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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.


      




Main Line + 2076


WHEN THE END OF THE WORLD IS NEAR, SPEND THE remaining time in a bar.


The little man looked out the slightly frosted windows of the bar and scowled. Although it was closer to noon than to evening time, it was dark out there, and there was a reddish color that made the scene more ominous. The frosting twisted, distorted, and bent the coloration, making it a deep, sparkling red wine.


That reminded the little man of what he had started out to do, and he turned back to the bar itself. “Another double,” he ordered, his voice high and raspy, with a trace of accent that seemed to belong vaguely to Europe but to no particular language.


The double arrived and he surveyed it critically, sniffed at it, then started to sip. He looked around at the others in the bar.


Not many. The bar was near the University, but there were no classes now, hadn’t been since The Accident. The only people still around these days were the ones working on research projects, trying desperately to find some way to stop or reverse what was happening, or, in the worst case, to cope with the terror that was rapidly approaching—too rapidly, the little man knew. Some might survive, at least for a time. Some, but only a very few.


And only for a time.


Those others here—these few. He looked at them carefully. A couple of old drunks; several tired-looking middle-aged men and women, some in lab whites, sitting, not talking, trying to take some sort of break from nonstop work before they dropped. They’d be sleeping now, he knew, but for the fact that they were too tired to do even that.


Who could sleep now, anyway? he reflected.


None of them fit, though. None were what he wanted, what he had to have. That disturbed him; he had been sending the summons out for days now, and there had been little or no response. People who would do, who would fulfill his needs, were about here, somewhere. He could feel them, sense their auras—not perfect, of course, but adequate.


He sighed, drained the double, and fumbled in his pocket. From it he brought a small object that seemed to blaze with a life of its own, a large precious jewel of absolute precision.


He put it in front of him on the bar and stared at it hard, stroking it with his right hand as if caressing a loved pet. The barman glanced over, looked curiously at the thing and the equally odd little man, and started to go over to him.


The man felt it, felt the disturbance. He slowly took his eyes off the gleaming jewel and stared at the bartender. The curious man suddenly had an odd expression on his face, then turned to continue wiping the glasses. The little man returned to concentrating on the jewel.


His mind went out. Yes, he could feel them, Yin and Yang, male and female. Close by, so close, yet not here, not in proximity. He concentrated hard on them, locked in on them, called them hither.


Not perfect, no, but they would do. They would do—if they would just come to him.


A terrible, cold wind was sweeping through the streets of Reno, Nevada. The woman shivered and pulled her coat closer, trying to ward off some of the icy effects. It didn’t help much.


She shouldn’t be out in this, she knew. She shouldn’t be anywhere near this place—and she didn’t know why she was here now, or where she was going, either, yet she kept walking, kept fighting the wind and the cold, barely looking where she was going.


Her mind seemed fogged, slightly confused. She had resolved to end it by the sea, with the Pacific now lapping at the Sierra Nevada, and had prepared for it—yet she was here, in Reno, a mountainous desert that no longer had much of a purpose. Most of the people were gone, or huddling inside, or praying in churches for some sort of deliverance. Although she’d never been religious, she had considered joining them at the last. With all other hope gone, the church was the only thing left to cling to.


That was what she had started out to do, out from the fairly comfortable room in a now-deserted motel, out to find a nearby church.


And yet, now the church didn’t seem so important any more. Only walking, making her way through the byways and back alleys of this low and spread-out city, going somewhere, it seemed, but she had no idea where. Her legs seemed to have a mind of their own.


The only traffic left now was some military vehicles making their way along streets where only the howls of lonely and deserted animals were heard and an occasional rat would scamper.


She rounded a corner and suddenly felt the full force of the strong wind; it bit into her, and she lowered her head to try to protect her face from the new blast.


She wished she knew where she was going, and why.


He was a strong, strikingly handsome man dressed much like a lumberjack. He, too, had no idea why he was here. He had been going to New Zealand, he recalled. That was where they said the best chance would be. He had been ready to go, had gotten a corporate jet authorized, and gotten into his fancy sports car in Denver for a ride out to the airport.


But he hadn’t gone to the airport, a short distance away. He had continued, as if in a dream, driving all-out like a maniac for this place a day ago.


And now he found himself wandering the cold, wind-blown streets strewn with litter and garbage and the remains of civilization in which nobody cares any more. Wandering, still not knowing why.


Wind whipped and buffeted him, and he pulled up his collar and wished idly that he’d thought to pack a ski mask. It was getting hard to see, like skiing without goggles.


He bumped into the woman before he saw her. It was a hard bump, and they both tumbled over and gave out oaths which, once composure returned, turned into mutual apologies.


Both were back on their feet so quickly that neither could offer the other assistance.


“Hey, look, I’m sorry,” they both said at once, stopped, and laughed at their synchronisticity.


The woman suddenly stopped laughing and a strange look replaced that of mirth.


“You know,” she said wonderingly, “that’s the first time I’ve heard laughter since The Accident.”


He was suddenly serious, too, and nodded for a moment. “I’m Mac Walters,” he told her.


“Jill McCulloch,” she responded.


He looked around. “Hey! It looks like that little bar is open over there! Let’s get out of this crap and relax,” he suggested, then added, “That is, unless you have something more important to do.”


She chuckled dryly. “Does anybody these days? Lead on.”


They quickly crossed and walked past the few abandoned storefronts down to the place. THE LIGHTHOUSE, the small sign announced.


A blast of warmth greeted them as they entered and shut the door behind them. Electricity was getting to be an intermittent rarity; to find a place such as this, with everything working and all looking so normal, was like finding the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. It couldn’t exist, not in these times, but it did. They didn’t question it, just found an empty booth and sat down, exhausted, across from each other.


The barman spotted them. “What’ll it be, folks?” he called.


“Double bourbon and water,” Walters called back, then looked over at the woman just now getting out of her heavy fur-lined coat. She is damned good-looking, he thought.


“Scotch and water,” she told him, and he relayed the order to the barman. The drinks were there in less than two minutes; in the meantime they just sat there, more or less looking at each other.


She was small—no more than one hundred and sixty centimeters, maybe shorter—but she seemed exceptionally—solid? He struggled for a word. Athletic, he decided. Like a gymnast or a dancer. Her hair was cut short and seemed just right for her face, a sexy oval that seemed somehow almost perfectly childlike. She has green eyes, he thought suddenly.


While surveying, he was being surveyed. He was a big man, not much under two meters in height, but there was no fat. He was in excellent condition, and his ruggedly handsome face was complemented by a rich, full red beard and long but professionally styled matching hair.


And while they looked at each other, they were in turn being looked over by a strange-looking little man sitting on a bar stool.


The woman seemed to sense his intrusion and turned to look at him for a moment. He averted her gaze and turned back to his drink, but he had caught the look in her eyes. Haunted eyes. Both of them. They know the score. They’ve given up hope.


The song on the radio was over, and an announcer’s voice was on.


“The massive flooding has pretty well wiped out the Midwest; the Great Plains are once again covered by a sea, as in prehistoric days,” he told his rapidly dwindling listening audience. “Refugee shelters were established but the panic in recent days blocked the highways, and the massive distances involved were too great for most. Like those in most lowland plains areas, the people were trapped with no place to go.”


Chalk one up for Reno, the little man thought smugly. No ocean was going to get between the Cascades and the Rockies, certainly not to this elevation.


He reached into his pocket for a cigarette, found an empty pack, and cursed under his breath. Funny, these people, he thought. Money was still important to them even when the world ended. He sighed, got up, and went over to the slot machine, then fumbled in his pockets. Finally his hand seized on a quarter, his last. He put it in the machine, pulled the handle, and didn’t even bother to look at the spinning wheels. There was a chunk, chunk, chunk of tumblers falling into locked places; it came up three bars and clinked ten quarters into the little tray. He scooped them up mechanically, went over to the cigarette machine, and fed four of them in.


It suddenly occurred to him that he could have done that with the cigarette machine and nobody would have cared or noticed. Protective reaction, he decided. Never do the obvious.


“…estimate the asteroid will strike within the next seventy-two to eighty-four hours,” the radio was saying. “It is believed that some will survive the impact, even those not at a tangent to the strike area or its opposite position. Your local Civil Defense units will be giving instructions on impact and post-impact procedures. Please pick up these instructions and associated equipment at local-disaster relief stations as soon as possible.”


The little man chuckled. He knew the rules. The thing was being attracted to Earth like a bee to honey; it was on a dead-straight collision course, and it was picking up speed. There had been some talk that it might hit the Moon, but calculations quickly showed that a vain hope. Wouldn’t have mattered, anyway, he knew. The rogue asteroid that was now looming in the sky, blocking heat and light and causing massive upheavals in the Earth, wasn’t any bigger than the Moon, anyway. A direct hit on the satellite, forcing it into the Earth, would have the same effect as the asteroid’s strike.


The worst part of it was that they’d done it to themselves. A little glitch, that was all. A huge, juicy, fat rogue asteroid, coming very close to Earth, What a nice chance! Go up, discover that it has tremendous mineral resources on it—a treasure house, they called it. Headed toward the sun in an ill-fated parabolic orbit that would bring it too close to the burning orb. It would have been incinerated, all that wealth a waste. How nice instead to take the challenge to make it a new satellite of Earth, far enough out so that it didn’t do much harm, of course, but close enough to be easily and cheaply worked by the plundered Earth.


Just a few special kinds of superbombs planted here, a few others there, on the asteroid, a nicely timed and coordinated detonation, and it would miss the sun, whip around, and come back. More bombs to brake it and park it. Just so.


Just so.


Only all the bombs hadn’t gone off. The special things had to be individually and carefully built, but there had been no way to field-test an individual bomb, only a design. And the values were too critical—no redundancy. They had shot their wad on it in their stupid optimism, and it hadn’t worked. It wouldn’t work. The initial explosions had gone fine, and the asteroid had whipped around the sun and was now on its way back at tremendous speed. Time to put on the brakes. Oops! No brakes? And the dumb bastards had actually gone into those bombs, to try to fire them manually!


Some of them did fire. Some, not all. Enough to point the damned thing straight at the Earth.


From an orbit a few million kilometers out, the gravitational effects would have been annoying but not serious—and slow. More than made up for by the riches of the place.


But now the thing was a bullet, and even though it raced at thousands of kilometers per hour to its target, it seemed to move in slow motion, like a bullet creeping toward someone in front of a firing squad.


It didn’t matter now. Three, four days, the radio had said. Not true, he knew—and he knew that the people still around, the people in this bar even, didn’t believe it, either. Hours. A day or two at most. The Earth had already started to wobble, to crack. There would be little left when the thing hit, anyway.


The barman wanted two bucks before he’d give him any more doubles. He sighed, got up, and went back over to the three lonely slot machines. He had six quarters, but he didn’t need them. He put a quarter in the first one, and before it came up three oranges he had already put a quarter in the second one. By the time the third one was spinning, the second had come up three bells, and now the third one had three cherries.


He returned to the bar with a handful of quarters and plopped them down on top the bar. The barman had an almost stricken expression on his face; he shook his head incredulously and poured a double for the little man and one for himself.


Even the young couple seemed distracted by his little display. The machines rang an electric bell whenever a jackpot came up, and the din from all three going off within seconds of one another had been impossible to ignore.


He turned on his stool, looked straight at them, and smiled. Picking up his drink, he hopped off the stool and wandered over to their booth. “Might I join you for a moment?” he asked pleasantly.


They seemed to hesitate for a second, glancing first at him and then at each other, but both were also fascinated, and it was something that took their minds off the reality outside.


Jill McCulloch and Mac Walters shrugged at each other, and Mac said, “Why not? Have a seat?” He scooted over to allow the little man to sit next to him, opposite Jill.


The man looked something like a skid-row bum—tiny, frail, with an unkempt growth of gray beard and a stained suit that might really have been brown but was definitely slept in. He reeked of whiskey and stale cigarettes.


“You are from the University?” he asked them pleasantly in his slightly accented tones, his voice un-slurred by the prodigious amounts of alcohol he’d been consuming.


Jill shook her head negatively. “Not me. I don’t even know why I’m in this crazy city.”


Mac nodded. “Same here.” They introduced themselves by name.


The little man seemed pleased. “I am Asmodeus Mogart,” he responded, then paused and pulled out a cigarette, ignoring Jill’s obvious distaste for both the smoke and him. He looked at them seriously.


“You know we only have one more day,” he said softly, matter-of-factly. “And you know that no one in the end can survive.”


They both gave involuntary starts, not only from the assurance and authority with which he spoke, but also because his words brought their attention back to the one thing that they had, for a brief moment, managed to put at the back of their minds.


Walters looked anew at the strange little man. “Are you from the University yourself?” he asked, thinking that the stranger’s condition could easily be explained by current events.


The little man smiled. “Yes, in a way I am. Not in the same way as some of the others around, though. A different one.”


Jill’s eyebrows rose. “Oh? Which? I didn’t know any of them were still going.”


He grinned now, revealing nasty, yellow-stained teeth that seemed somehow inhuman. They all came to a point. She decided that, overall, he was the most repulsive-looking man she had ever seen.


“Not any one that you would have heard of, I assure you,” Mogart told them. “And not one that you could pronounce in any event.” His expression grew grave. “Look, would you save this world if you could? Particularly if it meant the only way to save your own lives?”


They looked at him strangely. “What kind of question is that?” Walters wanted to know.


The little man looked thoughtful for a moment, then drained his double and crushed the glass beneath his foot. The barman didn’t see this. They watched as Mogart reached down and picked up a long splinter of glass and unhesitatingly pricked his thumb with it. He squeezed on the thumb, in no apparent pain, until a drop of blood appeared.


The other two gasped.


“A true blueblood, as you can see,” Mogart said lightly. And it was true. Unless there were some kind of trick involved, his blood was blue—and not a dark blue, either. A nice, pretty sky-blue.


He reached up and pushed back his long gray hair, revealing his ears. They were small, and back flush against the side of his head. They were basically rectangular, except that the outer edge of the top of the rectangle had a sort of S-shaped curve. They were not human ears, anyway—more like those seen on gargoyles and demons.


Mac Walters edged a little away from the strange man, almost pressing himself against the wall of the booth. Jill could only stare at the little man, or whatever he was, in horrid fascination.


“I have a tail, too,” the little man told them. “But pardon me if I do not disrobe. It is enough to show you that I am not human. I trust you are convinced of that?”


“Who—what—are you, then?” Jill demanded.


The little man sucked on the thumb he’d penetrated.


“I told you—Asmodeus Mogart. At least this week, anyway.” He looked sadly at the crushed glass. “I am, as you might have guessed, an alcoholic. Things tend to blur a bit when you have that problem.” He sighed, considered calling for another double, discarded the idea for the moment, and continued.


“As to what I am, well, you might think of me as a University professor on leave. A behavioral scientist, you might say, studying the charming little civilization you have—ah, had here.”


“But not from any University on this world,” Walters responded. “Are you here to study us at the end or something?” That thought suddenly became the most important thing to both of the humans, far more so than what the little fellow was.


Mogart shrugged, a wistful look on his face. “No, no. I was—ah, terminated, you see. Drinking. There was a scandal. Since I was on the project that created this research run, they decided to stick me here.”


“Research run?” Jill prodded.


He nodded. “Oh, yes. Probabilities Department, you know. Get yourself a nice hypothesis, and they construct a working model. This universe of yours, for example. One of hundreds they’ve done. Maybe still do. I’m out of touch after so long, you see”


Mac Walters was horrified. “Construct? Universe?”


“Oh, yes,” Mogart replied casually. “Easy to do, they tell me. Lots of machines and data and all that, but not really difficult. Just expensive.” He gave a mournful sigh. “That’s the problem, you see. It’s the whole universe they’ve built, not just this little planet. I actually took pride in hand and tried to talk them into saving it. Actually made the trip—first time in I can’t remember how many centuries. They didn’t care.” He looked at each of their faces in turn. “Face it. If you had a rat colony, observing how it worked, and one of the rats died, wouldn’t that be part of the experiment?”


Jill McCulloch shook her head disbelievingly. “I can’t accept all this. Here it is the end of the world and I’m sitting in a bar talking to a madman.”


The little man heard her comment but ignored it.


“You see, this thing has caused me a problem. Stay here and die with you all, or go home.”


“That’s a problem?” Mac asked him, thinking there’d be no choice.


He nodded sadly. “They’ll put me out to pasture in some nice little place, but it’s a cold little world and there’s no booze. None.” His tone was sad and tinged with self-pity, and there seemed to be tears in his dark, slanted eyes. “I couldn’t stand it. So, you see, I must go for the third alternative, try it, anyway.”


They looked at him curiously, expectantly. In other circumstances they would have beaten hasty exits, dismissing him as an imaginative drunk or a drunken madman—which, in fact, they still really thought he was, deep down. But in other circumstances they wouldn’t be there, not now, and they certainly would not have invited him to sit down with them. When the end of the world was nigh, and you had exhausted all hope, you sat in a bar and listened to a drunken madman and took him seriously. It didn’t hurt in the least, and they were getting more than slightly tipsy themselves.


“What alternative?” Jill McCulloch wanted to know.


The little man seemed to forget himself for a moment, then suddenly animation gripped him again.


“Oh, yes, yes,” he mumbled apologetically. “But, you see, that’s why I didn’t do this sooner. Too many drinks, too much lost time. Now I can no longer pick and choose the best people to send. Now I must feed the broadest possible requirements into my, ah, computer, let’s call it, and take what I can get. I sent out the call, and here you both are. See?”


They didn’t see at all.


He looked at Jill McCulloch. “How old are you? Tell me a little about yourself.” His hand went into his pocket, and he seemed to be touching or rubbing something inside that pocket. Neither Jill nor Mac could see him doing it.


Jill suddenly found herself wanting to talk. “I’m twenty-five. I was born in Encino, California, and lived most of my life in Los Angeles. My father was a former Olympic team member, and from the start he decided I was going to be a star, too. Bigger than he was, since he never won a medal. I was put into gymnastics training before I can even remember. When Mom died—I was only seven—that only increased my father’s determination. I got special treatment, special schools, coaches, all that. I barely missed the Olympic team when I was fourteen, but made the U.S. meet. I did it at eighteen and won a bronze medal. But shortly after that, the drive started to go. I just didn’t seem as sure of myself as I was. I knew I’d had it, and Dad seemed to accept it. I went to USC, taking a phys. ed. major—after all, it was all I knew how to do. Maybe become a coach, find the next gold medalist. I got bored, though. After all, I’d had all that stuff since I was born. I dropped out when I was twenty and got a job doing some disco dancing, got a little place near the ocean, and spent my time swimming, surfing, hang-gliding, and generally drifting.”


Mogart nodded. “But you have kept yourself in excellent physical condition, I see.”


She nodded back. “Oh, yes. When you do it for your whole life, it just becomes second nature to you.”


Mogart sat back in the booth for a moment, thinking. The pattern had been youth, athletics, bright mind, and guts. This one looked all right. He turned to Mac, his hand still in his pocket. “You?”


Now it was Walters’ turn to feel talkative.


“Ever since I was small, I wanted to be a football player,” he told them. “I worked at it, trained for it, did everything I could to make the grade. Hell, my father was a West Virginia coal miner—I saw what that life did to him and Ma. No way. And I did it, I really did. Big high-school play got me scouted by Nebraska, and they signed me as a running back. I was good—real good. But after a friend of mine was hurt on the field and they told him he’d never play again, I got smart in other ways, too. I took my degree in business. I was signed by the Eagles and played almost five years with them and the Broncos, until my knee really started in on me. They told me there was a risk of permanent damage if I kept playing, and I started looking around. Kerricott Corp.—the big restaurant-and-hotel chain—made me an offer. I’d been working with them in the off season after I got my M.B.A. from Colorado. I took it. Junior executive. I was on the way up when this stuff happened. Me and a few of the others were going to take a plane to New Zealand, but somehow I wound up here.”


Mogart seemed extraordinarily pleased. Another good fit. “You would never have made it to New Zealand,” he consoled. “No fuel stops, most of the islands gone or the volcanoes erupting. Same with New Zealand. It’s gone.” He shifted. “How’s your knee now?”


“Fine,” Walters responded unhesitatingly. “I think I got out in time.”


“Either of you married?” Mogart prodded. “Family?”


“I was married once,” Walters told him. “We busted up a year and a half ago. I guess she’s dead now. I don’t know about West Virginia—I haven’t been able to get a line east of the Rockies. I guess they’re all gone, too.”


Mogart turned his head to look at Jill McCulloch. “You?”


She shook her head slowly from side to side. “Dad wouldn’t move out. We tried, but by the time he decided to do anything it was too late. The tidal waves, you know. He was all I had—close, anyway. Gone now.” That last was said so softly it could hardly be heard, as if for the first time she was suddenly facing up to what “gone” really meant.


“Do either of you have any experience with weapons?” Mogart continued his questioning.


“I’m pretty good with a rifle and did some deer hunting with a bow and arrow when I was a teen-ager, but nothing else,” Walters told him.


“I—this might seem silly,” Jill said hesitantly. “I’m a pretty good fencer. It was one of the secondary sports I took up that helped build up my reflexes and timing.”


“Ever kill anyone, either of you?” Mogart pressed.


They both looked startled. “Of course not!” Jill huffed. Mac treated it like a joke; he smiled and shook his head negatively.


“Do you think you could do so? Could you kill if, by doing so, you could stop that thing up there from hitting the Earth, maybe even reverse a lot of what has happened here?” Mogart’s tone grew serious, almost anxious, and there was no doubt in either of the others’ minds that the question was not being asked from a purely theoretical point of view.


“I—I’m not sure,” the woman replied.


“Depends,” was Walters’ response. “If somebody was trying to kill me, maybe I could.”


The little man sighed and lit another cigarette. He needed a drink, but didn’t dare right now. “Well, that’s not exactly what we have here. But some killing might be necessary—and, in fact, you might be killed instead.” He paused, lapsing again into that daze, but only for a moment.


“Look,” he continued earnestly. “Here’s the situation. I told you how the University sets up these universes. The processes used and the equipment required would seem like black magic to you. I should know—I think I’m the model for most of the devils and demons on this world. So let’s think of it as magic, complete magic. Your science is devoted to finding the laws by which things work, and it’s a comfortable way to do things—but all of it, necessarily, is simply defining the laws established artificially for this universe by the Department of Probabilities. Those laws don’t apply everywhere. So let’s take nothing for granted, and just accept it as magic. It works about the same way, anyway.”


He reached into his tattered coat pocket and pulled out something, placing it on the vinyl tabletop for them to see. It was a huge stone, like a perfect giant ruby, multifaceted and shining, almost as if it were on fire with a life source of its own.


“A device—an amplifier—no, check that, a magic stone,” Mogart explained. “A link with my own world, and with all the others, too. A vessel of great power during the setup stages, drawing power from outside your universe. With it I have enormous power by your standards. I make people do things against their will, change minds, put on funny shows, transport myself where I will. It’s still not very powerful comparatively speaking. Its limits are too great—it cannot handle enough power to do a big job.”


“It does pretty well against the laws of probabilities,” Walters noted, nodding toward the slot machines.


Mogart smiled. “Oh, dear me! No! You presuppose that the machines are random. Most people do. Actually, they have a system of weights and pins in them, governed mechanically by the coins put in. That’s how they set the payoffs. The more coins in, the more weights depressed, the more pins go out longer to catch the elusive payoffs. I merely increase the weight so that the pins come out all the way. I win nine out of ten times that way.”


“Psychokinesis,” Jill guessed. “I saw a TV show on it once.”


Mogart nodded. “If you will. I’ve been using the power to try and slow our unfriendly asteroid out there. There has been some effect, but it’s very slight on an object of such mass.”


“Perhaps you could add more mind power by adding more people,” Walters suggested, not even considering the fact that he was taking all that the little man had said at face value.


Mogart shook his head from side to side. “No, no. The number of inputs actually decreases the output power. More drain. You’d need matched minds, and that would be impossible unless there were more exact duplicates of me—and one of me is too much for most people. No, it’s not more input, but more amplification that’s needed. The stone just doesn’t have sufficient power to do what it’s being asked to do.”


“Then you need more stones,” Jill put in, thinking aloud. “How many?”


“Five,” Mogart replied. “Five more, that is. The progression is exponential. Two stones joined together have ten times the power of one; three, ten times two, and so on. It’s a neat solution. Nobody in the field has enough power to change the rules of the world, let alone the universe, he or she is in—but a lot of us can get together if something monstrous goes wrong and fix it.”


“And the end of the world isn’t monstrous?” Walters asked incredulously.


The little man sighed. “The end of your world, of this planet, yes. One world in a vast universe, and only one of many universes. Planets and suns die all the time. No, you wouldn’t comprehend the nature of a catastrophe enormous enough to cause a bunch of us getting together. So we have a problem. How do we get enough of the stones and get them into my hands in time to stop this crash? I can’t get them from the University; Probabilities has them too well guarded for that. That means we have to get them from others of my own kind in the field.”


“Steal them, you mean,” Jill put in.


He nodded. “If you will.”


“Any more of your kind on Earth?” Mac asked.


“No, there’s usually only one per civilization, and this one in particular is not highly thought of, which is why they chose me for the job. And we can’t get the stones from legitimate research personnel, either. They would be more than willing to destroy their little worlds rather than give up their stones, and may have University security helping them. No, we’ll have to pluck them from the rogues like me.”


“Rogues?” Jill echoed questioningly.


He nodded. “Ones who, like myself, got into trouble and were exiled to various little-used and unimportant places where they could cause no real harm outside their own prison. Most choose it, like myself, rather than face the alternatives of an eternally dull retirement or a mindwipe.” He looked at them both seriously. “We can’t die, you see. We reached that point and passed it eons ago. We neither die nor reproduce. And that, of course, brings up the other problem—the ones you must steal the stones from, they are immortal, too. They can kill you, but you can’t kill them.”


“Then how…?” both of the humans asked together, letting the question trail off.


“We must find the agent, then somehow steal the magic jewel. Not once, which is hard enough, but five times. And we haven’t any room for failure, either. Time isn’t consistent on the various levels—some run at this time rate, some run much faster than we, some run much slower. Which is good, for otherwise we’d never have the time to do the job. So, with time pressing, we are limited to universes running at a much faster clip than here—say an hour here equals a day there, or even faster rates. That narrows us down to only a couple of dozen. Now, add to that problem the fact that we must Use only rogues, not anyplace with a project going on where security could be around. When I put all those requirements together, I come up with only five possibilities. Five! Thus, we must enter each of those worlds and steal the magic jewel—and we cannot fail even once, or we won’t have enough power to knock that damned rock out of reality. And, with time so short here, we alone must do it. I can help, but the two of you must do the real work. There is no one else, nor is there likely to be.”


Mac Walters gulped, and Jill McCulloch again experienced that sense of total unreality about the conversation.


“Do you both agree to try?” Mogart pressed.


Walters nodded dully.


McCulloch sighed, not believing a word of what she was hearing. “Why not?”


The little man nodded. “Now, indulge me here. I know you both think this is end-of-the-world madness, so this little bit extra will not hurt, either. Just believe me that, for various reasons, it’s necessary.”


He reached out and picked up the jewel, holding it in his outstretched right hand, palm open and up in the center of the table.


“You first, young woman. Just place your hand over mine and the jewel—no, palm down, on top of mine. That’s it.” His tone grew strange; even his voice started to take on a hollow, echoey quality.


“Repeat after me,” he instructed. She nodded, and he said, “I, Jill McCulloch, freely and of my own will, accept the geas and all others which shall be placed upon me.” Then he stopped. She repeated it, forgetting the word “geas” until prompted. “And I accept this one as my liege lord in service, and accept his mark and bondage.”


She frowned slightly. The language sounded like something out of Dracula; she had the odd feeling that she was selling her soul. Still, she repeated the man’s strange words.


“What is done is done and cannot be undone,” Mogart intoned, “under the Seal of Blood.”


Suddenly there was a burning feeling in the center of her palm, as if someone had just stuck a lot of needles in it. She started in surprise and tried to pull her hand away, but it seemed frozen there.


“It is finished,” Mogart proclaimed, and her hand came free. She withdrew it and stared at her palm. On it, like some sort of tattoo, was a small pentagram inside of which were two stylized strokes, like goat’s horns. There were little flecks of blood around it, inside the pentagram, but they soon dried and the pain quickly faded.


“Now you, Mr. Walters,” Mogart said, turning to the man, who was staring at the woman’s palm in mixed wonder and apprehension.


“What’s happening there?” he asked nervously.


“A necessary process,” Mogart responded coolly. “Binds you to the jewel, and so will allow you to pass into other planes at my direction and also will always keep you in touch with me. Come! Come! What have you to lose? And time is of the essence!”


Walters put his hand over the jewel in Mogart’s palm a little hesitantly. But he did it, going through the same ritual, and, despite forewarning, experiencing the same burning and etched design on his palm as the woman had.


Mogart smiled, let out a deep sigh, and put the jewel back in his pocket. “I am the sole input,” he intoned lightly under his breath. “The two are bound as my vassals, and so it shall remain as long as I have need of them.” He lapsed into thought for a moment, then said, “All right, let’s get things straight. We have five jewels to get and we have very little time. The best way is to dispatch each of you to a different plane—a one-person operation. As soon as you have the jewel in your physical possession, just wish yourself back to me and you will come. That should simplify matters a bit—you won’t have to worry about a getaway. Without their jewels, the rogues can’t even give chase. If one of you has more success than the other, well, we’ll continue with the operation with the other, and if we’re lucky, both of you will combine for the last two quests.”


“You mean we’ll be alone?” Jill gasped. “Not even a team? I thought the two of us—”


“No time,” Mogart cut her off. “But you won’t be alone. I cannot go anywhere physically from this plane except back home—the Main Line, as it’s called. But I can be summoned when needed, and I can also prepare the way. You will be matched to the plane—time rate, language, whatever will be needed for you to be both unobtrusive and safe from death through ignorance of local conditions. Also, it’s possible for anyone with a jewel to find the whereabouts of any other jewel-bearer, just in case. Since you are bound to me, it’s just about the same, so you won’t have to comb a whole world.” He slid out from the booth and stood. “Come on! Let’s be away!”


They also slid out and stood, and as they did, Mogart walked in back of the bar, took a glass, and poured himself a straight double shot of Scotch.


The young couple looked nervously at the barman. He seemed still, as if frozen in position, eyes wide open but unseeing. Mac went up to him and examined him closely.


The barman seemed to be alive, but a living statue.


“No, nothing’s wrong with him, or with anybody else in the bar,” Mogart told Mac, anticipating the question. “It’s us. As soon as you both entered my service, I started speeding us up. We won’t be able to put you in the proper planes until you are physically, temporally, matched to their rates.” He downed the contents of the glass, coughed, belched, and then came back around the bar.


“All right. Just a second.” He took a piece of chalk from the blackboard behind the bar announcing special drink prices, cleared a place in front of the bar of furniture, and motioned them both to come to him.


“Stand close together,” he instructed, “while I draw this thing. Don’t touch or cross the line,” he warned.


Quickly he bent and sketched out a chalk pentagram around them, with the three of them in the middle, then stood up and turned to face them.


“Ready?” he asked, and before they could reply things started to happen.


The entire bar and its people and contents seemed to fade slowly out of existence. It was replaced with a grayness, a nothingness that nonetheless seemed to be substantial, to be something or some place. They had no bearings; even the floor was gone, and they felt as if they were floating. Now and then images would flicker by for an instant, but never long enough to tell what shapes and scenes they held.


“It is now six-fifteen, in your world, on the evening of August twelfth.” Mogart’s voice came to them, not as if he were speaking but as if he were somehow projecting his thoughts into their minds. “Remember, time is of the essence, and one failure means we all fail. Even though the worlds in which you will exist run much faster, time will not stop on Earth. The quicker each jewel is procured, the better.”


“Where are we going first?” Jill asked, still feeling that she was in some sort of strange dream.


“We will choose lines temporally closest to ours and close in as we go,” Mogart explained, at the same time explaining nothing.


“I’m not sure I want—” Mac Walters began, but it was too late. One of those flickering images came up and he felt himself being pushed out into it by a force too strong to resist.


A few seconds later Jill McCulloch felt the same shove.


What they wanted was strictly beside the point, Mogart thought with satisfaction. Time was of the essence, and the sooner they got started the sooner he could get back to that damned bar and get himself another drink.
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SHE FELL AS IF FROM A GREAT HEIGHT YET SHE HIT cool grass with little impact and rolled comfortably. Then she picked herself up and looked around.


She was on the edge of a forest, near a main road paved with hand-hewn bricks leading off to a town in the distance that seemed to be out of the Arabian Nights minus the desert. Spires and minarets abounded, the only tall structures in a village otherwise without any real multistory buildings. Everything seemed made of brick or of some sort of adobe.


It was a quiet place, though; some birds flew and whistled in the winds above the trees, and occasionally an insect would buzz by, but beyond this there was a stillness.


It is really a pretty scene, she thought.


She heard someone move near her and turned with a start to see Mogart. At least she hoped it was Mogart—he was now nude, and, she discovered irritably, so was she.


Mogart was much more alien and fearsome when unclothed. From his forehead now sprang two tiny horns which, she realized, had probably been there all along but were masked by the thick head of hair, and his face looked much more demonic and inhuman. His upper torso, was squat and surprisingly muscular, and, she saw, he had no navel.


From the waist down he was covered in a deep blue fur tinged here and there with gray, leading down to two powerful animal-like feet terminating in cloven hooves. His tail, tied somehow in his suit, was now revealed to be long and serpentine, ending in an arrow-shaped membrane. Even his hands seemed more fearsome, more menacing, his long fingers terminating in what might better be described as claws than hands.


“Please don’t be alarmed,” he said gently to her. “First of all, I can’t translate the artifacts of a world without more power, and that, alas, includes clothing. But this should serve a good purpose as well. Now you see me as I really am, and you have your memory of me as a disguised human of your line. This should give you more clues as to what to look for in my brother here. We all would look identical to your eyes, I assure you so you’re looking for another like me.”


She accepted that much, still having some of that dreamlike feeling. “But what about me?” she asked him, concerned. “Surely I can’t go nude into a new society.” She stopped for a second, thoughts diverted. “You are transparent,” she noted. “I can see very slightly through you.”


He nodded. “And you, too. We are slightly out of phase with this world as yet, deliberately. We can perceive its reality but are not yet a part of it. I cannot be—this is about as much as you can get of me. We are ghosts here; they cannot see or hear us. Come, let us go toward the city while I brief you on this rather strange place. Do not be worried if we encounter anyone; I assure you and your modesty that we can’t be seen, heard, or felt.”


She had no choice; she started walking with him over to and then down the road.


“The city is called Zolkar; we are still on the Earth and within your own standards of what is human, so we don’t have that problem.”


“And the jewel—the other one of you—is in this Zolkar?” she quizzed.


He nodded. “Yes, indeed. I dare not get too close to him or he will become aware of my presence—and that would be disastrous. But it is definitely in Zolkar—the jewels draw each other together like magnets. It is here. I know this because we are here, and we could therefore be nowhere else.”


“What sort of place is this, then?” she prodded.


“A very nice one, really,” he responded. “As I remember it, the Philosophy Department got into a big dispute over whether or not there was an innate moral sense, or whether or not people could be trained to have a totally ethical behavior set. This world is one of the attempts at finding out. Do you know anything about the Islamic faith?”


She shrugged. “Not much. I thought this place looked kind of Middle Eastern, despite the trees.”


“This is approximately the location of San Jose, California, in your world,” he told her. “And the faith here is more like Islam than others, about in the same way that Judaism and Pentecostal Christianity are more like each other than either is to, say, Zen Buddhism. The rules are fairly simple and basic—sin is defined by the rules as anything you think of as a sin, within certain limits, of course. Insanity is compensated for, and conscience is established by social rules taught from the cradle. The difference is that if you commit a sin in our little corner you might feel guilty, but here sin is divinely punished. It makes for a wonderful experiment in Pavlovian conditioning—divine justice is meted out equally to all. It works pretty well, at that—drop a gold coin here, and they will rush to return it to you. There is none of the fear and tension plaguing your civilization. It’s pretty dull, actually, which is why the experiment was abandoned.”


She stopped short. “Do you mean that anything I do that either I or this society considers wrong is punished? A bolt from the blue?”


He nodded. “Oh, yes. Just so. The University uses this place now only for the most serious miscreants of my own people.”


Jill was sure she wasn’t going to like this at all. He caught her reluctance and said, “Look, we need the jewel and we have no slip-ups allowed us. You must do it.”


She shook her head in bewilderment. “But how do you steal a jewel—or anything, for that matter—when you can’t get away with anything?”


He shrugged. “Hopefully you’ll figure that out. As you will see, particularly among the younger ones here, there is sin, but it doesn’t last long. Excessive pride might make you incapable of lying; vanity is a sure guarantee of ugliness. Severity increases with repetition, so a first-time thief might lose only a couple of fingers.”


She shuddered. “Is there any way to reverse this divine verdict?”


“Oh, yes,” he replied lightly. “If it’s a sin with victims, you must confess to your victims and beg their forgiveness, which will wipe away the sin. They have to forgive, you know. Otherwise they’d have no charity or compassion, and that would mean they would have divine retribution in kind. If you commit a victimless crime, you bear the punishment until true repentance and contrition is within you, and you beg God for forgiveness. Commit the same offense three times and you’re stuck with it for life.”


They were approaching a robed and bearded peasant walking alongside a cart being pulled by an enormous bison. They approached from his rear, and Jill became conscious once again of her nudity.


“I told you we aren’t of this world as yet,” Mogart chided, and walked around the cart. When she hesitated, she felt a strong taloned hand grab her arm and pull it forward.


It was true. The peasant paid them no notice whatsoever. Once she accepted the situation, she went over and walked beside the peasant, even putting her hands in front of his eyes. Neither man nor animal took any notice at all.


She felt better, relaxed, and they entered the city.


Still, she began to have a different sense of unease as she looked at the alien buildings and exotic dress of the inhabitants. This was not her world nor her people; even if time were not a factor, it would be almost impossible to feel at home here, to operate inconspicuously and, yes, daringly.


For the first time she grasped the reality of the situation, and it unsettled her. She felt like a spy in a strange land, an amateur spy totally ill-equipped for a dangerous mission.


“I don’t think I can manage this,” she muttered.


Mogart seemed less bothered. “Don’t worry so much. I wouldn’t just plop you here alone. Ho! See? The street we’re looking for!”


They turned a corner and she saw a nearly deserted street composed of cracked one- and two-story adobe houses.


Mogart seemed to know where he was going, and she had to trust him. At the ninth door he stopped, turned, grinned, showing those sharp, stained teeth, and said, “Come on. Follow me.” With that he walked right through the door without opening it.


The action was so startling that she just stood there a moment, amazed; suddenly a hand emerged, grabbed her arm, and pulled her through. There was no sensation; she just passed through the door as if it were not there and then she was inside.


The house was covered with a straw floor; at the back of the single room was a crude fireplace, and hung on hooks around the room were flickering lanterns that smelled of some kind of foul oil. Near the back of the room were two beds of matted straw stuffed inside wood frames. A low wooden table flanked by thick woven straw mats were the only other furnishing.


Sitting on the mats were two children. The boy, wearing the same loose-fitting robe she’d seen on the peasant, was munching some kind of confection that looked like peanuts imbedded in hardened molasses. He looked no older than ten or eleven, and he was filthy and disheveled. A couple of flies buzzed around him, although he took no notice. The girl looked perhaps a year older; she showed signs of being close to turning into a woman, and her hair, like his, was very long. She appeared to take a little better care of herself than the boy did, but it was only a matter of degree. Both of them could stand several hours in a hot tub, Jill decided.


“Who are they?” she asked.


Mogart smiled. “The boy is called Gaha’auna, which means ‘Shadow of the City’; the girl is Ma’houdea, which means ‘Bright Star of the Night Skies.’ Both are orphans—street urchins, really—who make their living by begging. Charity is a virtue, so they never starve, although these are a poor people and you’ll not get rich on it. This can be a cruel culture for those without family, no matter what the cause. They have great value, though, since children have a freer hand in this society than adults, whose roles are pretty much predetermined, and street urchins are worldly-wise far beyond their years.”


She looked them over. “They are brother and sister?”


Mogart chuckled. “Oh, my, no. Just partners, you might say. This place has been vacant for a while, so they moved in. In a society where sin is divinely punished there’s no need for locks and such, so they’ll be all right until the place is rented again. The landlord knows about them, but until he has a renter it would be uncharitable to throw them out, a minor sin in its own right.”
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