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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




ONE


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


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


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


“Asbeel, we’re driving into a trap.”


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


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


“I see only hoar frost.”


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


“Your eyes must be more sensitive than mine.”


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


“The Chaos Weapon?” Asbeel asked.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Supposing neither of us goes into Edel?”


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


“What do you suggest?”


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


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


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


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


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


“Local?”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Omega minus ten …


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


Omega minus eight …


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


Omega minus six …


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


Omega minus four …


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


Omega minus two …


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


Chaos Omega!


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I get the picture but not the message.”


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


“Hardly!”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“I wish to hell I knew.”


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


“I’ll come with you,” said Rutter.


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


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




TWO


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


“Do you believe in me?”


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


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


“Talloth …!”


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


“Tall …”


Time was arrested.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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