
spelled differently here than itwas in Alan's Earth Prime. Here, the man's last name was
spelled with a d.

Putting his eye to the lens in the wall beside the pellicle door, Alan permitted the
computer to scan his retinal 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 a thick
stack of computer print-outs, his bulk filling and almost overflowing the large chair. He
appeared to be the same man Alan knew, even down to his choice in jumper color—
silver with black trim—but not quite. This man's skin shade was a bit lighter than that of
Rogersin Alan's dimension. This was, of course, not the same man atall. Although both
men undoubtedly shared many attitudes and biases, Alan was sure there were plenty of
differences as well. And unless Alan could somehow turn the tide of events his way, it
looked as if some of those differences might eventually prove fatal to him.

There were certainly differences in the make-up of this man's computer-generated
office. These were, for the most part, subtle deviations, vet they did exist, and they
mirrored basic differences in the two men's personalities and the worlds in which they
functioned: a blue carpet on the floor rather than red, a four-point elk rack on the wall
above his head rather than a six, mahogany used in the conference table and chairs
instead of walnut. And the fumiture was of a slightly different style too, a bit more omate
than the furniture the Rogers of Alan's dimension preferred, and slightly 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 his reading and
marking his place with a large index finger. His gaze met Alan's, his dark eyes seeming
to stare through the smaller man's, as if he could look into his brain and read his very
thoughts.



"Good," Alan lied. Then the full impact of the black man's gaze hit him and he
realized that Robin could join them at any minute, and he added an uncertain, "I 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 he would
leam and the less likely he was to die.

"What do you mean, you think? Isn't he dead?"

Alan lowered himself slowly into the soft cushions of the large chair across from
the black man, tryving to appear cool and confident while perspirmg heavily beneath his
powder blue jumpsuit. "He got the drop on us," he said, "and we had to jump. But he has
tobe dead. I don't see how he could have made the jump; he was in bad shape."

"Has to be!" Rodgers bellowed, getting up from his chair. The table creaked under
his weight as he leaned on it, as it 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 a foot of Alan's. "You
don't know for sure that he's dead, do you?" he said, hisvoice gruff with accusation.

"N_no" Alan stammered.

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 tumed to face Alan.

"Can't you see yet how crucial this is?" he said, as if explaining something very
basic to a child. "Robin has put a lot of time into this, and she's used the computer to
prove her theories right: our very existence here depends on the deaths of our
counterparts in that other dimension. Don't you understand that?"

"Yes," Alan said, "I understand." And he did. He could sympathize with these
others, he could almost condone what they were trying to accomplish. If he knew that his
life depended on the death ofhis counterpart in another dimension, he would certainly try
to eliminate that other.

And now, suddenly, paradoxically, his life did depend on that other's death.

"Then why did vou let him slip through your fingers like that? With him dead,
you could have easily gotten close to my counterpart there, and this would all be over so
quickly."

"We didn't ler him get away," Alan said, finding it easy to put a necessary note of
defensiveness in his voice. "Like I 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 let him shoot



us down? That wouldn't have accomplished a damn thing. After all, the only reason for
all this in the first place is to assure our continued existence."

The black man nodded.

Thet's a bearifid piece of logic, Alan thought, the find of level-headed thinking
that just might get me out of this alive. He almost allowed himself a small smile of
triumph, but stopped himself in time. There was certamly no point in giving himself away
before it became absolutely necessary.

"But still we have to make sure he's dead." Rodgers said, his voice calming 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-slot for his death 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 silence and sitting back down m his chair.
"What's done is done. Now we have to make it all right. Agreed?" He folded his huge
hands peacefully atop the stack of printouts.

"Agreed" Alan answered. Like hell! he thought.

Rodgers shook his head. "First, if vou didn't get him—if he could still jump—he
would have undoubtedly returned to his own dimension. If he made it back there, our
game is up and you can come out ofhiding, start scanning in your own body. If, on the
other hand, he didn't retum to his own dimension—fine. You can simply dispose of his
body, put on his brace, and take his place. Either way, we have to move right now; time is
no longer on our side."

But I don't lmow how to jump with a body! Alan thought. I can't do it! 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's with the clone, isn't she? You should know that better than 1."

Foran instant, panic filled Alan's mind. Had he made the fatal error, the one he
had known all along 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 breath 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
along as soon as she retums. Until then, tell them " Rodgers stopped and thought for a
few seconds. Finally, he resumed. "Tell them she had a few loose ends to tie up in the
target dimension, things that would have caused drastic changes in its structure if left
unattended. They should buy it they're usually pretty sensitive about that sort of thing.

"Now, you'd better get to your scan booth," he said, getting slowly to his feet,
obviously very tired both physically and mentally.

Again fear filled Alan's mind, gnawing at the fringes of his sanity like a ravenous
rodent. How could he possibly explain away his inability to make the jump with the
body? And how would Rodgers react once he caught on to his act?

Alan stood, turned and started toward the pellicle door. He was about to step
through when Rodgers said: "I'll send the techs in to set your booth for an in-body scan.”
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Alan crawled out across the pink glowing membrane of the scan cocoon fo its
center, then laid on his back, his arms stretched out away from his body and his legs
spread. He felt the membrane's familiar stickiness and warmth beneath him, the gentle
massaging of its pliant living tissue, and instantly he began to relax. This was something
he knew, something he understood. This was something he could cope with.

The technicians had been there and gone. They had executed their tasks in a
silent, efficient manner, adjusting the cocoon to allow him to scan with his body and
setting the dimensional co-ordinates. Alan thought he had recognized a few of them. He
had even called out to one tech by name. But the man had not responded—in fact, had
ignored him—and a few of the others had looked at him strangely.

Alan's immediate problem, however, was that he really didn't know what was
expected of him. He didn't know which procedures held here and which were different
from those in his own 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 this
world's equipment and procedures were similar enough to his own dimension's, the
dramil necessary to make the scan possible was mcluded in the nutrient solution. He
wouldneed 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 his right wrist,
then plugged himself into the psionic computer/transmitter and curled into fetal position.

"Computer," he said after taking a deep breath, "initiate scan."

Tust before the membrane of the scan cocoon folded over Alan's body, Rodgers
burst through the pellicle door, the red box of a membrane scrambler clutched in his
hands. Three large men dressed in the black jumpsuits of Security stumbled 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 all sight and
sound.
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Itwas a strange sensation, a tingling and stinging throughout his entire body, like
a million crawling and biting insects. Simultaneously, he became pamfully aware of his
body's every part. Each individual axon in his nervous system bumed as if with fire, and
his veins and arteries ran acid hot. He even felt every blood cell coursing through his
circulatory system, small but intense sparks of living flame. Yet, there was a feeling of
refaining complete control of'his entire being, a feeling that more than compensated for
the pain. A feeling Alan found he liked.

And suddenly, that feeling was gone, and he agam entered the physical world.

He stood against one wall of the scan booth, beside the storage locker, and
instantly he knew this was his scan booth in his own Earth Prime. There was a familiar
feel to it, an almost friendly texture to the very air that marked it as his world. It wasn't
anvthing concrete, nothing he could put his fmger on, but it was present none-the-less.

Directly before him, glowing a bright, healthy pink, was the scan cocoon. Alan
could just make out the dim form of a body through its opaque substance. The body was
in fetal position, lulled into a deep sleep by the combined effects of dramil and the
cocoon's highly sophisticated electronics. It was his body, he knew that. His real body.

Alan tumed to the locker, opened it, and took out his jumpsuit Ashe got dressed,
he noticed his cane and leg brace hanging on a hook at the back of the locker. He would
not need them now, not until he left this body to retum to his own. But it was strange; he
actually missed strapping the brace on his leg. He had done it after every scan he had ever
been on, and not putting it on now made him feel somehow incomplete.

DELTA-TWO-NINE, came the phrenic sign into his thoughts, and instantly he
knew this was his dimension. Yet, the scan booth's pellicle door did not respond to him as
it should have. There was resistance; 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 his
body and that of his relief on the other shift, and no other. As much as this body looked
like his own, it was not; its DNA code was just different enough to prevent easy use of
the pellicle door. Yet, this body's genetic information was enough like his own body's to
at least permit him to pass through.

He hurried down the hall toward Rogers' office, his mind chuming, trying to plot
his next move. First, he knew_ he would have to convince Rogers of what had happened.
He couldn't handle this alone; 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 believing it, and he had experienced it. Would Rogers believe what Alan was
about to tell him? Could he believe it?

One factor in Alan's favor, at least, was his leg. Rogers could not deny that it was
again whole. And there was also 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 himself. Only under very special circumstances was that permitted.

P

FRANK ROGERS, DIRECTOR, SCAN PROJECT, read the phrenic sign. Agam_
Alan noted the difference: no din Rogers' name. This was certainly his own dimension.

Alan pushed through the pellicle door with considerable 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 several shades darker than had been

that other's.

"Alan!" the black man said. jumping to his feet. "What are vou doing back? I
wasn't informed your assignment had been terminated.”

"It wasn't," Alan said and smiled.

"What?"

"I'm still on assignment; I'm still scanning.”

"What the hell are vou talking about?" Rogers said. "How did you get here?"
"I told yvou. I'm still scanning. This isn't my body."

Rogers gaze narrowed and his brow furrowed. He was obviously beginning to
find the whole thing very annoying. "What do you mean, it isn't your body?"

"Just what I said." Alan sat down in the chair across the table from Rogers. "But I
really can't explain right now. I don't have time. T oo much has to be accomplished too
quickly. And I need your help."

"Now just vou hold on a minute," 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. "First, you tell me you're still scanning, when you're standing right here
before me. Then you say that this isn't vour body, and you actually expect me to believe
you. You damn well better explain vourself. And fast."



Alan thought for a minute Finally he said, "Okay. I owe you that much. and I do
need vour help. But first, you have to do something for me."

"What?" the black man demanded. There was a note of suspicion in his voice.
"Take Robin's body from its cocoon and place it in a stasis field"

Rogers was silent, shock registering openly on his broad face. He obviously could
not believe what he had just heard, and he could not respond.

"This is important," Alan said, finally breaking the awkward silence. "And it has
to be done now, without a mmmute's delay. Either vou do it, no questions asked, or yvou
won't get the explanation you want. I'll simply walk out of here and you'll never hear
from me again."

n But_ B n

"No buts. That's the way it has to be."

Fora few seconds, Rogers just sat unmoving and stared at Alan, anger growing in
his hot gaze. Then he reached out, activated the holophone on his desk, and contacted
Security.

Alan waited, not saying a word. At any time Rogers could order Security mn to
take him into custody. That was a gamble, but one Alan knew he had to take. He had to
depend on his judgment of Rogers' character, relying on the other's faith n Alan himself

And Rogers came through for him. He made the necessary arrangements to have
Robin's body placed in stasis, then deactivated the holophone without giving him away.

"Okay, it's done." Rogers said, his hot gaze again meeting Alan's own. "Now, this
had better be good

"Not good," Alan replied, " simply unbelievable "

P

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 all, and what part Ralf Tanner had played. Then he
told him about his scan in that dimension so much like their own. As proof of his story,
he showed Rogers his whole leg, a leg capable of supporting him without the aid of a
brace, a leg strong and healthy and without pain.

"Then you're telling the truth. This isn't your body?"



Alan shook his head.

"And the rest of your story? It's..it's true as well? 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 stop 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 where they are "

"But we do," Alan said, "They're with the clone— at least one of them is—and it
originated here, in this dimension. We can put a psionic frace on it, use it to locate them."

"That's true," Rogers said, and scratched the dark stubble along his jaw line. "But
with all this gomg on, why all the interest in the clone? Why are they so interested in it, I
mean?"

Alan shook his head. "I don't know. But that clone is the key to all this. Somehow,
it can be vsed against them. And they know it."

"Pethaps," Rogers said. "You'd know more about that than I would." Then he was
quiet for a moment, thinking. When he finally spoke, there was cold determination in his
voice. Right or wrong, he had made up his mind. He had determimmed a plan of action.

"Okay, look, there isn't a thing you can do until we have the results of the trace on
the clone. You get some sleep— vou can use the cot in the back there" He motioned with
a nod of his head to the pellicle door behind him. "I'll have your body—your real body—
removed from vour cocoon and placed in stasis. When everything's ready, I'll wake you."

Alan nodded and, without a word, got to his feet. He hadn't noticed it until now,
but he was tired. More tired than he could remember ever being. He would be able to
think clearer after a few hours' sleep, he told himself.

He wondered if he would be able to sleep.

Stumbling around the conference table, he stepped through the pellicle door.
Again_ there was resistance as his body passed through the membrane. This, however,
was a non-discriminating membrane. There should have been no resistance, unless. ..

Unless it was because the body he now inhabited was from another dimension.

The small room bevond 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 a sink and a toilet, totally open to the restof



the room. An ancient army cot rested forlornly against the far wall. A gray wool blanket
lay atop it, nearly touching the floor on the out-wall side.

"It's not much," Rogers said, sweeping the room with a wide gesture of his arms,
"but it has served." He nodded with obvious satisfaction, then said, "Tonight, it is yours."

Alan looked about the room without comment. It certainly wasn't much. Both the
room and the cot were obviously intended only for occasional short naps.

"Why don't vou have this room fixed up?" Alan finally said. "Augment it and
bring in a few creature comforts."

Rogers shook hishead. "This is the way I want it to stay. Anything more would
be superfluous.”

"What?"

"I know you won't understand this," the black man sighed. "I don't completely
understand it myself I guess you could call it an idiosyncrasy, but sometimes I just have
to get away from all the modern comforts that this cluttered-up world of ours provides.
Sometimes I have to get just as primitive as possible, while still being able to properly
perform my duties. At times like that, when absolutely necessary, I escape to this room.
Fora day or two, maybe longer. It seems to clear my head, allowing thought processes
somehow not otherwise possible. I don't know. Somehow this room's very primitiveness
seems to allow me to do the kind of thinking I find I sometimes must do." He paused,
unsure of himself. "I knew you wouldn't understand," he said.

Alan nodded. Rogers was right; he didn't understand. Buthe didn't really have to.
He found, to his complete surprise, that he could accept it without understanding it.
Somehow, it made an instinctual kind of sense to his subconscious mind, without actually
breaking through into his conscicusness.

"Now, vou sleep." Rogers said. "I'll come and wake you when I have news."
Without another word, he tumed and strode through the pellicle door.

Alan stretched out on the cot, on the itchy roughness of the wool blanket, not even
bothering to pull the blanket over his fatipue-numbed body. The cot was not in the least
comfortable and, in spite of his exhaustion, he found he could not sleep. For what seemed
like several hours he tossed and tumed on the cot's sagging surface, reliving over and
over in his thoughts the hectic occurrences of the past few days. He thought again of
Robin—his Robin. But she was dead. She had been dead for almost a vear now, replaced
by a duplicate with sinister intentions and absolutely no conscience. He thought of his
own counterpart, Tanner, a ruthless and highly capable man with but one mission: to kill
Alan himself. He thought of the gray-skinned, faceless man who haunted his life almost
continually now. And even as Alan thought of the dun-colored phantom, its image
blossomed in his mind.



He thought of the clone, that strange, enigmatic youth. What was he? What was
his connection with all this? What was the power he seemed to hold over Tanner and that
duplicate Robin? Obviously, the clone's power lay in Tanner's and Robin's fear and their

ignorance of its origin. And, because of that ignorance, it was a weapon that Alan could
somehow use agamst them. But how?

Finally, he did sleep. But it was a fitful slumber, containing a very frightening
dream.
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The music, the sun, the smell of hot buttered popcorn—it was all there, just as it
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
Jfollowing him, one of those trying to catch him.

He moved up the hill at arun, Tanner, Robin and Rodgers fast behind him. He
kmew he must make it to the merry-go-round If only he could male 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...

Thern, there it was. Rownd and round and round, He reached it, and stood in
complete shock, wnable to move.

The gray, faceless figure reached down and took hold of Alan's hemd
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When Rogers shook him awake, Alan bolted up on the cot with a start His
jumpsuit was wet with cold perspiration. He swung his feet heavily over the edge of the
cot and instantly found it difficult to catch his breath.

"Take it easy." Rogers said. "You'll be fine. Just sit a minute and relax.”

At first Alan was unable to respond. His head throbbed with intense, white pain
and his stomach was cramped with the promise of nausea The sour taste of bile burned at
the back of his throat. 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 ithad been the worst jag he had ever been assigned to.

"I'm okay," Alan said after a few seconds. Then, suddenly, he realized he didn't
know what time it was. He didn't even know the day. All his life he had prided himself on
his biological clock, as he referred to it. He could almost always determine the time,
simply by an inexplicable feeling within him. He just /ozew what time it was,
automatically and without question.

Butnow, that sense was gone. And, inexplicably, he felt somehow betrayed by
this time-sense, abandoned and cast adrift.

"How long haveI been asleep?" Alan asked.

" About five hours."



"What time is 1t? What day?"

"Time? Why, a little 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 elapsed since he had started
this scan. So much had happened. In just a few 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 same to him.

But they won't, he thought, climbing wearily to his feet. Now I Jsow that they're
rrving to get me, and I don't plan to let that happen.

Following Rogers from the small room, he stumbled to the pellicle door. Again it
resisted his passage.

"Is everything set?" he asked, pushing the pain from his thoughts as they walked
through Rogers' office.

"It's all readv. We tracked the clone, and we know where it's being held." They
passed through the membrane of Rogers' pellicle door—again the
resistance—then out into the hallway toward Alan's scan booth.

"Where?"

"Where, mdeed!" Rogers said, and laughed humorlessly under his breath. "We've
never scanned that far afield; if's at the very limits of our equipment's capabilities. The
power expenditure for this one is going to be astronomical "

"Ah." Alan said, forcing a smile in spite of the way he felt, "accounting is not
gomng to like that. You can expect a visit from the auditors first thing next week "

"Very funny," Rogers said, trying to keep from smiling himself. "But that's the least of
my worries right now. If all you say is true, we may not be around next week "

"And I'm your immediate worry." A statement rather than a question.

"Yes. This target dimension is so distant from ours in terms of the power
necessary to scan there, so deviated from our own, that we have absolutely no way of
knowing anything about it. We just don't know what to expect. Physical laws as they
exist there may even be considerably changed. But, obviously, a scan can be made into
that other dimension; the clone is there, and so is Tanner."

"It may not be Tanner. Robin could be keeping an eve on the clone.”



"No," the black man said, stopping beside the pellicle door to Alan's scan booth.
" Just after yvou tumed i, she did a verv foolish thing. She jumped into her body. You'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 this target universe. You
forgot: Tanner and the clone did not jump into host bodies. They're scanning in their own
bodies. There may not even be acceptable receivers there, particularly if it's as deviated
from our own universe as you seem to think "

Rogersnodded. "Right." he said, and scratched along his jaw lme. "I hadn't
thought of that But we have to try. What do vou think? Are vou game? After all, vou're
the one who's going to make the jump."

"What have I got to lose?" Alan said. "If I don't stop Tanner, I'm dead and so are
:\-’Gll_"

Rogersnodded. "Good scan," he said, squeezing Alan's shoulder, "and good
luck." And without another word, he tumed and stalked off down the hall.

With difficulty, Alan pushed through the pellicle door to his scan booth.

He undressed quickly, crawled out across the scan cocoon's membrane, and
stretched out on his back in its exact center. Almost without thought, he reached up and
pulled down the nutrient-feeder and waste draw off tubes, then inserted them into the
circulatory shunt i his right wrist. He lifted the hair at the back of his neck and plugged
himself into the psionic computer/transmitter.

Then he relaxed and permitted the dramil and electronics to do their work.
"Computer," he said when he felt himself becoming drowsy from the dramil

coursing through his veins, "initiate scan." He tumed on his side and rolled into fetal
position as the cocoon closed over him, wrapping his body in its soft, warm folds.
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Again the dun grayness of the non-world between worlds. Again the tedious,
Sfeatureless expanse of non-existence and the total lack of sensory stimuli.

Suddenly, the faceless image in its familiar spread-eagled position. But this time
no burst of high-frequency energy. This jump, the faceless man hangs alone in his
thoughts.

Then, nothing....
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At first, 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, feel nothing.
And his senses of taste and smell supplied him with no information either. It was asif,
having completed the jump, he had simply ceased to exist.

No, he thought, that can't be right. I am able to think If I can determine that my
senses are receiving no stimuli and can comment abstractedly on it—albeit to myself—I
am still alive. Thought is life, and the thought thet is me persists.

Butif he wasn't dead, then what? How was he to explain this total lack of sensory
stimuli? Could he be in a host body now, one so unlike those he was accustomed to that
he did not vet know how to make it function, how to use its senses?

That just might be the case, he decided. He had, after all, been projected intoa
dimension tremendously distant from his own in terms of the energy requirements for
transfer. And Rogers had said that some of the physical laws would probably be quite
different here. If they were considerably different, would he be able to perceive the world
around him in the same wav he perceived his own? And if the physical laws were
sufficiently changed, was it possible he might not be able to perceive the world around
him at all?

No, he thought, that isn't right. No matter what the physical conditions, he would
perceive something. His host bodv would have to be capable of functioning in the
universe in which it existed. That meant it had to sense its environment, as well as
somehow interact with it.

The problem, he decided, has to be somehow in the interface berween my mind
and the host body's brain. And there was but one way to cross that mental bridge: by first
constructing it.



Carefully, Alan built a thin tendril with a section of the thought that was his mind.
The tendril itself was thought, was, in fact, part of him. With ithe 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, slimy, repulsive—and
instantly he retracted it, his mind becoming suddenly icy with revulsion.

What was that thing? Alan asked himself, trving to melt the ice in his mind.
Could it have been his host body's brain? It had been so horrible, so sickening, vet 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 physical structure, its
tissue, its cells. In actuality, the brain was neither flowing nor slimy; these were qualities
of the metaphor Alan's mind had constructed to deal with it, mere symbols for its actual
structure. This brain was different, alien, and the metaphor served to position it in the
non-physical world m which Alan's mind functioned, to define it in terms his mind could
understand.

Again he reached out with his tendril of thought, and again he touched the alien
brain. But this time he forced himself to stay in contact with it, and gradually he became
accustomed to its bizarre texture. He poked it with his thought-tendril, gently prodding it
testing it, jostling it to see what thoughts might fall out.

Suddenly, a flood of memories assaulted his mind—the distilled product of a long
and alien life.

This is as it should be, Alan thought, fielding the memories as they came,
gathering the bits of strange knowledge to himself The memories should come easily,
with only a little prodding from me, not grudgingly, as they had in my last host bod)y.
Each bit of information might prove to be exactly what I need to survive here and
complete this assignment.

As the alien data flowed 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 its
world in the radio frequencies.

Alan ignored these bits of sensorv data for the present They would be there when
he needed themn. What interested him most now were the other's perception of itself and
its memories of its past life.

This creature was definitely an it; it did not come at all close to humanoid, neither
in the way it thought nor in its physical appearance. It was huge—massing nearly eight
tons—and roughly spherical in shape. Its surface was sheathed in a one-cell-deep layer of
organic radio frequency receivers. This array was its sole means of sensory perception.

Sifting through the creature's thoughts and memories, Alan searched for some
reference to its means of locomotion. He found none. This host body did not move as



Alan understood the concept There was a predator in its memories—a living, mildly
intelligent, highly corrosive chemical fog. Yet, apparently, this creature could not run
from it. And, asnearas Alan could tell, it possessed no natural weapons either.

Yet, there was something, something so strange, so alien, that Alan could not pin
it down in his mind. It was a thought, but not a thought—something more basic even than
thought. It was primeval and more a part of this alien's body, its DNA, than its mind or
thoughts. It was slipperv 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 bodies just like the one he inhabited in his immediate area_ their huge forms
dimly leaking radio frequency energy. And with their radio image came a thought: these
creatures—and Alan himself—were immature. They were fetal They were the fertilized
but as yet undeveloped eggs of still larger creatures.

That explains some of it, he thought. The parent produced far more eggs than
could ever survive, as did most creatures in nature, hoping at least a few would survive
the predators and the elements. But these eggs were totally helpless. They should have
been completely decimated by the fog, a predator with no actual appetite to be satisfied,
yet a voracious eater none the less. It should have eaten until, within a very short time,
there were no more eggs left. This was the knowledge the host body's brain supplied.

Again, there was that strange, slippery concept that Alan could not quite grasp,
hanging in his mind just out of his reach. And, although he could not clearly see it, study
it or define it, he knew it must be the egg's sole means of defense against 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 a long
talk with Rogers. Hopefully, between the two of them, they could discover some way to
flush Tanner out of this dimension, into one where Alan would at least be mobile and
able to deal with him.

Stramge, he thought, how I continue to think of him as Tanner.

But it wasn't really strange at all; it was just easier that way. It kept at least a

modicum of sanity in his thoughts, a minor miracle considering all he had been through
the past few days.

Clearing his mind of all unnecessary thought, Alan focused on the body so like
his own resting in its cocoon back in Earth Prime. He felt 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. This wasnot right, not as it should be.
Every time before, he had been able to jump from a host body in a target dimension back
into his own in Earth Prime with no difficulty. The electronics 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 retrieval by the body in his own
universe. Again he was unable to make contact, stopped by the wall of darkness.

Suddenly, he had a thought: the body into which he was trying to jump was not
his own. Yet, he had jumped into it before. Or had he?

No, he decided, he had not. He had been led into that ditnension so like his own.
He had been directed into his counterpart's body. Throughout all this, he had been
maneuvered—ifirst by his counterpart and those others from that not-guite Earth Prime,
then by that strong vet somehow benevolent mind he had encountered between worlds.

Andnow, in a sense, 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 assistance now. And, as a result, Alan was trapped in this dimension.

P

In the distance, Alan observed a small but intense spot-source of radio frequency
energy. This, he knew, was the stasis field 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 alien,
sounlike his own—he could not move. And even ifhe could, he had no weapon with
which to fight Tanner. He would be completely at the other's mercy.

He felt the intense r-f energy from the stasis field generator striking his host body,
felt its effects deep within him. Somehow, it was causing this body he inhabited—as well
as those other eggs packed close around him—to mature far more quickly than it would
have otherwise. The division of cells in his host body suddenly accelerated, doubling,
tripling, proceeding at four times its normal rate and more. Much more. Soon, the mass of
cells that comprised his host body was maturing at thousands of times its customary rate,
swiftly being drawn from the egg stage to that of an adult by the generator's r-fwaste
energy.

He felt subtle vet 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 elements were present in abundance in this primeval world:
hydrogen, oxygen, carbon, nitrogen, and a multitude of trace elements. There were even a
few elements Alan had not known existed. What was not stored in the body itself, he
gathered from the ground beneath him—a strange, organic-rich substrate, almost alive
itself. Within the layer of highly undifferentiated tissue at 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.

Gradually, grudgingly, the mass of rapidly dividing cells that was his body
elongated. He made a minor adjustment and felt cartilage form, shape itself into a crude
spine, then harden into bone. Another adjustment and his eves began to take form—still
very pritnitive, unable as vet to function, vet developing with an insane speed. Still more
changes, subtle alterations in basic body chemistry, and Alan had blood based on
hemoglobin and a fine network of crude vet rapidly developing nerve cells.

Suddenly, the killing fog hovered above him, obscuring a section of sky, blotting
out a large patch of its background radiation. Slowly, it descended toward him.
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Pure animal terror filled Alan's thoughts as the corrosive fog descended toward
him. Alan lay unmoving, helpless. His mind raced frantically, like a frightened rodent,
casting about fora way out, for even the smallest and most improbable route of escape.
Buthe could find none. And still the killing fog descended, coming nearer and nearer
with the passage of each swift second. If he was unable to 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 his legs to the point where they would support him
and be atall usable. Had his legs been completed, the solution to his problem would have
been stunningly simple. He could have merely walked away from the fog, stepped out
from under its path of descent. But that option was not open to him.

That left but one route of escape. As much ashe hated to leave this world now, as
much as he disliked the thought of relinquishing even this tenuous foothold here when he
was alreadv so close to 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.

This entire line of reasoning took but an mstant, occupying only the smallest
fraction of a second necessary for thought. When it was completed Alan wiped it from his
mind, clearing his thoughts and concentrating his full attention on the body awaiting his
refurn back in his own world. His exacting mental preparations finally completed, with
absolutely nothing but the image of the cocoon-enshrouded body back in Earth Prime
fixed firmly in his thoughts, he cast his mind out toward that non-world between worlds.

As before, nothing happened. And still the deadly fog descended toward him.

Blaring alarms went off in his mind. His thoughts crackled with terror. He had
one, perhaps two seconds remaining before the fog fell about him, enveloping his still
unformed body in its corrosive substance. One or two seconds—just enough time for one
last fry.

Again he cleared his thoughts, concentrating totally on the task he knew he must
complete. Again he fixed firmly n his mind the image of that body awaiting him back in
Earth Prime Not his body, of course. Another's. But close enough to his own to make the
difference almost insignificant. He concentrated on that thought, kept telling himself that
the body was near enough his own to make this work. It had not worked before, but this
time it muust!

Nothing.

And still the fog fell



Instantly, the alien brain took over, guiding Alan's host body through several
rapid vet extremely complicated chemical changes. This was not something the brain did
consciously. It was automatic, almost mstinet, 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 material. Alan had no control over these changes. He
could neither study them sufficiently nor prevent them.

Within a fraction of a second Alan was aware of changes in the world around him,
alterations in the world owrside his host's body. These alterations were subtle at first,
hardly noticeable and seemingly msignificant There were small changes in the substrate
beneath his host body, minute chemical alterations that did not appear to make much
difference in his continuing body alterations. But these changes became more obvious
with the passage of time, much more pronounced. Eventually, he even became aware of
differences in the verv air around him: the oxygen content decreased as the nitrogen level
soared.

Soon, there were even alterations in the other eggs around him. Each individual
egg was not quite the same as it had been only a moment before. They were changed
somehow, in small vet significant ways. Their bodv heat was elevated and there was an
almost unnoticed change in their primeval thought patterns. Even the intricate radiation
pattems of their waste radio-frequency energy was subtly different, indicating not only an
altered average metabolic rate, buta change in the basic chemical processes as well. Not
only were they different individuals, but they were also changing as a race. Even as Alan
studied them thev altered. Yet, in some ways—some very basic, primitive, and
indefinable ways—they were the same eggs, too.

Almost as quickly as it had begun, the effect ceased. The changes in the substrate
beneath 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 also stopped changing. Alan
looked above him with his strange new r-f sight, searching for the menacing killer fog.
Buthe could not detect it. The fog was gone.

Almost mtuitively, 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 dimensional boundaries. Yet, it had not done guite that, either. The
world around him was now a different one than the one he had inhabited only an instant
before. It was another dimension—similar in many respects, vet altered 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 its implications. Somehow
instead of merely jumping into another dimension, this host body had literally altered the
reality around it. It had not so much searched out a world where the killing fog no longer
hung above it, it had literally constructed such a world through small changes in the
alreadv 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.



Butwith the fog's absence, Tanner and the clone had disappeared as well. This
world was altered sufficiently from that other that they did not exist here. Alan only
hoped Tanner had not spotted him before he had made the shift

As Alan saw it, he now had exactly two altematives. First, he could remain here,
in this dimension of his own making, safe from Tanner's observation, and complete the
transfer of his host body; without the worry and distraction of Tanner's presence he could
concentrate fully on building a body at least highly functional if not altogether attractive.
His other choice was to retum to the dimension Tanner and the clone inhabited before
completing his transformation. If he did that, he reasoned, he would be able to maintain at
least a limited watch on their movements, know, at any rate, when they made their jump.
Butwas it actually worth it? After all, once he was spotted, they would be able to watch
him as easily as he could watch them.

In the end, he decided on the former plan of action. The risk of being spotted in
that other dimension was just too great. And in order to accomplish whathe knew he
must—the total alteration of both the morphology and the DNA composition of a creature
which, until only a few hours ago, he didn't even know existed—he needed to concentrate
on the process without distraction.

The substrate beneath 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 essential elements, causing them
through force of mind to be in the substrate from which his many microscopic siphons
drew the basic building materials. 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
altering the world 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
his r-f sensors.

Slowly, his body took shape: roughly humanoid mn form and size, but with
sensory organs that went far beyond those of man. He was no longer limited to the visible
portion of the electromagnetic spectrum; he heard X rays, smelled infrared, tasted
ultraviolet, felt the visible wave lengths, and saw the radio frequencies. All forms of
energy stimulated his sensory organs simultaneously, supplying him with a chaotic vet
complete picture of the world around him.

And, suddenly, hisnew body was completed.

He withdrew his siphons from the substrate beneath him, retracting them into his
body. Then he lav on his back on the soft, warm substrate, his arms stretched out away
from his torso, his legs spread-eagle, and looked up into the sky. There were no stars,
merely a chaotic swirl of energies localized directly above him.



Why should there be stars in the sky? he thought. After all, this is myworld a
completely private place constructed for but one reason. What should it need but
elements, asubstrare in which to anchor the elements, and an abundance of energy?
Stars would be superfluous, an extravagance neither logical nor worth the effort.

Slowly, he got to his feet and carefully tested his legs before he put his full weight
on them. His feet sank a few inches into the soft substrate, its spongy substance squishing
up between his bare toes.

Alan looked down at his body, noting the lnmpy texture of its gray skin. It wasa
crude body, without polish or beauty. But it was functional—much more so than his
human body resting in storage back in Earth Prime. And it was unbelievably strong. He
felt a strength he had never before experienced, a power 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 his mind as well. It
had, m fact, originated in his mind.

Now, Alan knew what had to be done and how to accomplish it Now he was
readv to face Tanner and the clone.

Without further thought, Alan began altering the world around him, making it
ever more like that dimension in which he had left Tanner and the clone.
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Gradually, the world changed.

One by one, the stars winked into existence above hishead. As he became more
and still more accustomed to this new process of world building, they slowly, almost
cautiously appeared in twos and threes. Finally they came in a great glittering rush,
populating the sky and gushing forth tremendous streams of electromagnetic energy.

In the same manner, the eggs reappeared on the flat plain around him. At first,
they were very different from those he had left less than an hour ago. Their chemistries
were altered and their waste energy pattems subtly changed. Slowly, carefully, he
changed them back to what they had been, matching their physical structures and DNA to
the template that existed in his memory.

As he altered the world around him, bringing it ever closer to the dimension he
wanted, he kepta close watch on his host body. This he did not wish to change; it was
exactly as he wanted it, as he knew it had to be if he was to do what he knew he must.
Physically, he knew, it was an ugly body—nearly seven feet tall, lumpy and unrefined,
oray skinned. Butinside, in its altered DNA and changed brain structure, it was a wonder
of biological engineering, a finely tuned living instrument designed for but one purpose.

Alan gave the coarse fabric of the universe one final twist. Ahead, no more than
fifty feet away, were Tanner and the clone.

Tanner squatted back on his haunches m his conservative brown jumpsuit,
hunched over a small dim fire, warming his hands i its low flames. (Alan himself was
not cold; his body was being warmed by the chaos of electromagnetic energy continually
bombarding him from the universe bevond.) Occasionally, Tanner removed his hands
from the fire's heat and rubbed them together vigorously, then again placed them close to
the flames. A smudge of oily black smoke rose heavily from the flames, as if with great
difficulty, and mingled with the thick darkness gathered just beyond the fire's nfluence.
Alan sniffed the air, smelled the stench of buming flesh, and instantly tasted bile at the
back of his throat

The clone sat just within the fire's circle of light, facing Alan, still nude and in the
lotus position. The stasis field 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 eves, just a glint of awareness and understanding. Then it was gone and
again he felt the boy's strong mind pulling at his own mind, making him want to release
the yvouth from the constraints of the stasis field. With an effort he forced his gaze from
the youth's.



Slowly, Alan approached the fire, his bare feet smking a few inches into the
ground and making absolitely no noise.

Tanner didn't become aware of Alan's presence until Alan stepped into the circle
of heat and light. Then he locked up from the flames before him, into Alan's eyes, and
instantly horror showed on his face. He formed a large oval of surprise with his mouth
and fell back, away from Alan, protecting his eves with his uplifted arms.

"What are you afraid of?" Alan said when the other did not speak. His voice
sounded strange in his ears. He had done a quick, crude job on his vocal cords; they were
functional, but the sound they produced was eerie—a bass umble almost too low to be

heard.

"I..1." Tanner stammered. He cowered away from the aberration before him.

"It's me." Alan said, "vour counterpart." He looked into the fire and realized with
disgust that Tanner had been buming the mtelligent eggs to keep warm.

"You? But how_.?" Then realization washed across Tanner's face "Oh, I see But
I don't understand /0w you accomplished it."

"That isn't important now." Alan said. "What is important is that I finally have the
means to stop you."

Tanner laughed, a loud, deep chuckle Shaking his head, he got slowly to his feet

"You really think you can stop us, don't you?" He laughed again. "There isn't a
thing vou can do about us. You might as well get used to that. You're good as dead right
now."

Alan smiled. his face twisting into an ugly mask. "We have Robin," he said.

Shock registered in Tanner's expression. "No," he said, "I don't believe you."

"We have her in stasis. And soon, we'll have you. Either vou'll be dead, or we'll
have you safely in stasis." He took a deliberate step toward Tanner.

"Nooo!" Tanner screamed, a long, ragged crv, more a growl than anything else.
He launched himself at Alan, his hands opening and closing spasmodically as he reached
for Alan's throat.

Alan was taken entirely by surprise; he moved too late. He side-stepped to the
left. but not before Tanner's hands closed around his throat The other's full weight
slammed mto him, throwing him off balance, and he went down hard.



Tanner landed heavily on top of Alan, knocking the wind from his lungs.
Kneeling on Alan's arms, he pinned them to the soft, strange ground, then increased the
pressure of his grip on Alan'sneck.

Alan struggled frantically beneath Tanner, but he could not break 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, as if struck by a bolt of mental lightning, Alan knew a wav 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 automatic, more a
conditioned reflex than a conscious effort. Could he possibly control it precisely enough
now?

Yes, he decided. He had controlled it well enough to return to this dimension after
fmishing the transformation of his host 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 almost instinctively—in spite of his
attempts to still it—distracting his mind, keeping it from focusing on the one thing that
could save him.

Buthe knew it had to be done, no matter how difficult. He would have to go
against all that was natural to him. He would have to cease his frantic thrashing and rely
on a totally alien defense.

With great difficulty, Alan stopped his struggles. Calming his mind, he
concentrated his thoughts on the task athand.

What he wanted was a world without Tanner's hands clutching at his throat, and
the easiest way to produce such a world was to build one in which Tanner simply did not
exist.

Buthe couldn't just wish Tanner away. That wouldn't work. What he had to do
was concentrate on the individual elements that made up the world around him, changing
a few just enough so that the total effect was a completely different world, a world
altogether incompatible with the man_ Ralf Tanner.

He started with the air, adding methane where before there had been none—not
enough to be harmful to either himself or Tanner, but just enough to make a certain
fungus growing on the soil beneath him unable to exist. In response, he observed a slight
change in Tanner's hair, a slight discoloration to its usually brilliant white. But the
alteration was not enough. The grip Tanner had on Alan's throat did not relax in the least



Next, Alan played with the strange ground itself. He removed a moderately
complex protein chain from its composition and watched it change color in response:
from dark brown to a more 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 a few short gasps of breath.

Buthe did not have much time left His tortured lungs bumed and he knew if he
couldn't do something very soon he would die. He decided on a more obvious change,
something on a grander scale and much more dramatic. 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 all, wish to alter it.

Alan reached out with his mind and tampered with the very stars in the heavens
above.

His plan was this: to change the basic chemistries of the stars—and, thus, their
radiation—just enough so that they would no longer favorably affect the life cycle of a
small grub inhabiting the strange soil of this dimension. This grub was the larval stage of
an insect responsible for fixing magnesium in the soil. And the magnesmm was important
in keeping certain bacteria in check. With the magnesium no longer present, the bacteria
multiplied beyond all imagining. It was a bacteria highly harmful to human protems, but
only incidentally so. Until now, a human had never been present in this dimension. Be
thatas it may, here, i this new dimension, Tanner had died within minutes after arving.
Alan's flesh, however, contained no human proteins, and the bacteria would not harm
him.

Without a sound, Tannervanished. Here he had ceased to exist short minutes
after having arrived.

Alan climbed slowly to his feet and rubbed his throat, massaging feeling back into
it. He could actually feel the indentations of Tanner's fingers on his neck.

Now what? he wondered. He was finally free of Tanner's grasp, but that didn't
really help 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 along his world-
altering route back to Earth Prime. Somewhere along the way Alan had to create a world
with Tanner in it. He simply did not have the time for the attention to detail necessary to
keep Tanner out.

So, he reasoned, I must now take direct action. The old adage that the best defense
was a strong offense may have been horribly trite after so many years of continuous use,
but in this case it certainly did apply.



Buthow could he follow Tanner through the dimensions? How could he possibly
know the physical characteristics of the worlds through which the other ran?

Suddenly, instinctively, Alan knew where he could find Tanner. Tanner was, after
all, 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, m mortal fear of losing his life. There was only one
place he could hide.

Taking a deep breath, Alan set about to create a world which included Ralf

Tanner, but in a role with far less advantage than before. A world where Alan could exist
on at least an even footing with his other self.

Carefully, Alan twisted the fabric of reality, making a minor change here, a

slightly less minor change there. Slowly, the world he wanted began to take shape around
him.
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The grass was cool beneath his bare feet as he strode up the low hill. The smell of
buttered popcom mingled with the scent of freshly mowed grass, making heavy the hot
summer air. In the distance, nearly inaudible, the tinnvy music of the merry-go-round
played. He had heard it so many times in his dreams: mechanical, vet somehow magical.

On impulse, he tumed and looked back down the hill For an instant he thought he
saw two figures, one large and one small, walking together down the hill the way he had
just come. Phantoms. Fuzzy, indistinct apparitions. But then they vanished, before Alan
was even sure he had seen them.

Some strange by-product of this world building process, he thought, tuming and
continuing on up the hill. Shadows of myself as I entered this dimension.

Anticipation grew in his chest as he neared the crest of the hill, burning there like
an expectant flame He knew he would find Tanner at the top of the hill, on the merry-go-
round. And, as irrational as he knew it was, he feared finding the other here, in his park,
riding his merry-go-round. Yet, at the same time, he was looking forward to facing him
once and for all in an environment where he would be at least Tanner's equal. Here, in
this park, on the merry-go-round, he would finally be able to match wits with 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 pamnted ponies and carts, almost garish n the mid-day
sun. The assorted dragons and other riding beasts. All traveling in a circle, going round
and round—always seeming to go somewhere, vet always returning to the exact same
spot.

A metaphor for his own mind, Alan suddenly realized. And for Tanner's as well.

Tanner was there on the merry-go-round, as Alan had known he would be. The
other leaned against a large green and red dragon, his too-white hair shining in the
sunlight, gazing fixedly out toward Alan. But he did not look exactly at Alan. His gaze
was a bit off, centered somewhere beyond its mtended mark, as it had always been since
the first time Alan had seen him at the Foundation's New Year'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 encownter with Tanner? It had certainly been less
than a year; another New Year had not vet arrived. Yet it did seem sovery long ago.

And this assignment? How long had ir lasted so far? Alan wasnot sure. His
usually 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 as if he had been chasing its thieves through the countless dimensions for years
now. But, of course, that wasn't right. It cowldn't be. Certainly no more than four or five
davs had elapsed since Alan had first stepped into his scan booth to start this jag.

He thought it all through again, and was finally able to convince himself that he
had been on the scan just over four days. But he still could not pin it down more precisely
than that. Somehow, it seemed like a much longer period of time had elapsed. And he
was sure this inexplicable loss of his time-sense was in some way connected with his new
host body.

Suddenly, Alan was aware that the clone was nowhere in sight. The gray cabinet
of the stasis field generator stood alone a few feet from the spinning merry-go-round. It
wasno longer operating; the field's eerie blue glow was gone.

Alan watched the gaily painted amusement patk ride closely as it went around and
around, scanning the ponies and carts and improbable beasts as they flashed by for a
quick glimpse of the youth. But the clone was not there.

Alan put out a hand and swung himself on to the opposite side from Tanner. The
other was not visible from where Alan stood. He was hidden from Alan's view by the
center structure which housed the merry-go-round's music-generating machinery.

Trying to make as little noise as possible, Alan began working his way around the
circle of the merry-go-round, weaving slowly in and out between the garishly painted
figures. But his progress was slowed even more than he had planned. In places he was
forced to go back and find an altemate route through the rank of figures; his host body
was nearly too large to squeeze between some of them.

Finally, he saw Tanner, leaning agamst the haunch of a dragon a quarter of the
way around the merry-go-round from where Alan stood, his back to Alan. Certainly he
knew Alan was on the ride now. Certainly he was aware Alan was approaching him from
behind. Yet he did not turn to face Alan.

Alan continued to work his way toward Tanner. Within a minute he stood only a
few feet behind the other.

"Back so soon?" Tanner said, still not turning around. There was not hate in his
voice, as Alan had thought there would be. Tanner's voice was merely heavy with

exhaustion.

"You've been expecting me?" Alan asked, brushing aside Tanner's odd phrasing.
"How did vou know I was coming? How could you be sure I'd find vou?"

Tanner laughed, a short, humorless exhalation. But still he would not face Alan.



"This is my place." he said after only a moment's silence, "my personal, secret
world. No one else can share it No one but you. It's your place, too. After all. mn a sense
you are me and I am vou. 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 all mtents and purposes, himself Yet, 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 a huge, gray sledge-hammer into the
brightly painted pony which stood to his left The wooden body crumbled beneath his
fierce blow. Its steel-reinforced legs sagged. And Tanner finally turned to face him.

"Oh, but we are," Tanner said, his voice flat, emotionless. A smile spread slowly
across his face. Still he did not look directly at Alan. He stared beyond him, with the gaze
of the blind.

"How can you possibly say that?" Alan said. "I know that you are my counterpart,
that vou are me as I might have been. But you are sovery different" Alan knew he must
believe in that difference if he was to retain his sanity. He had to.

"AmI? Am I really sodifferent from you? You followed me here to kill me. You
can't deny that. How does that make you any better than me?"

For an instant, Alan was silent He could not answer the other's question. What could he
say? Tanner was right, he knew that He had followed Tanner here to kill him.

"But if I don't kill vou," Alan finally said, "vou will kill me. You started this
whole thing—vou and vour Rodgers, and vour Robin, and your computer. Anything I do
will simply be in self defense.”

"And that's why I have to kill you," Tanner replied. "Because you will do
something now. You have to. In a way, this was all pre-ordained from the beginning. Qur
computer merely picked up on the pattern."

"Arevou trying to say that I started all this?" Alan asked.
"In a strange, twisted sense, ves. I guess you did."

"Now wait a minute, that's not right. If you hadn't come after me first, I would
never have been a threat to you."

"But you are, don't you see. Right now vou're a threat to not just my continued
existence, but to that of my entire world. And the computer in my world saw the
inevitability of this here, of this now."



Alan shock his head. "I don't understand.” he said.

"I don't think I understand all of it, either. Granted, the only person that tampering
in this world could possibly affect is us, because this is our world and ours alone. It exists
only in our minds—or did until we gave it substance only a few minutes ago. But you
would have followed me back to mv own world if you would have had to. In fact, you
will eventually have to go there. Rodgers won't let it stop here. He'll hound vou with
other agents, until you are either dead or are driven to kill him. The computer saw that.
And it does not know what time is. It deals only in probabilities.”

Alan sighed, a long, hollow sound of despair. "Undoubtedly, then, I will have to
hunt Rodgers out," he said. "But, agam it will be in self defense.”

"Call it what vou will. It's the same thing you are condemning us for. The
computer predicted you would eventually expand mto our dimension, bringing your
sphere of influence closer to home, as it were. Your home, that is. Even now you're
beginning to see the benefits."

To Alan's surprise, Tanner was absolutely right. Alan could already see many
benefits to tampering in worlds adjacent to his own Earth Prime. If the Foundation could
control the effects closely enough—if they could somehow predict the results of their
tampering, as Tanner's Foundation could—then thev could conceivably create a world
totally without suffering or strife. With the proper safeguards, they could create a literal
paradise.

Alan forced his mind away from that line of reasoning. Itsvery existence in his
thoughts horrified him. It was all too easy to think that way, to rationalize the deliberate
tampering in worlds so close to his own. When word finally got back to Alan's
Foundation in Earth Prime about Tanner, Rodgers, that other Robin, in fact, that entire
other Foundation, would Alan's Foundation opt for the sane, rational course of action—
that of no action at all? Would they leave dimensions adjacent to their own alone, except
in cases of self defense? Or would thev give in to the overwhelming temptation to
reprogram their computers to predict the results of selected interference in those adjacent
dimensions?

Alan hoped for the former. But he feared the later.

"You see," Tanner was saying, "I can almost read vour mind. After all, it's almost
my mind." He smiled sadly.

"Yes," Alan said resignedly, "I see what you're trying to say. But what does that
change between us? As I see it, we remain at a stalemate.”



"You're right" Tanner said. "I'm afraid it really doesn't change a thing_ I still have
tokill you, and you have to try to do the same to me. One of us simply won't leave this
strange little world of our own making alive."

Alan nodded his agreement. Physically, Tanner was strong, Alan knew that; he
had felt the other's strength only a little while ago, in that other dimension. But Alan was
strong too. With his new body, he reasoned, he probably had the edge. He felt 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, ina way, Alan felt, it was a shame As much as he had been trying to avoid
it, he found he was beginning to like Tanner. Affer all, he thought, why showldn't I like
him? With only a few minor changes, this other was Alan himself The body wasn't his,
but then neither was the one Alan now wore. Where it really mattered, they were
basically the same person. Just as Tanner had said, mentally there was more than one
Alan.

But, of course, it had to be done. Somehow, Alan had to kill Tanner. He knew
that. There was 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 surely kill him.

"I guess there isn't really a thing we can do about this whole mess." Tanner finally
said. "I'm going to try to kill you now. Be ready to defend yourself" He said it very
matter-of-factly. But in the advance warning, Alan saw Tanner's like for him as well

Alan knew Tanner was going to attack a fraction of a second before it actually
happened. He could not understand how he knew exactly when it was coming, he simply
knew. And it was that knowledge which saved him.

Using the stout metal pole supporting one of the merry-go-round's ponies asa
pivot point, T anner brought both his legs up and out in a quick movement, kicking for
Alan's face Alan ducked his head just a few inches to one side, then struck out at
Tanner's legs with a vicious left-handed karate chop. He felt bone give beneath 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 his feet, and winced with the pain. He hobbled a few steps
backward, favoring his twisted leg, then faced Alan i brooding silence.

Alan stepped off the merry-go-round and stood before Tanner. Planting his balled
fists on his hips, he locked down on the other man from the advantage of nearly seven
feet.



"Make this easy on both of us." Alan said. "Let me get it over with fast Please "

And he meant it; Alan did not want this to last long. He did not wish to hurt
Tanner any more than was absolutely necessary, but he knew he had to kill him. Ifhe
didn't, if he just left now and retumed 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 he lived. Tanner had tried to tell him how, but Alan wasn't quite
sure he understood.

Tanner smiled. Then he spat into the dirt at Alan's feet.

"No, I won't make this easv for you," Tanner said. "If vou want my life, vou'll
have to work for it. I'm not going to just hand it to you on a silver platter, like so much
chopped liver. And who knows, I might get lucky. You're stronger than I am, I'm aware
of that. But I know how vou think. I know what you will do in response to any action by
me.

Alan nodded. "But the same is true forme." he said. "I can predict pretty well
what you will do."

"Sure. But like I said, you're stronger, and I'm depending on that to work in my
favor. Being physically more able, perthaps yvou won't rely on your nstincts as much as I
will be forced to. Remember, I have absolutely nothing to lose here."

With that, Tanner threw himself at Alan.

Suddenly, it was as if Tanner was moving in slow motion. Alan saw him coming,
arms outstretched and reaching for his throat, and he should have had plenty of time to
react, enough time to jump to one side or the other, removing himself from the other's
path of attack. Buthe didn't. Somehow, he couldn't. He just stood there, his huge bare
feet seemingly riveted to the ground, his large hands hanging uselessly at his sides, as
Tanner's hands came up and encircled his neck.

Alan's wind was cut off by the other's grip. He struggled for breath, but could get
none; Tanner's hands were amazingly powerful. And still Alan could not move to defend
himself It was as if Tanner's gaze held him, as if the knowledge that Tanner wasin fact
himself somehow sapped him of all his strength and prevented him from moving.

"It's just as well it stops here" Tanner gasped through clenched teeth as he
squeezed Alan's windpipe shut. "You'd never be able to beat Rodgers. Mentally, he's too
strong; his abilities are just too great for you."

Suddenly, with Tanner's admission of weakness relative to Rodgers' powers,
something snapped in Alan's mind and he could move. His arms went 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's face. He knew
now, in one sharp, vivid instant, that he was beaten. Here, in t/is world, this metaphor
made physical, the slightest admission of weakness could be fatal And through such an
admission, Tanner had just lost his advantage.

While Tanner tried to recover, Alan quickly brought his hands together, locking
his fingers and forming a huge, gray club with his joined fists. He took a short step
toward Tanner. Bringing his handsup from below in an awkward upper-cut, he slammed
them hard into the other's jaw. Blood flew in all directions, and Alan felt Tanner's jaw
bone snap.

Tanner staggered backward, a look of stunned shock transfixing his features. His
jaw hung slack and twisted to one side. He spit blood and tooth fragments into the dust at
Alan's feet.

Garzing into Tanner's eves, Alan saw for the first time a look of pleading. He
wanted Alan to finish him; he knew he was done. He had tried, but he had failed.

It's time for this to end, Alan thought, feeling sudden pity for the other.

Apgain he stepped up to Tanner. Looking Tanner in the eyes, he said, "I know. But
it will be oververy soon now. Don't worry." Then, with his features set in an expression
of grim determination, he brought his hands around with all his strength, driving them
into the side of Tanner's head in the area of his temple.

The other went down like a sack of wet cemnent. For a few brief seconds, his arms
and legs twitched convulsively and his entire body quivered almost imperceptibly. Then
he was still

Tanner was finally dead.
Wordlessly, Alan turned from the body and walked away.

Almost objectively, he noted that the mechanical music wasno longer playing.
Sometime during the fight it had ceased, unnoticed untilnow. And Alan did not have to
turn to know that the ride itself had stopped as well. The brightly painted ponies and
dragons were forever stilled; Alan knew that, he felrit. And he also knew he would never
come here again. There was no longer anything for him here.

As he walked back down the grassy slope of the hill, Alan reached out with his
mind and twisted the fabric of reality, changing the shape of the world around him.
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The alterations necessary were massive, a complete restructuring of the physical
reality within Alan's sphere of mfluence. His task was to change the simple world around
him—the almost stereotypical fantasy land of grassy park and merry-go-round—into a
world containing a specific office, the template of which existed in his mind. But what he
wanted was not the office of Frank Rogers, he told himself, not that of his own boss in his
own Earth Prime. The reality he was building now was slightly altered 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 was trying to re-create, as he had seen it only once
before, an office with the exact physical characteristics of a Frank Rogers who spelled his
name witha d

Alan stretched his hands out before him as he made the changes, imagining the
black man's form before his gaze. Then he carefully constructed four walls around him,
building a room of just the right dimensions, and replaced the grass with light blue carpet.
Long before anything became visible between his hands, he felr something in their strong

arip.

This, he reasoned, was the only way he could best this strangely altered Frank
Rodgers, the only way he might beat him. If Rodgers was really as powerful as Tanner
had said, Alan would have to have him firmly in his grasp before the other had a chance
toreact. Alan knew he would have to take everv 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 visually substantial At first
its outlines were fuzzy, but they became steadily clearer with each world change he
generated. It was a man's neck he held between his fingers, discolored by the pressure he
was applving and corded with straming muscles.

And still Alan continued to make alterations, refining the world around him,
tampering with the color of the carpet and the quality of the lighting until they were just
right. He placed a four-point elk rack on the wall, then filled the room with mahogany
furniture. Within minutes, the black man's body was completely substantial before him.

But this was not the man Alan wanted; this was not Frank Rodgers. Not vet. He
had a few of Rodgers' characteristics—his chocolate-brown skin, his bald head and
massive frame. But there were other characteristics that were not quite right. His mouth

was too thin-lipped. His nose was much too large and his skin color was several shades
too light.

Again Alan twisted the structure of the world around him, changing only slightly
the shape of the elk rack on the wall. And the face of the man in his grasp changed too.



His lips thickened and his nose became smaller. But his skin color was still not right. And
the emotion in his eyes was all 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 @ Rodgers, true enough, but not the Rodgers he wanted. If he did it
too soon, if he squeezed the life from this other before he became the right Frank
Rodgers, it would dono good. Rodgers would only escape, and Alan would have killed a
poor and perhaps innocent facsimile.

Another alteration—a slight change in the style of the fumiture, making it a bit
more omate—and there he was, Frank Rodgers.

In spite of the totally different appearance of Alan's new body, Rodgers obviously
recognized him. He stared up at Alan with a hate and fanaticism far beyond anything
Alan had ever experienced. There was absolutely no doubt in Alan's mind: this was the
Frank Rodgers he sought.

"So0," Rodgers said, "vou've come for me now." Hisvoice was little more than a
hoarse whisper as Alan continued to squeeze his windpipe. "It won't do vou any good.
You can't hold me here" With that, Rodgers' features altered, losing their doughy
appearance and becoming slightly coarse.

The change took Alan by surprise. Rodgers, the Rodgers he wanted, was no
longer present. In his place, his throat pinned between Alan's strong fingers, was one of
Rodgers' mnumerable counterparts. A man close to the Frank Rodgers who had been in
Alan's grasp only a second before, vet not quite him atall.

Alan loosened his grip slightly, 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 process that Alan had learned only a short while ago.
Alan could change the world around him at random, and hope to stumble across Rodgers
by chance in one of the realities he created. But it would be simply blind luck if he found
the other that way; the odds against it were nearly astronomical.

Then how could he possibly hope to....
"Need some help?" said a low, ambling voice from behind him.

Alan let go his hold on the black man's neck, and the altered Rodgers cowered
away from him, then jumped to his feet and ran from the room.

Alan tumed toward the voice. A gray-skinned man strode from the small room at
the rear of Rodgers' office. His body was huge and lumpish, dressed in a scarlet jumpsuit
several sizes too small. His face was angular and unfinished.



This other wore a body 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 his befuddled 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 again.

"Let him go."

"But..." Again Alan turned to face the other. Aside from the fact that Alan was not
clothed, it was just like looking into a mirror.

"We don't need him any more," the other said. "He's not the Rodgers we want."
"I know. But I must..."

"No." The other shook his head stemly. It was as ifhe could actually read Alan's
thoughts. "Look, I'm here to help vou. Just take it easy and together we can track
Rodgers. There's a way. He can't escape the both of us.”

"But who."

Again Alan did not get a chance to ask his question; the other answered it before
Alan could ask.

"You'll know whoI am when the time is right. Meanwhile, we have a job to do."

Before Alan could formulate another question, he felt something slip into his head
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, n 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, a mental sight which fed directly into his
mind. What he saw was Rodgers' path through the dimensions, a glowing crimson ribbon
stretching and winding simultaneously through both the complex fabric of the multiverse
and the equally complex mental fabric of his own mind. To catch Rodgers, he knew_he
would have to follow this glowing band which marked the other's passage through
deviant realities. He would have to follow the red ribbon that was the connection between
the string of similarities in the dimensions through which Rodgers had passed.

Alan tumed from the mysterious, gray-skinned other, stretched out his hands
before him, and began to change the world.



The walls of the room vanished. Alan stood outside, beneath the brilliant stars.
Slowly, he began playing with the pattems of the constellations, shifting them about in
the night sky.

As he made these changes, he kept the glowing ribbon continually before his
mind's eve. And it guided him in his changes. Slowly, Rodgers began to materialize i his
grasp, his throat gradually becoming substantial between Alan's fingers.

He changed the stars again and again, thinning them out, gradually diminishing
their numbers. And each time Rodgers' features refined, becoming slightly more like
what they should be.

Another alteration, and the stars disappeared entirely. The sky became suddenly
filled with fire. The air was heavy and hot, scorching Alan's bare skin and searing his
lungs as he breathed it in. In spots, the verv ground on which he stood hissed and vented
steamn. Off to his right, in the distance, he thought he saw a large pool of molten lava,
glowing dim red. But he could not be sure. It could be a pool of some other liquid,
reflecting the red color of the sky. Certainly not water; it was far too hot here for water to
exist 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 star. Here, in this altered world, it was a huge, 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.

Rodgers was leading him a wild chase indeed, jumping through dimensions close
to uninhabitable, hoping to lose Alan and that mysterious other, attempting to discourage
them from followimng, or at least break Alan's strangle hold.

Alan looked into the eyes of the man he was strangling. And there Rodgers was,
just as Alan had hoped he would be. His thick-lipped mouth. His nose just slightly too
small for his wide face. His dark brown skin—nearly black. This was the Rodgers Alan
wanted.

Trying to hold the universe around him as it now was, attempting to freeze it, as if
it were in stasis, Alan gathered the last dregs ofhis strength and increased the pressure of
his grip on the black man's throat. But it was no good. Rodgers' features shifted slightly,
again making him a Rodgers other than the one Alan was after. And Alan was again
forced to relax his grip.

Again Alan made a change in his surroundings. Keeping the bright crimson
ribbon of Rodgers' flight centered in his mind, he increased the air temperature around
him another twenty-eight degrees Fahrenheit. Instantly the planet he mhabited jumped
several thousand miles closer to its bloated primary. It now orbited at the very edge of the
star's tenuous, gaseous envelope. The ground became suddenly hot enough to blister the
tough soles of his feet.



And Rodgers was again in his grasp.

Once again Alan squeezed the other's throat, bearing down with all his remaming
strength. And vet again the black man changed, his nose becommg suddenly larger, and
Alan had to let up.

"This isn't working " Alan said in frustration to the man behind him, the grey-
skinned carbon copy of himself.

And it wasn't. Alan could just barely keep up with Rodgers as he jumped
frantically through the altemate universes. But at this rate he could never hope to hold
him. If Alan was to win, if he was to kill Rodgers as he knew he must, he would
somehow have to sop his flight through the dimensions, somehow pin his mind definitely
in one single world.

"Don'tworry," the other one said. "Evervthing will work out.”
"But how?" Alan asked.

The other did not respond, he only smiled, and Alan was left with the dilemma.
He knew that each time he had Rodgers, each time it was actually Rodgers' neck in his
grasp and not another's, Rodgers would simply make a change of his own, shifting to
another dimension and leaving Alan strangling a poor facsimile. 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 alteration, Alan placed the planet within the
star's tenuous gas envelope. Again, the change produced Rodgers. And that man's
response was almost mstantaneous; he shifted himself away again, and Alan was allowed
absolutely no time in which to react.

Again Alan wondered how he was ever to catch Rodgers if Rodgers was
permitted the freedom to alter the world 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 creating worlds where the planet
was increasingly near the heart of its super giant primary, forcing Alan to do the same in
order to remain within reach. It would be only a matter of time before the air around them
burst nto flame. If Alan didn't abandon the chase soon, he, Rodgers and the mysterious
gray-skinned stranger would all be dead. He had to do something—mnow. But what?

Sudden movement to his left 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 heat filling the world around him. In fact, he didn't
seem to notice anything. It was as ifhe were in a france. His long golden hair streaming
out behind him as if being blown by an unfelt breeze, his face looking cool and somewhat
confident, he drilled Alan with a gaze neither benign nor malevolent, but strong and
steady nonetheless.

"What___?" Alan started.

"Don't get excited," said the gray-skinned man behind him. His voice was calm,
somehow reassuring. "There's nothing to be afraid of. He's one of us. He's here to help "
And again it was as if this stranger knew precisely what Alan was thinking.

When the boy was near enough, he stretched out a hand, lightly touching the back
of Alan's hand where it clutched the throat of a man somewhat like Rodgers, yet still not
quite like him. Alan felt a slight tingle, like a low voltage electrical current.

Suddenly, the boy's mind reached out and entered Alan's head, joining the two
minds already there—Alan's own and that of his gray-skinned duplicate standing close
behind him. In a reflexive response, Alan's mind recoiled, as if slapped by a searing
brand, and he nearly released his hold on the other man's neck. But with a conscious
effort, he mantained 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 felt the sense of familiarity.

Suddenly, inexplicably, Alan knew the origins of the faceless form that had
continually haunted his thoughts since his arrival n that strange sadomasochistic
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 faceless form was; the figure was faceless no longer.
His mind could finally handle the information that had actually been available for quite
some time. He could fmally grasp the truth without going completely insane. Now his
subconscious supplied a face 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 a short time ago for his new host body. The face of the faceless
form was Alan's own!

And, Alan suddenly realized with shocked horror, the face also 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, fillng him with a sense of knowing
precisely what he was doing. This was 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 assignment No, this was something else
entirely, something far more basic to who and what he had become within a few short
hours since he had begun this scan. It was a primeval certainty that all was right, not just
in this world, 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's throat. He straightened, took a backward step. The
ground beneath his feet felt strangely cool now, but he knew it was still extremely hot;
steam continued to rise from pockmarks and bulges scattered over its surface. Still, it no
longer bumed him. Somehow, his mind 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 the friangle formed by himself, 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 a hand
to his neck and massaged a red area where Alan had been squeezing with such controlled
strength.

At that instant, the man changed. Suddenly he became Rodgers.

Rodgers' eves widened with horror ashe 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 a grim mask of determination.

And once again the world began to shift frantically around them.

First, the airand the ground cooled. Initially 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.

As the temperature fell, Alan suddenly knew what was happening. Rodgers was
backfracking now, making changes to bring the planet out of the star's envelope of gas.
He had finally reached his limit, and he was now jumping the other way.

Butnow there was a difference. Now he could not shake Alan. Somehow, the
three minds massed against him were enough to keep a mental leash on Rodgers. How



this link was accomplished, Alan did not know. And it really didn't matter. It was enough
to know that it was simply so.

Again fear filled Rodgers' eyes as he realized that he could shake neither Alan nor
the clone nor Alan's duplicate. They were staying with him now, tethered tohim by a
strange mental force as he 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 a desert, a
jungle. a swamp, an ice field, then again a desert But still Rodgers remained the same.

"Nooo..." Rodgers cried, his scream lost in the wail of a sudden sand storm. He
raised his arms, threw them up across his eyes, shielding them from blowing sand as well
as protecting them from the fearful vision 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 a
too-near super giant.

Itwas 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, at any cost. He ran wild, scurrving
through the dimensions like a frichtened animal, his eyes wide with a fear that he wore
like an almost physical mantle.

And the three followed, staying with him, matching him change for change and
world for world. The air and ground were again hot. But, where Rodgers panted and
wheezed, obviously breathing the searing air with great difficulty, the other three had no
trouble breathing it at all. They were hardly aware of the heat; they were protected both
by the strange strength of their bodies and the equally strange abilities of their minds.

As the four men jumped m 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 deeper within it, the increased heat began to show on Rodgers'
body. His skin gradually reddened and blistered. Eventually, the blisters burst, releasing
their precious life-sustaming fluids. His body fluids quickly evaporated into the air and
his skin dried, stretched, becoming like parchment and pulling tight over his bones, then
fmally cracking. Rivulets of crimson blood were released from the profusion of small
rents in his skin, streaking the exposed areas of his dehydrated body and soaking his
silver jumpsuit. Almost instantly, all 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 still 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 a bubble of strange energy produced
subconsciously within their minds. But Rodgers was not so protected. His body quickly
burst nto flame, his blood and other bodily juices visibly boiling away. With a horrible
scream of agony—a long, ragged howl, more the wail of a dving beast than that of a
man—~Rodgers arched his back in one, two, three monstrous convulsions. Then he lay
still on the ground, his buming body just visible through the red, flaming air. A smudge
of black, oily smoke roiled up into the hot red sky.

And in that instant Alan knew that Rodgers had finally died.

Alan stood unmoving for almost a full minute, watching Rodgers' buming body.
He was stunned, shocked nearly into catatonia by the rush of events over the past few
davs, dazed by the chase and by the gruesome way in which Rodgers had finally died. He
forced himself to remember who Rodgers really had been. And he forced himself to
remember who Tanner had been as well.

He tumed to the clone. The boy's face was just visible through the glowing red of
the burning air. His eves still held no emotion. And, in spite of his physical appearance,
Alan knew this youth was a tool and nothing more.

Butnot so the other, the strange gray-skinned man clothed in the tight-fittmg red
jumpsuit. His hard, cold eyes shone with confidence as he smiled crookedly at Alan—just
as Alan imagined his own smile might look. And fnally, that other spoke.

"It's done," he said to Alan. "Now, the boy and I must go. I have one hell of a lot
of sleep to catch up on. And vou still have much to do."

With that, both he and the clone vanished.

Suddenly, standing alone in the buming air of a planet within its own primary,
watching the remains of Frank Rodgers' body being consumed by flames, Alan knew
who both the gray-skinned stranger and the clone were. And the stranger had been right,
Alan still did have sovery much to do.

He knew now, for the first time since the start of this assignment, exactly where
he was going and what had to be done.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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This time, Alan knew, it would be considerably easier. This time he knew exactly
what he wanted. He knew precisely the right shade of green for the grass, the correct
scent of popcorn in the air, the garish colors of each pony and dragon on the memry-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. Yet, Alan's new body
knew precisely what to do. If he did everything just right, if he made no mistakes, it
would work.

In one final world change Alan placed the clone a short distance form the ride,
right where he knew it should be, then enveloped it in the eerie blue haze of its confining
stasis field.

And, suddenly, he was there, in the world he had inhabited only a few short
minutes before. Somehow—Alan was not quite sure how—he had traveled backward in
time.

"I thought you might follow." Tanner said, gazing blindly to Alan's left and out
beyond him from the merry-go-round. "But I expected something a bit
more subtle than this. Is this really the best vou could do?" There was icy confidence in
Tanner's expression.

Alan ignored the other's jibe and strode determinedly to the large gray box of the
stasis field generator. Tanner meant nothing to him now. Where before Tanner had been a
threat, frightening Alan now he constituted little more than an annoyance. Although
Tanner did not know it, he was soon to die.

"Wait!" Tanner called from the ride. He stepped off the merry-go-round and
bounded the few steps to Alan's side. Reaching out, he took Alan by the shoulder and
spun him around.

Alan found himself staring nto the other's clouded, unseeing eyes.

" Just what the hell do you think you're doing?" Tanner demanded.

Not even bothering to answer, Alan threw out his arm, catching Tanner in the
chest and casting him aside. Tanner tumbled in the dirt and came up hard against the

stasis field generator's cabinet. He stared up at Alan_ unseeing, vet with shock filling his
gaze Alan thought he heard an almost inaudible whimper issue from T anner's parted lips.



Tuming back to the squat cabinet of the stasis field generator, Alan reached out
for the button that would turn the generator off, disconnecting it from its small nuclear
power supply. But this time he was not being compelled to tum off the generator by the
clone's hypnotic gaze True, the clone was still attempting to work its mental magic on
Alan's mind; Alan could still feel the strong pull of that other's will But now Alan was
immune to the tactic. What he did next was entirely his own action, initiated by his own
will

Alan pressed the button atop the stasis field generator.

Instantly, the field collapsed, shrinking around the boy's nude body and quickly
concentrating into a small spot of intense blue light hanging in the air before the clones'
eves. Then even that vanished, and the boy moved—a mere blink of his clear blue eyes,
but a movement nonetheless.

Ignoring Tanner lying in the dustat his feet, Alan turned and strode to the clone
where it sat in lotus position. He reached out, took the boy's arm. The vouth seemed
unbelievably light as Alan lifted him to his feet It was as if the boy's absence of thought

somehow caused an equal absence of body weight.

But Alan knew that was not right. The boy weighed as much as anyone with his
size and musculature would. Alan now possessed an incredibly strong body, one with
power considerably out of proportion with its massive size.

The boy had spent years in the stasis field! That was a thought nearly too amazing
for Alan to grasp. Yet, in spite of those vears 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 tumed and started from the park, the clone following close behind. He heard
Tanner calling behind him, but he did not tum.

For Alan, Tanner was already dead.
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Alan walked away from the mermry-go-round, back down the grassy slope the way
he had come. The clone walked slightly behind him and to his right, matching his pace
step for step.

Suddenly, Alan was aware of being watched. He actually felr a gaze on his back,
but he did not dare turn around. That other, the unseen one observing him and the clone,
was Alan himself. An Alan ofhis past, vet of this world's future. And, before, Alan had
seen neither himself nor the clone tum around.



This paradox was just too much for Alan to grasp. The thought gave him a
splitting 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.

Slowly, he changed the world around him, at the same time assuring that the clone
remain within his sphere of mental influence. As in his last world change, he wasnot
only attempting to achieve a particular world, but a specific time m that world as well.
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 himself outside of time. Yet, his iming had to be precise; he had to leave
the clone at exactly the right time, in exactly the right dimension, in order for events to
work out as they should.

And the correct time could only be determined by instinct, a feeling peculiar to
his new host body, residing within the very cells of its unique tissue.

The grass disappeared, to be replaced by hot, steaming earth as Alan made change
after change, continually altering the world around him. The sky went quickly from
cloudless blue to candent red as a huge super giant star blossomed overhead. Alan was
aware of the great heat in the world around him, buthe didn't actually feel 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 streaked out behind him, as if blown by an unseen and unfelt wind.

Cautiously, taking as much time as he thought necessary, Alan brought the planet
closer to its huge primary. Then, finally, the planet was actually within the star's envelope
of buming gas.

Alan proceeded with extreme care now, carefully gauging the effect of each world
change just prior to mitiating it He did not wish to enter this world precisely where he
had been before, when he had dealt with Rodgers. He had not seen himself leading in the
clone then, so he would not let the other Alan see it happen now. He would have to
materialize sufficiently distant from the action to prevent himself from being observed by
that other self, vet near enough to insure that the clone amrived where it was needed.

Soon, they appeared—three figures almost five hundred yards from where Alan
stood. Two were huge men, like Alan himself. One of these hulking figures was clothed
in a brilliant red jumpsuit several sizes too small, while the other was asnude as Alan.
Alan had to remind himself that they were, in fact, himself Both of them.

It was an eerie scene, indeed. One of the large men, the naked one, had his hands
around the throat of a smaller figure, a black-skinned man. His gaze was riveted on the
face of the black man he strangled. His twin, the large man dressed in the red jumpsuit,
stood close behind him, locking directly at Alan.



Alan's thoughts filled with sudden horror. The red clad figure was looking in their
direction, actually seeing him and the clone as they entered this world. This could change
everything.

Instinctively, 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 himself back into that dimension. What did
he have to fear? The one who had seen him was a self of the future, an Alan he would
eventually 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 final world change, completing the transition.

Positioning himself behind the clone, Alan tock the boy by his narrow shoulders
and pointed him toward the three men in the distance. Then he gave the vouth a small
shove, and the clone began to walk.

Waiting only until he was sure the clone would reach his destination, Alan again
altered the world about him.

The world Alan constructed next was much more conventional. But still the task
would be an exfremely difficult one. Again, he was aiming for a specific time. And again
he used his host body's strange instinct for time.

Around him, Alan built the wood-paneled walls of Rodgers' office. He carefully
constructed the four-point elk rack on the wall where it belonged, and fabricated the
ornate mahogany furniture. Then, when all was right, he concentrated on the g,
attempting the precise shade of blue.

Within seconds, he finished. And he was in Rodgers' office.

Luckily, the office was not occupied at the moment he appeared, as he had
cambled it would not be. He could not be here before Rodgers amrived; that would alter
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-discrimmmating membrane. The membrane parted around his body, and he
stood in a small room containing a toilet, a wash basin, and a cot. The only difference
between this room and the one in which he had taken a few hour's rest back in his own

dimension were this room's relative cleanliness and a scarlet jumpsuit hanging from a
hook above the cot.

Walking to the cot, Alan took the jumpsuit from its hook and examined it. In size,
it could have belonged to the Rogers of Alan's own dimension. But the color was totally



wrong. The Frank Rogers Alan knew would never have wom such a garish color. This
jumpsuit could only belong to that other Rodgers, the one who spelled his name witha d

Alan put on the jumpsuit. It was a tight fit for his hulking body, but it covered his
nakedness. Then he sat down heavily on the cot, its aluminum frame creaking loudly
under his weight

Taking a deep breath, Alan leaned back against the wall. It felt soothing to just sit
and relax. He closed his eves and exhaled noisily. He was more tired now than he could
remember ever being—literally exhausted. So much had happened since he had begun
this scan. His actions of the last few days changed not only his own life, but had
irreversibly altered the lives of many others with whom he had come into contact.

But, finally, it was almost over. Now there was but one more task to accomplish.
In justa few minutes, he would be fmished. Then he would be able to return to his own
dimension.

Alan heard sounds in the larger room beyond the pellicle doaor, but he did not
move from the cot. Those sounds—that was Rodgers entering his office. He would sit at
his desk and begin to shuffle his papers, Alan speculated, totally unaware of the Alan
waiting in the small room adjoining his office or Alan's twin who would appear at any
moment and begin to strangle him.

It would be so easy, Alan thought, 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 precisely the scenario imprinted
indelibly m his memory. Any deviation—just the slightest alteration in either action or
word—and everything would be forever changed.

Alan forced himself to sit quietly for several minutes, although his body cried out
for action. Finally, he heard a scuffle beyond the pellicle door and knew the time was
right. He got to his feet, strode to the membrane, stepped through. And again he became
an actor in a small play with but two characters, both of whom were Alan himself



EPISODE

All about him was nothingness—dull, gray, dead. Imbedded in that nothingness,
scattered throughout its dreary non-fabric like raisins in an extremely bland pudding,
were the flames. They burned bright, vivid, strong, in every possible color.

The flames communicated silently with each other, using strange, fantastic
energies. They talked of what they had just accomplished out there in the multiverse.
And, although he was new to their ranks, but a dim, fledgling flame compared to those
brilliant others, he was inclided in their exalted communication.

He was Ross Dillman. Yet, he was no longer Ross Dillman. Now he was a flame
in the great network of flames. Now he was a god.

Together, the flames perceived the enormously complex structure of the
multiverse as a whole, as well as the intricate patterns and workings of its individual
parts. Together, they sustamed the multiverse, tampering with it and assuring its
continued existence. The flames were, in fact, ultimately responsible for the very
existence of the multiverse. The flames had created it.

The novice god who had once been a man was amazed by it all. Still
unaccustomed to his position in the great web of flame, unused to hisroleasa god, albeit
minor rather than major, he could not quite grasp what had so recently occurred. Yet, at
the same time he realized he had somehow played a part in this last great alteration to the
structure of the multiverse, and that there was still much more to accomplish before the
change was absolutely complete. Although he still did not understand it at all, he was
very proud of the part he had played and the part he would continue to play.

This much, however, he did know: Things had shifted within the multiverse. A
creature now existed which had joined his mind to that of a fetal whale Before, he had
been a man. Now, however, he was neither man nor whale. Now he was a strange hvbrid.

His flame burned as bright as any in the great web of flame, vet it was somehow
different.

Already the hybrid had acquired minimal abilities. He could alter the multiverse
at will, and make short journeys both up and down the time stream. And his abilities
would grow: of this much the one who had been Dillman was sure. Each change in 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 still elements that were not quite right m the multiverse, small
factors that 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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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 with it He stretched out his mind, making a slight change in the dimension
around him. With this alteration he adjusted the membrane's pre-programmed
permeability, permitting his host body to pass through.

The pellicle door parted around him, then resealed behind. The clone followed,
also passing through without difficulty.

"It's done" Alan said as 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
altered the pellicle door. His skin was a bit too light. But the difference was not great
enough to make him that other Rodgers, the one who had spelled his name with a d. That
man could never again exist Not in any dimension. Alan had alreadv seen to that

Yet, this man was a different 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 slightly. And the black man's eves became suddenly wide with fear.

Without a word, Rogers jumped to his feet. His abrupt movement knocked the
chair over behind him and his hand hit the stack of papers. In a flurry, the papers fluttered
to the floor, and Rogers backed slowly away from Alan toward the pellicle door on the
far side of the room.

"What's wrong with you?" Alan demanded. "What the hell are you afraid of?"

Then he knew . Of course, it was his host body, a massive, lumpish carcass with
mottled gray skin. Who wouldn't be frightened by such an ugly hulk?

"It's me—Alan " he said, laughing. He opened his huge hands and extended his
arms i the universal sign of friendship.



"Alan?" Rogers said. "Is that really vou?" The black man took a tentative step
forward.

Alan nodded his massive gray head.

"There's nothing to be afraid of. I know what I must look like, but it's just a host
body. Beneath this rough exterior, it's really sweet, lovable me."

The look of fear disappeared from Rogers' face. His gaze centered behind Alan
and to his left

"] see vou have a clone." he said.

Again Alan nodded.

Leaving the papers scattered about the floor, Rogers righted his chair—A4 fanrastic
computer augmentation! Alan thought—and sat, resting his elbows on the table before
him.

"And the assignment?"

"All-in-all, a good jag. Both vour counterpart and mine are dead."

"Fine" the black man said. "Now, let's have it."

"What, no written report?" Alan asked mcredulously. "That's alright with me. I'm
so tired I could sleep for a whole year."

"Of course, I'll need a written report. But for now, just tell me."

Alan should have known. This was the Frank Rogers he knew.

The clone stood silent and unmoving as Alan told his amazing story.

Pt

Alan's one-room apartment was dark when he entered through the pellicle door.
He altered the world slightly to allow his host body passage, then immediately changed it
back again. Tuming on the light, he went directly to his bed on the far side 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 mental endurance.
And he felt the beginnings of a hangover coming on.



The better the jag, he suddenly thought, the worse the hangover. I guess some
things will never change.

Butalready he was looking forward to his next jag. The thought of scanning in
this new bodv excited him. There was so much potential in thisugly gray carcass. Never
again would he have to depend on the Foundation's electronics and drugs. He had already
decided to keep this host body, to make it 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, a mindless
boy who nonetheless completely complemented Alan's own new-found abilities. The
clone was in stasis now, and it would go back into stasis after each assignment. But for
the brief period of each scan it would live again.

The clone. Finally he knew what it really was. It was no longer something
sinister, something evil It wasa clone of his own body, a genetically altered facsimile of
the grotesque gray bodv Alan now mnhabited.

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 a
few cells from the body he now inhabited, have them cunningly altered by the boys in 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 vears back in time and over three and a half
billion miles through 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.

Buthe would begin none of this untilhe'd had at least twelve hours of sleep. And
he could never tell Rogers what he planned to do with the cells and the probe, no matter
how much he badgered Alan for an answer. Rogers would never believe the truth. This
was something he could never tell anyone, because no one would believe him. He had
enough trouble believing it himself, and he was the one who had to accomplish it.

"Damn!" he said ashe realized he had forgotten to tum out the light. But the
switch was on the far side of the room, on the wall beside the door, and he was too tired
to get up and tum it off.

Pulling the coverup tight around his neck, he reached out with his mind and
twisted the fabric of reality ever so slightly, creating a world where the apartment light no
longer bumed. Then he smiled in the dark. In spite of its obvious dangers, this world
changing business was fun.

Just before he fell asleep, he had a thought: What changes had the deaths of both
Edwards and Robin at the hands of those others in Alan's own dimension caused? What
alterations, 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 himself. those huge gray men with amazing physical and mental powers to
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 individuals just like Alan And it was a paradox—setup to
happen again and again.

What problems might they create?

Buthe could not think straight just now. This kind of mental gymnastics was best
left for a mind clear and bright after a good sleep.

Exhausted, he pushed the thoughts from his mind, and within seconds he was
asleep.
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