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ONE

Failway Termind cut acrossthe old sector of the city like an ugly red house-brick thrown by avanda on
to aLilliputian town. Almost asquare mile of the old town had been obliterated to make room for the
monstrous hundred-storied hulk of architectural impotence which wasthe Termina building. Streets and
parks dike ended with a plaintive suddenness short of this monumenta reminder that money can buy
anything. Its shadow secured ashroud of dmaost permanent gloom across the tenements till cringing
between it and theriver. Failway Terminal, thought Ivan Daroi, was a headache from any point of view.

A ground-cab set him down at the main entrance, and he lingered for awhile watching the faces of the
trippers and the sensation seekers who flocked to the Terminal in search of the pleasures only Failway
could provide. The Sght made him dightly sick. Failway was gtrictly impartid: the customers got what
they paid for — pleasures smple, exciting, exotic or erotic according to their wishes. The trouble was
that people tended to graduate ...

The girl at the reception desk took his card and scanned it with disfavour.
"Y ou have an gppointment?"

"No," said Ddroi. "Only people who expect to live along time make appointments. | want to speak to
Peter Madden."

"Would you careto state the nature of your business?'

"Right now it hasn't got aname, but unless | get afew good answers| shal probably cal it murder.”
The girl dialed anumber and spoke briefly into an acoustic chamber. Then she turned back to Ddroi.
"Mr. Madden was expecting you to cal. He will see you immediately.”

Dalroi scowled. Only a selected few knew he was planning avist to Failway Terminal. Only one other
person knew his purpose. Somebody was guessing, or ... A sudden stab of panic clawed at hisvitalsand
he rgected it savagely.

Peter Madden was a mild-seeming man with a careful, suave cam born more of rigid self-discipline than
inner content. The man's balance and control was amost perfect, thought Daroai, but the tell-tae top line
frown betrayed the power and the conflict locked within the skull. Peter Madden was not aman to be
crosd lightly.

"Fallway Public Relations at your disposd, Mr. Ddroi. We aim to serveyou.”
"I doubt it!" said Ddrai. "I'm not exactly increasing the good-will of the establishment.”

Madden looked him firmly in the eyes, adight smile on hislips, and motioned him into achair. "Knowing
your reputetion for trouble, | take it thisisn't asocid vigt?'

"If you were expecting me, you know damn well it isn't. For the record I'll pretend you don't know who |
am or why I'm here." He searched carefully around the room for the concealed microphones he knew
were recording every word he spoke. "I'm a private investigator working on behalf of Baron Cronstadit



and the Cronstadt committee. Four weeks ago three members of the committee visited Failway on a
fact-finding tour. | know they went in because | watched them. They never came out again.”

"That's a sweeping statement,” said Madden gently. ™Y ou don't suppose we lose people in Failway, do
you?"

"l do mean just that."

"It'sscarcely policy, Mr. Ddroi. Failway is devoted to offering patrons whatever they choose to seek. If
they camelooking for facts, | have no doubt they found them."

"And if they camelooking for trouble?' asked Daroi. "Let's stop fencing, Mr. Madden. The Cronstadit
committeeisout to break the Failway monopoly. The fact that three members don't return after a
Failway visit ishighly suggestive of alittlefoul play. I'd be interested to hear your explanation.”

Madden laughed quietly. "My dear Ddroi, we're not afraid of the Cronstadt committee, and welve
nothing to hide. Thereve aways been cranks againgt Failway and there dwayswill be— it's part of the
crosswe bear for being in advance of the times. Why should we trouble oursaves with the maunderings
of threeold men?'

Daroi looked up. "Who said they were old?"

Peter Madden spread his hands. "Prohibition is an old man's occupation. Do you mind if | offer you a
little advice, Mr. Ddroi?"

"Cdl melvan," said Ddroi insolently. "It soundslessformd.”

Madden controlled himself. "Very well — lvan. | advise you to drop this case. Y ou've abig reputation as
aninvestigator. | suggest you wouldn't want to ruin it by starting something you have no hope of finishing.”

"Isthat athreat?"

"No, amply aprediction.”

"Then your crysta ball istuned in to the wrong channel. I've never yet walked out on acase.”
"Not even when the price wasright?* Madden watched him closdly.

"No," said Ddroai, "not even then. Firs of al aman hasto livewith himsdf. Besdeswhich, | havea
persond score to settle with Failway.”

Madden fingered afile of papers on his desk then pushed it aside with a hint of impatience. "l was afraid
of that," he said. "'l don't suppose it does any good to repeat that you have no chance at al of
succeeding?'

"No," said Ddroi. "Win or lose, thereisn't enough room for Daroi and Failway to live together. One of
usisgoing to haveto go."

"At least we reach apoint of complete agreement,” said Madden quietly.

He stood up to signify that the interview was at an end. Dalroi rose dso, puzzled by acurious
undercurrent in the P.R.O.'s manner. Madden showed him out with the usua courtesesand afina
handshake. Astheir hands clutched, Dalroi became aware that a piece of folded paper was being
pressed into his palm. A glance at Madden's eyes cautioned him to silence. He trapped the paper deftly
beneath his thumb, and set off down the corridor without once looking back.



He was deep in the heart of the old town before he dipped the note carefully into his pocket. Glancing
round to make sure he was not being followed, he entered Mortimer's café-bar and went straight to the
telephone. Thiswas atactical move. Mortimer saw him enter and nodded to the boy to watch the door.
Ddroi and Mortimer had amutua pact to protect each other'sright to privacy, aremnant of the old
gang-fights of their youth.

The note read:
FAILWAY G2. 12:00 MUST SPEAK. MADDEN.

Ddroi frowned. Failway G.2, was the heavy goods entrance on theriver sde of the Terminal. It was
Stuated in the wharfing areain the toughest and most vicious digtrict of the old town. Daroi knew. He
had spent his youth in the shadows of the brothels and bars around the mouldering wharves. That scar on
his forehead was no accident.

He dropped some coins into the meter and dialled his office. Zdenka, his secretary, answered the phone.
"Ddroi here, Zen. Anything new comein for me?'
"Nothing — unlessyou count the gas bill."

"Fileit," said Ddroi. "Under miscellaneous. Look, | want you to get on to our police contacts and seeif
you can get information on any unidentified bodies found in thisareain the last four weeks. I'm
specificaly interested in three, mae, in thefifty to sixty-five age group.”

"That sounds ominoudy like the members of the fact-finding party who went into Failway."

"Precisdy,” said Ddroi. "I'm tempted to wonder if I've been looking for them in the wrong place.
Something's very curious about thiswhole affair. Therésahell of an undercurrent behind everything.”

" Spesking of undercurrents,”" Zdenka said, "somebody named Dutt was on the phone.™
"How long ago?'

"Thirty seconds, perhaps.”
"Right!" said Ddroi. ™Y ou can go homeif you want to. | shal probably belate."

He broke the connection hastily. He knew nobody named Dutt. The message was a prearranged code.
DUTT ... Don't Use The Telephone. It meant that the persona-privacy meter in the office had detected a
wire-tap on the line. Hisinterest in Failway had somebody worried, and that somebody was going to a
great dedl of trouble to keep informed of his movements. Things were beginning to warm up.

He left the phone, nodded to Mortimer, then changed his mind about going out of the front entrance and
went through the kitchens at the back. Turning uptown he ignored two ground-cabs and selected a third.
Thusit was hewas just re-passing Mortimer's bar in time to see the front blown out by abomb which
exploded within.

He hdted the cab, half inclined to plough into the wreckage to look for Mortimer and the boy, but the
angle of the beamstold him the floor had collgpsed into the cellar. That madeit ajob for the fire-service
rescue squad and the police — especialy the police. Mortimer's hobby was printing, and the presses
livedin the cellar — 0 did the plates which produced such highly accurate counterfeit banknotes.

With asick heart he ordered the cab to drive on. He had no doubt that the bomb had been intended for



himsdlf. Obvioudy he had been followed from Failway by someone who was not only amagter of his
trade but was a so0 prepared to kill and was not particular asto how hedid it. That triple quaification
narrowed the field quite abit. He could not recall more than half adozen men in the country who could fit
the post — and they were dl very expensive.

He began to sense the power and complexity of the web stretched out across the city. Somebody at
Failway was displeased or frightened or both, and Failway never stopped at nicetiesto remove athorn
beneath the flesh. It had dways been the same — the vast concentration of power scaled down to the
fine operating edge of the professond killer; the knifein the dark, the body in the river — nice
inconspi cuous deaths with no witnesses, no convictions and nothing to connect them with Failway save
the tenuous threads of suspicion.

Failway tolerated no oppostion. It was ruthless, thorough and invariably fatal to its opponents. Why not,
when it was prepared to spend amillion pounds to ensure a man was dead?

Cronstadt himself had chosen Ddroi for the job; 'Iron-fist' Cronstadt, the Steel and Paper Baron, aman
of fierce ambitions and bitter, uncompromising drives. Around him he had drawn acommittee of helpers
as bizarre and unorthodox as himsdlf: Predey, head of the United Churches Militant Action Group;
Hildebrand, psychologist and intellectud; and the fantastic Doctor Gormalu, whose scientific genius had
first made Failway possible. Also backing Cronstadt was the government-appointed fact-finding group
whose disappearance had given Dalroi hisfirst operating part in the game.

Three streets from the office Daroi dismissed the cab on a swift impulse. It occurred to him that the
bomb in Mortimer's bar had |eft him with an unsought advantage. For afew hours at least Failway would
be unableto tdl if their murder bid had been successful. That gave him afew hoursto locate the killer
who had followed him, and to extract alittle vengeance.

He dived into the nearest hotel, went straight through into the cloakroom and locked himsdlf in. Then he
pulled out his utility-wallet and did a hasty make-up job on himself. Under the brush and powder his hair
turned darker and streaked with grey. His face tanned chestnut with the [otion and the supple skin
tautened as the resins dried and contracted. Contact lenses masked the colour of his eyes, and within
twenty minutes the face of Ivan Dalroi aged by thirty years.

He now turned his attention to his clothes. The trousers and shoes were nondescript but hisjacket was
obtrusively hisown. Not far from the hotel was athird-rate tailor who made his fortune out of the
sartorial necessities of underpaid office workers. Daroi l€ft his own jacket in ahotel locker, and by the
time he stepped on to the bus he was certain that no one could have recognised the peevish, frustrated
clerk asthe grim-eyed private investigator who had so narrowly escaped death a Mortimer's.

He chose the bus-stop before the ruined bar, and walked on to where the knot of spectators pressed the
police cordon. He pushed hisway forward until he was jammed against the arm of a policeman
attempting to control the crowd.

"Keep back behind there!™

"What happened?' said Daroi.

"Explosion,” said the policeman. "Now keep moving dong there.”
"Any survivors?' Ddroi asked.

"No, not ahope. They've got stretchersin there now but the ambulance is awaste of time. Now move
aong, if you please!”



Ddroi worked hisway dowly through the crowd. There were the usua groups of people who assembled
on such occasions: the housewives complete with shopping, shift workers homing for alate lunch, the
elderly and retired who had no more congenia occupation than to pronounce judgement at an accident
or aholeintheroad. Mentdly he catal ogued the assembly one by one, looking for someone who did not
quitefit. He was certain in his own mind that the bomb-thrower was sill on the scene waiting for
confirmation that Dalroi was dead. Finding no positive suspects he moved back to the beginning of the
crowd.

"They say theresthree dead bodiesin there," Daroi confided to afellow onlooker.

"That s0? Still, there might have been alot morein abar a thistime of day."

Daroi moved on. "They say there'sthree headsin there," he said to another, "but only two bodies."
"Three?' The man looked up sharply. "How do you know?"

"I was speaking to thefire-chief. He said two waiters and abig blond fellow.”

"I wonder why they don't fetch them out?!

"Can't," said Ddroi. "Thefloor droppedin.”

He moved on, spreading an occasiond lie, and reckoning on inference and hearsay to spread thefase
rumour of hisown demise. Then he saw his man. The face was disguised and unfamiliar, but the set of the
shoulders and the soft cat-tread walk struck achord in hismemory. The assassin had turned from the
crowd and was leaving, as though bored with the inactivity of the scene.

Ddroi followed him slently. They turned off the high-street, through the arcade, then right and on to the
Black-water bridge. Halfway across the bridge the assassin paused to light acigarette. Daroi paused
asoto dip the catch on hisautomatic pistol. Then the two fell into step.

"Nicetry, Michael Neasden,” said Ddroi casudly.

The other was startled. "What the hell ?*

"Kegpwaking," said Ddroi. "I've got agun on your spine. Thisisone funeral you aren't going to miss.”
The other considered thisin silence for amoment. "What makes you think I'm Michael Neasden?'
"Simple," said Ddroi. "1 followed your backside for two years, exercising round a bloody prison yard.”
Despite the gun the other fatered in hisstride. "Ddroi! But | thought ... "

" ... I was dead. And you thought that because you were just on your way to Failway to collect the fee
for having murdered me. That's one mistake more than you're dlowed.”

Neasden shot him an agonised glance, then lunged. Hisfist took Daroi in the ssomach as he sprang for
the parapet, then he vaulted the concrete rail and dived for theriver below. A barge passing benesth
saved Ddroi having to fire a atarget moving in the water. It saved Ddroi havingtofireat all.

TWO

Ddroi had no doubt his office was being watched. Any of ahundred windowsin the area could be used
to overlook the door to the office block. Fortunately the doorway was common to thirty offices, and he



was confident his disguise would stand up to dl but the most prolonged scrutiny.

He entered the building and went straight up the dairs, suddenly awarethat the light in his office was il
burning athough the hour was late. Through the reeded-glass panel in the corridor he could seethe
outline of Zdenkaditting at her desk. A darker figure stood near the door. The atmosphere held the
sweet smell of trouble. He ignored hiskey and fingered the office doorbell. A moment's hesitation, then
the door was opened by atal stranger in ablack tunic shirt.

"Mr. Ddroi?" asked Ddroi, playing again the frugtrated clerk.

"At thistime of night? Try again tomorrow."

"But | must see him. You see, my wifehas... "

"Good luck!" said the man. "Y ou're probably better off without her."

But Ddroi pressed into the office, fussly insstent. Onelook at the haf-formed hope on Zdenkas face
told him al he needed to know. The stranger found hisrevolver, only to watch it spin from hisfingersasa
deft blow from Ddroi paralysed hisarm. Before the amazement could register Ddroi hit him again and he
fdl asthough pole-axed.

"| thought you were never going to come," Zdenka said.

"l was ddlayed. A friend of minewaskilled by abomb and | felt obliged to find out who threw it. When
did this character turn up?'

"Right after you cdled. | think he was connected with the line-tap on the phone.”

"That makes sense,” said Dalroi disgustedly. "But they might have had the decency to send a
professond. | wouldn't be surprised if he even carries hisidentity on him.”

He searched the stranger's pockets rapidly. "I thought as much: Failway Internal Security Force.
Probably sent to clean-up the office as soon as they were sure that | was permanently out of the way."

"What are you going to do with him?"

"Call Inspector Quentain and tell him | wish to make acharge of armed assault and illegal entry. With the
sort of pressure Quentain's under he won't dare do athing, but it may give us afew loose ends we can
hook on to Failway."

"Y ou hate Failway, don't you?" Zdenkawatched him curioudly.

"Hate," said Ddroi bitterly, "doesn't begin to describe the emotion. | was brought up in the shadow of
Fallway. If ever agirl went missng wedl knew where sheldd gone. The building blocked the sunlight from
the streets, their refuse polluted the river, and their methods twisted the life and hope out of the people.
They set aprice on every form of human degradation; if you couldn't stand living in adum you could
adways sl yoursdf to Falway."

"Soundsgrim.”

"It was not only grim, it was murder. Failway owned most of the property and most of the people down
by the river, and they knew how to put on the pressure. If you had ataent Failway could use, you ether
joined them or they broke you."

"They didn't break you."



"No," said Ddrai. "l was one of the few who didn't break. That doesn't mean they didn't try."
"| hadn't realised such astuation could exig.”

"Why should you? Nobody's proud of degradation and nobody's going to spesk out against it when it
means a certain bullet in the back as aprice for indiscretion. But that's not a one among the things that
Failway hushes up. Did you know that once you get on the Failway system proper you quite legaly cease
to exigt. The Failway process breaks through into whet is caled an inferior energy level. What that is|
wouldn't pretend to know, but it's not on Earth aswe know it, and it'slegaly, moraly and actually
outside of every protection we normaly enjoy. Once you're in Failway you belong to them. Thefact that
they normdly give you agood time and then fetch you back to the Termind issSmply becauseit pays
themto do it that way."

"But millions of people go there every year. | wasthere mysdlf for the holidays.”
"I know," said Ddroi. "But did you ever see the police files on the people who didn't come back?"
"But they can't just kidnap people.”

"Don't be naive. Failway isapolice-state and alaw unto itsdlf. It's aso big business, and big businesses
have away of being ruthlesswith things affecting their interest.”

"There's another reason for having your knifein Faillway, isn't there?'
Dalroi looked away strangely, only half seeing. Then he nodded dully.
"Agin?'

"Perhaps.” Ddroi cleansed the resinsfrom his skin carefully.

"Don't you want to talk about her?"

"I'd sooner not." The sweet spirit drew the colour from hishair.

Zdenka caught sight of hisfacein the mirror. She had never seen Ivan Ddroi with quite that expression
before.

"Sorry!" said Zdenka. "I didn't meanto pry."

"Dontworry," Daroi said. "Thingslikethat don't hurt any more. They just leave you numb right through.
It'sakind of emotiona anaesthesia. The world's never the same place afterward. Somebody takesthe
flowers away. Poetry dies.”

"Y oumugt love her very much.”

" She has golden hair and the artless charm of a child. When she amilesit'slike ashaft of sunlight breaking
through awinter's ky."

"Doesn't sheloveyou?'

"No," said Ddroi. "Berinaloves Berina, and therésan end toit. That alone | could learn to live with, but
Failway's offered her big money to go as ahostess on Failway Two level | don't think they need her, but
they do have afew old scoresto settle with me. They're speciaigts at hitting where it hurts the most.”

"Can't you stop her from going?'



"Y ou can't sop Berinafrom doing anything. Y ou can only follow and pick up the pieces. For this
particular piece of vandaism | intend to bresk Failway evenif | haveto use my bare hands.”

"Suppose Failway breaks you instead?"

"I can afford to take therisk," said Ddroi. "If Berinagoes, | don't have very much to lose. For meit's
part crusade and part revenge, but for you there's nothing in it but the salary. That'swhy | don't want you
mixed up in what'sto come. Theres no point in your getting involved in something which doesn't concern
you."

"But it does concern me since I've got to live in the same world as Failway too. That makesit my fight
just as much as yours. Now tell me what we're going to do."

"Y ou're making abig mistake," said Ddroi. "Our role is making trouble for Failway — fifth column,
sabotage, any sort of random mischief, and the more destructive the better. Thisisto divert attention
while Cronstadt applies some other measures.”

Zdenka scowled. "It's not exactly legd!™

"Not very," said Ddroi, "but legdlities aren't going to bother Failway either. I've dready had proof of that.
Thefact isthat Failway's dready above thelaw, so we can't be compromised by having scruples
oursalves. Frankly our only assets are speed and mobility, and if we get caught we can't expect any
mercy from Failway or the police.

"All right, wheredo | gart?'

"Thiswhole business has abad smell. Do you remember Harry Dever? He was agood journalist before
he took to drink. In the morning | want you to find him and take him down to Passfields, you know the

spot”
Zdenkanodded. "Y ou think he might know something useful about Failway?"

"No," said Ddroi. "l think he might know something vital about the members of the Cronstadtt
committea”

"What makes you think that?'

"My dear Zen, tackling Failway is about the only form of legdised suicide il availablein this country.
Anybody who declareswar on Failway and lives longer than twenty-four hoursis either extremely clever,
extremely lucky or just plainimmortd. Haf of the committee are il living. It might be interesting to find
out why. For the sake of our own liveswe can't do that too fast. Y ou'd better call Inspector Quentain
now and ask him to pick up this Failway idiot before he stainsthe carpet.”

Quentain's eyes moved from Ddroi to the prostrate figure and back again. The policeinspector's
sardonic smilewas amog his only engaging festure,

"Suppose you sart explaining,” he said dowly, "and make it sound like nothing but the truth.”

"So hep me!” said Ddroi. "Don't | dways? He forced hisway into my office, prevented my secretary
from leaving, and when | arrived he pulled agun onme."

Quentain pulled out a notebook, and rolled the dormant figure over with hisfoot. "A client of yours?'

"Hell no! Hesfrom Failway Security.”



Quentain was suddenly interested. "Then | have no doubt he had a very good reason for doing what he
did. | don't seethereisany chargel can bring againg him."

"Do meafavour Quent!" said Ddroai. "Aren't | entitled to protection like any other ratepayer?’
The ingpector closed the notebook with a snap and replaced it in his pocket.

"Sorry, Ddroi! You'd scarcely expect meto risk my pension trying to make out a case for you versus
Failway. Y ou know which way theworld turns.”

"Yes" said Ddroi bitterly. "I know. I'd merely hoped that somewherein the dim, dark recesses of the
local constabulary there was someone with anostalgiafor aquaint old custom caled justice.”

"Justice? For you? My God, don't make me laugh! I've enough suspicions about you to put you insde for
about five hundred years— only | don't quite have the proof. And you scream for justice! What | don't
seeishow you became crazy enough to think you could fight Failway."

"Cdl it conscience," said Ddroi. "Even policemen get infected with it sometimes.”
"Not on my squad they don't.”

"Don'ttel me" said Dalroi. "I know most of your boys better than | knew my father. Thereisn't onewho
doesn't shed asilent tear before proceeding to beat the hell out of an innocent suspect. | know. |
received the best part of my education in thet little room at the back of thelocal station.”

"It'sapity you never saw fit to heed the lesson.”

"| learnt the Eleventh Commandment,” said Ddroi. " Thou shalt not be caught, regardless. Y ou had
nothing elseto teach.”

"Maybe, but being in my hair isonething, and taking up arms againgt Failway isancther. | shal missyou
when you're dead and gone.”

"How much is Fallway paying you, Quent?'
"Y ou know me better than that, Daroi."

"Yes, but | wondered how you came by such up-to-date information. My declared row with Failway is
yet only afew hoursold.”

"I read the signs," said Quentain, "and | keep an ear to the ground. Somebody's not very pleased with
you, Ddroi."

"And they're not offering you enough to tempt you, en?"

"I'mamasochigt,” Quentain said. "In acuriousway 1've got used to having you under my skin. Alsol
intend that when you go down for the last time I'm the one who'll be responsible.”

"Thanks, Quent. It's good to know that there are till afew human beingsin the Force."

"It's being so human that keeps me ahumble ingpector. Look, Ddroi, I'll tell you what I'll do for you. I'll
take this Faillway character of yours away and lose him somewhereif you'll promise that when Failway
catches up with you, you won't leave too much blood in my manor. Too much gore in the gutter doesn't
look too well in the records.”



"Thanksfor nothing,” said Ddlroi. "And if | want to know thetime'll ask a policeman.”

"Anything we can do to get you time will receive our wholehearted attention,” said Quentain, reaching for
hishat.

"Oh, and Ddrai ... | don't know what you've got yoursdlf into thistime, but | wish you luck. I've adight
feding youregoing to need it."

Berinasflat was on the far Sde of the city. Daroi went there, not sure of what purpose it might serve
sincethey had both already said al they had to say on the subject of her entering Failway, but influenced
by something of that human irrationdity which makes acondemned man react to amore imminent threst
of death. Hope was not to be abandoned before the finite end.

She opened the door to him, dressed in a soft and immaculately white dressing gown, and her hair fell
more gently and more golden on her shoulders than he ever before remembered. Her upturned face held
al thewarmth and innocence of achild, yet her lipswere possessed of such ameasure of thirsting after
lifethat every expresson, every fleeting movement, twisted his soul with longing. If characters have
depths then Berina had awhole world of unknown fascination hidden deep within her.

For Ddroi, the unfelt aching in hisarms became the ache to hold her body againg his, to pluck up this
young life and blend it with his own agonised passions, to squeeze for himsdlf alittle bam to ease the
bitternessin his heart. He put out hisarm to draw her to him, but she neither moved nor tried to turn
away. He bent down and kissed the upturned lips, wishing they were hungry, but she neither responded
to nor resented his attempts. He fondled her, but she stood as though unaware, neither consenting nor
objecting to his hands. He would have welcomed even an angry dap in preference to thiswarm
nothingness. Re ection he could have tolerated, but indifference to this degree he could neither
comprehend nor surmount. Anger with her changed to loathing for himsdlf, and he pushed her away and
felt hat with humiligtion.

"So you'reredly determined to go into Faillway?'

"Yed" Sheamiled delightedly, and the inflection of her voice made the answer at once a statement of fact
and amocking taunt. Berinawas enjoying her mastery.

"And there's nothing | can say which will make you change your mind?”

"No!" She knew hisdesiring and his misery, and with awanton coquettishness she was twigting the knife
in the wound. Had she been obliged to enter Hell for it she could not have thrown away this moment of
triumph.

ThisDaroi knew, as surely as he knew that retreat was the only way to maintain his salf respect. He had
not courted Berinafor six frugtrating, tempestuous, heart-rending months without becoming fully familiar
with her malicious, naive ddlight in emotiona torment. This practise had opened new chaptersin his
understanding of himsdlf and of humanity in general, and had given him afedling for poesy far degper than
any formal education could bestow. He had set her up as agoddess and worshipped at her feet, but she
had descended of her own valition and as from tomorrow would join the ranks of the professiond
courtesansin Fallway, for any man to take who merely had the price. Theidea cut Daroai into pieces, and
his hands trembled uncontrollably as his mood dternated between self-pity and hopel ess frustration.

For amoment he contemplated forcing her to yield to him, but antipathy at the idea of the warm,
unresponding doll he had just encountered rendered the impul se tillborn; sooner the remembered image
of vibrant, unobtainable life than experience of adummy madein the likeness of hislove and mocking him
by its complete indifference to his actions. To maintain the last strands of his shredding dignity he turned



on his hed and forced himsdlf to go without afurther word.

Objectively he could not blame Berinafor being Berina: she was one of Nature's own emotiona vandas,
an incongtant and incomparable nymph, and it was precisely this quality and its chalenge which had
attracted him to her in thefirst place. The diabolical facet was the way in which Failway was using this
very fact to strike one more deep hurt at Ddroi. Bering, for al her worldliness and deight, could have no
notion of the subtleness of the forces which had manipulated her decision. Daroi knew, and the anger
wasadab of pain across his chest, abright bank of fury which clawed under his eyelids. For this above
al hewas determined to revenge himsdf on Failway.

THREE

The clocks were striking half-past eleven as Daroi parked his car on awaste-lot near theriver. The
dank, warm and rotten smell of the mighty wash flowing between dark banks quickened his pulse and
brought back memories of ayouth of hope essness. Thiswas home ground to Daroi; acrazy, complex,
decaying world where the deek atomic merchantmen jostled the dirty, ancient steam-tramps for right of
waly on the great road to the sea; where the sprawling fingers of dockland spread ships, warehouses and
tenementsin such inextricable confusion that it was a puzzle to tel which was water-borne and which on
land.

Ddroi dipped quietly dong familiar pathways, not unmindful that his rendezvous with Madden might
prove to be atrap. Reconnoaitring the roadways leading to the Failway G.2 entrance, he watched
especidly for parked cars and trucks, and sounded the night life of the district carefully for anything which
might strike adiscord.

The huge bulk of Failway loomed like an ominous mountain high into the night sky, shading even the wan
garlight from the crippled streets below. The wail around the Terminal was broken by aseries of iron
gates at the entrance to the G.2 loading bays. Failway Security men populated the gatehouses and any
attempt to enter by the gates would have been futileif not fatdl. Dalroi therefore turned back to the wall.
It was twelve feet of unrelenting brick, capped with the sordid spite of broken bottles trapped in cement.
He weighed the position carefully. A minute later he dropped lightly inside. A smal door inaroller shutter
gave him accessto the building.

Theloading bays were accommodated in one vast hal which dwarfed even the largest trucks therein. At
thistime of night the place appeared deserted; Lit by afew sullen lampsin the high roof and overcast with
theair of potentia treachery. Huge bales and crates around the loading ramps shadowed space enough
for an army to lie concealed; but thisfact had a double edge, affording ample shelter for Dalroi ashe
moved carefully around the bay congtantly dert for watchmen or the possible path of an infra-red darm
beam. Of Madden there was no sign.

For fifteen minutes he sweated quietly, working from shadow to shadow until he had covered every
obvious angle. Cursing Madden for a pointless mission, he was about to retrace his stepswhen he
noticed adark alcove on hisright. He had passed it afew minutes previoudy and found it empty. A
glass-pandled door led from the acove to somewherein the interior. Now, he realised with an
electrifying shock, something had dtered. A cigarette end smouldered dimly on the floor. Within the
alcove stood adark shadow, waiting.

"Madden?' asked Dalroi softly.

In the a cove something stirred. Too quickly. Daroi's hand flew to his gun. Then the world about him
flooded into light. Abruptly he was running for hislife, dodging and twisting though the scattered bales
with ahail of shots screaming from either Sde. It was amarvellous ambush. Most of the available exits



sprouted their own particular bands of guardians, and those not plainly guarded had doubtless been
provided with their own less-obvious executioners.

Ddroi dropped off the staging and ran into the trucking line. Here the metal mongters offered amore
complex target, and he waslost from the sight of his hunters. He swung under atruck and hugged himself
up under the girders of the chassis. Hisleg gained purchase on the transmission shaft and despite the
grease and filth he managed to force his aching snewsto hold his body up until he thought he would
scream with the agony of fatigue.

The search came nearer, and passed. A cursory spotlight swept beneath the truck but failed to find his
back. Soon they would return more warily and search more thoroughly. If escape was possibleit was
now or never.

He dropped to the ground cautioudy, the fall of hisfeet cushioned by the thick, dried oil-patch
underneath. Swiftly crossing between one line of trucks and then another, he worked hisway towards a
large expresstruck. As he reached the cab a shout went ringing from the further sde of the hall and feet
came running. He prayed silently as hefelt the little key beneeth hisfingers. For asecond the enginefailed
to start, then coughed twice and broke into life with the noise of vibrant thunder.

Ddroi urged the vehicleinto lumbering life and charged it across the intervening space Sraight at the
sted-shuttered doors. With the engine warming rapidly hefelt hisluck returning. Then impact! The truck
was doing fifty when it hit the shutters, and the dam and the scream of tortured meta would have made a
fitting prelude to the last days of the universe. The bumper grid took most of the force, but the cab ripped
open at the top and the safety-glass dissolved around him in ahail of patterned diamonds.

Then hewas out of the building, the shutter torn and twisted like a cardboard mock-up. Only the gates
now stood between him and the road. The gatekeeper stood square in the approach, dutiful anger
passing to screaming hysteriaas he redlised Ddroi'sintention. Ingtinctively Dalroi swerved dightly to
avoid the creature in his path. The manoeuvre stripped the glass canopy off the front of the gatehouse and
centred the truck on abrick column between two gates. Too late to brake or change direction, Daroi
gritted histeeth and charged the vehicle forward.

The brick column went down like straw before ascythe, and the heavy gates disintegrated in ahail of
fractured castings. The rear whedl bucked frenziedly over the debris, and the battered dreadnought
churned acrazy corner and hurtled into the deeping strest.

Abruptly heredised hismistake. A vehiclethe size of his could never pass except by the regular trucking
route. Theway down which he was moving was flanked by warehouses, with low interconnecting
bridges across the street. He passed under two granary conveyors without mishap before hisfrenzied
braking fetched the truck up short with itsload jammed under anarrow tunnel. With difficulty he forced
open the door and dropped to the ground. He was greeted by the heated richness of leaking fuel from a
fractured pipe. A car was shrieking up behind, the bulletswhined and riccochetted off the tunnd walls.
He had scarcely started running when the truck burst into sheets of flame, effectively seding the route
behind him.

He cleared out of the didtrict fast. The flame-watch circuitslacing the town had fire-tenders sounding in
the distance within seconds. But no matter how swift the whedls of officiaddom, the local population
would dways beat them to it, eager for the morbid excitement of afire and perhapsalittle looting on the
Sde

Ddroi stuck to the shadows and fly-paths, for hisface was well known in the river district and he had no
intention of being picked up on areatively minor charge of arson and illegd entry. His car was till where



he had |eft it, but he wandered watchfully about the areafor many minutes before he was satisfied that no
one was watching. Then he swung out fagt.

A quarter of amile away agroup of cowled figuresin an instrumented trailer bent over the displays which
told thetale of hisleaving, and nodded in dark unison. Dalroi was shaping nestly — in fact, very nestly
indeed. There was nobody in the world quite like Ivan Daroi.

The hills around Passfields were bright after the morning showers. In the cutting the damp shadows clung
heavily under the trees and the air was heavy-scented with fern and the blued wood-smoke from the
cabinfire

The apron in front of the cabin was occupied with Zdenkas car, so Ddroi turned his own car at the foot
of the dope to a point where years of usage had worn apartial track amidst the silver birch. Ashe
aighted he stopped in sudden dismay, for the track never used except by himsalf, was marked with fresh
tyre tracksin the damp forest loam. He stooped to the ground for a careful examination. A
medium-heavy vehicle had come and gone again, and footprintstrailed up the hill in the direction of the
cabin. Again the sweet smdll of trouble.

He turned away into the trees and made a broad circuit to the rear of the cabin. Against the cabin wall he
listened, hoping for some dight sound to confirm or reject hisfears, but he heard nothing save for the
wildlifein the brush beyond.

The blue wood-smoke rising gave him an idea. Sllently he climbed the outhouse wall. A piece of flashing,
left from an old repair, enabled him to stop the flue completely. Then he dropped to the ground and
waited, gun in hand, for the opening of the door.

Nothing happened. In twenty minutes he knew the hut was untenable. Smoke issued thickly from the
gaps under the eaves and round the windows. Finally he kicked open the door, gun raised, and peered
into the smoky dimness of the room.

Harry Dever's body was on the bed, awide wound where his forehead ought to be. Daroi entered
cautioudy, fearful for Zdenka, but the rest of the cabin was empty and disordered. Of Zdenkathere was
no sign at al. The smoke, sdty and acrid, drove him out again with smarting eyes and nosdtrils.

He broke some windowsto clear the air and went back to Dever. The man was arat and had been one
al hislife, but he had dso been amine of off-beat information. Daroi felt the body, not yet cold. Perhaps
two hours ago the murderers had struck. That wasthe last piece of information that Dever had to give.
No clues asto who or why.

Ddroi swore and kicked the sullen stove from its moorings, toppling it to the floor and scattering the hot
embers. Paper rekindled the flame and the fire had gained irrevocable hold of timbersashe paid hislast
respects. Only as he turned did he notice on the door, scratched hastily in the paint, asingle word:
Gormalu. But thiswas the mystery rather than the answer, for Gormalu was blind and no more capable
of committing this atrocity than of flying.

He was about to |eave when he remembered the recorder in Zdenka's car. It was standard practice to
record the transportation of clients and informers, and sometimes provided that little extrainformation
which was forgotten at an interview. He reached in and pocketed the recorder then drove out of the
woods as fast as he could.

A mile away he drew into aside track and started the recorder.

"Hell of atimeto cadl afdlow out," said Dever'svoice complainingly. "The streetsaren't dry till after



deven”

"Dont fret," Zdenkasaid. "All we need isalittle cooperation. Thisisan information job and we pay well.
What do you know about the Cronstadt committee?”

"Areyou mixed up with them?'
"No comment. Suppose you tell me about Cronstadt?!

"Ah! A pointed question. Cronstadt isawarrior of the old school, pig-headed and utterly ruthless. He
made abid for the Failway monopoly when it wasfirst formed. Rumour hasit that he'strying to stage a
comeback.”

"That sounds relevant. What about Predey?’

"A nut of thefirst order. Preached hell-fireto hiswife until shekilled hersdlf, then got even with her by
refusing to sanction her buria in achurchyard. To hdl with your body, it's your soul he's after.”

"Hildebrand?'

"A bit of an unknown quantity. Some queer rumours about the menta asylum heruns.”
"And our old friend Gormau?'

"Areyou sure he'son your Sde?'

"I'm asking the questions. What do you know about Gormau?

"Enough to know how dangerous such information is. If you really want to know you'll have to make it
worth therisk."

"Y ou can discuss that with Ddroi. He should be following fairly soon. If theinformation's any good, helll

"And that's another thing," said Dever. "I never could understand how you could go on working for
Ddlroi. Too damned unhedlthy. He's a professiond trouble-man. If ever there's trouble you can bet your
lifehesin it somewhere— usualy underneath. Even the government agents were asking questions about
him alittle while ago, and anyone who attracts that sort of atention from the Black Knightsisusudly on
the short list for ... "

The tape came to an end and flapped uselesdy around the spool. Daroi cursed. The Black Knights were
the top-level government security agents. They only handled assignments from high-treason upward.
Then what had they wanted with Ddroi?

The scream of apolice siren roused him from thisline of speculation and vaguely through the bushes he
saw the patrol carsjet past. It did not take much to work out the odds. Whoever had killed Dever had
aso tipped off the palice. With adead body in hisburning cabin Daroi would have alot of explaining to
do. Sufficient to keep him out of the way for a reasonable period — say fifteen or twenty years. The heat
wasredly on.

He absorbed thisinformation quietly, trying to restrain the burning fury which welled up ingde him. He
was trying to fit the pieces of the puzzle together. From the scrawled word on the cabin door and from
the fragment of taped conversation there was a reasonable supposition that Gormalu was the weak link in
the Crongtadt committee. The Black Knights interest was alittle difficult to see. Dever must have given



more information than was recorded, for Zdenkawould not have dlowed alead like that to die. He had
to find Zdenka.

On hisway through town Dalroi parked his car in an dley near the centrd station and hastened into a
public telephone kiosk. He didled his own number and coded the auto-sec which stored incoming
messages. The message store was empty and a polite taped voice invited him to leave a short message.
Ddlroi cut the connection swiftly. A low-pitched blurr from the auto-sec warned him that aline-tap was
operating. It would take about five secondsfor the cdl to be traced. Zdenka had not phoned in and that
was asure Sgn that she was not afree agent. Then he caled Brian Regis.

"Ddroi?You'recertanly in the newstonight.”

"Dontrubitin,” Daroi said. "I'min trouble up to my earsright now. Look, | want you to do something
for me. Zdenkas missing, and | don't think she went of her own free will. It's my guess she's been
kidnapped and | need to know by whom. I'll pay well for the information.”

"Itsaded! If she'swithin fifty milesof the city I'll know by the morning. Wherecan | cdl you?'
"Dont try," said Ddroi. "My phoneisbeing tapped. I'll call you."

"Right! If you want some advice, don't stay in one place too long. Theresawhole lot of people looking
for you."

The distant wail of asiren sent Ddroi running back to the car. It was obvioudy the police who had
tapped his phone. Within seconds he was out of the dley and speeding precarioudy through the maze of
turnings which congtituted the downtown suburb. Helost the sound of sirens early and began to relax
when he was confident that he had avoided the patrol. Two clues pointed to Gormalu. It was an unlikely
lead but one which could not be ignored. Steadfastly he headed out of town.

FOUR

Gormalu was blind, but the fact was not immediately apparent. The bat-call radar boxes on his shoulders
guided hisfeet and hands with a precision which had unnerved many who had migudged the disahility.
No, it was not the blindness but the sheer ugliness of the man which |eft the undying impression: the hawk
face with the taut yellowing skin, the sightless eyes peering through dark glasses, the dight, gaunt,
skeleton frame. To those who knew him further, the more hideous facet was the terrifying hoard of hatred
which festered behind the blinding genius. To Dalroi he was the anathema of al that lived and breathed.
Therewas no love lost in any encounter between them.

This night especidly, Daroi wasin no mood for charity. Gormalu, as a member of the Cronstadit
committee, was the pivot of hiswhole plan of operation. He had the information which Dalroi needed to
make an effective move againgt Failway, and he was somehow involved with the Strange affair at
Passfields. Daroi cursed. He who would trade with the Devil needs watch out for hisown soul.

From previous vidts Daroi knew al he needed about the layout. He left his car nearly amile from his
destination and walked the rest of the way through the dark, sullen trees. Gormal u's henchmen would be
wary and it was too easy to set aradar alarm on the approach road, but working in the shelter of the
giant boles, nothing short of direct observation could detect his coming. Finaly he circled the house,
planning the best method of entry. The skylight gave rudtily to the force of hisfingers and secondslater he
was standing in the dark laboratory. Nothing stirred. Silently he made hisway to the dim inner-sanctum
where Gormau habitualy held court.

The door opened quietly at histouch. Gormau was there, his sightless eyes watching the door from the



shadows of one smdl lamp.
"Dont move," said Ddroi. "Cdl for hdpand I'll kill you."

"Don't betheatrical, Darai. I've been expecting you. Y ou should have known better than to try to take
meby surprise”

"l have reasonsfor not advertisng my vistsin advance.”
"Jugt 0! The police arerather interested in you now."

"Don't letit giveyou ideas" said Ddroi. "I cut the phone wires before | entered. | don't exactly have a
trugting nature. Kindly keep your handswhere | can seethem.”

"Asyouwish." Gormalu leaned back into the shadows until only the thin, clawlike hands remained visible,
resting on the table. "Now tell me what you want."

"l want information on Failway: what it isin aphysical sense, where are the extra-gpatia extensons, and
what are its most vulnerable mechanisms?!

Gormalu was amused. "If you had a degree in about eight subjects and an 1.Q. of about one hundred and
eighty you could probably understand the answer in about five years.”

"Perhaps!" said Ddroi. "But you know exactly what | need.”

"Very wdl! | shal confine mysdf to words of one syllable. That you will till beignorant when | have
finished isentirdly your effarr.”

"I'll taketherisk."

"Do you know anything about the nP energy valuesfor atomic nuclei? Perhaps not. Advanced neutrino
study is not exactly popular science. Sufficeit to say that al the atomic nP vauesfor agiven space-time
|attice fal within a certain spectrum of energy levels. Can you comprehend that?!

"No," said Ddroi, "but don't |et that stop you."

"Well, it isthe coincidence of the nP valuein agiven atom with respect to another which placesthetwo in
the same space-time lattice. This correspondenceis caled actudity. If the values are too far apart the
coincidence breaks down, and, viewed from the standpoint of one atom, the other can be proven not to
exig."

"Yetit doesill exigt?"

"Certainly, initsown lattice or continuum. And as for atoms so for compounds and aggregates. The nP
vaues are bunched in period steps, one step of the series being held by the atoms of thisuniversein
which we now stand. Failway is based on the principle that atoms and thus matter, may be transposed
from one energy level to another.”

Dalroi nodded. "Y ou mean from one universe to the next."

"No! Universeistoo limited aterm to gpply to the status of an energy level. Some are Smply theoretica
planes. Two that we know of are five-dimensiond abstractions, oneisadraight line, and oneisasmal
gphere containing nothing within and the inverse of nothing outsideit, or vice-versa according to your
mathematica standpoint.”



"All right," hesaid. "Let's concentrate on the levelsthat Failway use.”

"Of aninfinite series of levels" Gormau said, "technology limitsusto thirty-eight, of which the Failway
apparatus can reach about twenty. Of thistwenty they can populate only six, dl rationa planesor the
interna surfaces of mgor spheres.”

"Six," sad Ddroi musingly. "I had ways heard it was five— five places of pleasure Sarting with the
prissy and descending in conscience as they increasein viciousness. | wonder what hellsthe sixth one
contains”

"Wheat terrible depths inhabit the human mind?' asked Gormau. "Areyou so afraid of shadows?"

"No," said Ddroi. "l was born in the shadows. | knew more about vice and viciousness at seven than
most men comprehend a seventy. That sort of childhood leaves some rather ugly scars. | just don't want
it to become anationd characterigtic”

"It never occurred to me that you were ahumanitarian.”

Ddroi ignored the sarcasm and moved the solitary lamp until thetired illumination fell full on the doctor's
face, wishing the man had eyesto betray hismoods. The dark glasses, forever turned precisdly in his
direction, radiated something more than sightlessness, something maignant — asif hisvery soul itself
were dark, unfedling glass.

"Y ou give methe cregps,” said Daroi.

Gormalu's chin jutted forward with ahint of amusement. "What else did you wish to know about
Falway?'

"Criticdl pointsfor sabotage.”
"Of course! The gpplication of brute strength to problems of technical delicacy.”
"l didn't ask you to approve my methods.”

"But | like your methods. They have acrude smplicity which israther refreshing in this complicated
world. It'sjust that the destruction of any form of technology is repugnant to me."

"| fed the same way about the destruction of men,” said Daroi sourly.

"Very wdl, discounting ancillary equipment, most of which isduplicated, the key to Failway isthefield
matrix tuner. That isthe device which controls the destination of the capsule when it leaves the potentia
gradient. Smash it, and nobody can enter or leave the outworld levels until it's repaired and re-calibrated;
dter the settings and a capsulein transit would get lost somewhere between here and infinity."

"If I smash the tuner what would happen to people aready on an outworld level ?*

"They'd die." Gormau pushed his chair back into the shadows as though the dim light burning pained his
sghtlesseyes. "Thelevels are entirely dependent on suppliesfrom Failway Termina. Consdering that it
takes sixteen weeks to cdibrate anew matrix tuner and there might be avisiting population of four
million, you can sense the scale of the catastrophe that your interference would invoke. Let'sfaceit,
Ddlroi, you're out of your classwhen it comesto immobilising Falway. It'satask caling for afinesseyou
are never likely to acquire. Stick to murder and petty larceny.”

"One more question,” said Daroi dowly. "What unholy giftsdo Failway offer you in return for such



poisonous dlegiance?!

For thefirst time the death's-head was overtaken by the white cast of fear.
"Blagt you, Daroi! That's one question more than you're alowed.”

"Isthat why you had Dever killed?!

"I didn't. It was— somebody ese."

"Who? Do | haveto shakeit out of you?'

He reached across the desk and caught the thin, dry throat between hisfingers, forcing Gormalu back
into the chair. Gormalu fought and tried to rise but Daroi threw him back again savagely and increased
the pressure. In aparoxysm of frenzy Gormalu threw up his hands. Daroi reeased him as hefedt the
body dacken. A small object clattered on to the desk and Dalroi stooped to pick it up.

A smdll black knight.

"That was very foolish, Ddroi. There are somethingsit's better not to know. Y ou're caught up in atide
of affairs more complex than you can imagine.”

"l want answers, not double-talk. Wasit the Black Knights who killed Dever?!

"l warn you," said Gormalu, "you're treading on unholy ground.”

"Hell, | was born on unholy ground! Now talk — for I'm quite prepared to kill you if you don't.”
"I don't think you will," said Gormau quietly.

Ddroi sensed the pay-off and dived for hisgun. Not fast enough. A blow on the neck from behind dazed
him momentarily, and before he could react his arms were pinioned and forced up behind his back until
he knew the bones must bresak at any second.

Unashamedly he screamed and the hold relaxed very, very dightly. He knew Gormalu's henchmen,
Timoshu and Matshee, and he knew they would not hesitate to cripple him at the dightest provocation. A
blind tide of anger rose within him and leaked impotently away with the redisation that he was completdly

powerless.

"Let megiveyou alittleadvice" Gormau said, fingering histhroat. "The Black Knights have something
big lined up for you. Something big and brutal — something to do with Failway. Don't try to fight it. Just
accept whatever comes.”

"Oneday," said Ddroi, "I shdl probably kill you. Human failings, the lugt, the greed and the cowardice, |
understand, but you are ascowling enigma. | don't know what black principles motivate you, nor what
ghastly solace your twisted longings crave. Knowing you is like the kiss of death!™

"Y ou'reaman of many taents." Gormalu's voice was amere hiss between histeeth. "Y oure afool, a
prophet and a poet dl in the same breath. The only reason | don't have you killed now is because
somebody iswaiting for the privilege who will make an immeasurably better job of it."

"l don't suppose,” said Ddlroi, "you've ever seen ashaft of sunlight breaking through awinter's sky?!

Gormalu nodded to his henchmen. "Y ou know what to do."



Ddlroi tensed his muscles, waiting for his antagonists to move, ready to take advantage of any
opportunity. He never sood a chance. He only dimly felt the deft blow as darkness flooded over him.

When he awoke it was only atenuous return to consciousness. Hewasin aditch, hisface propped on
onearm, clear of thefilthy waters. He was soaked to the skin, and above him rain lashed from a pitiless,
muddy sky. Survival demanded that he move, but only the force of survival had the power to override the
pain that racked his body. Gormal u's henchmen had done a thorough job.

Despite the numbing of the bitter cold, every movement produced apain too crud for fortitude. In astate
of near delirium he attacked the dimy bank not caring or knowing what it cost himin pain or energy, nor
how many times he fainted before he made the crest. After atime his mind withdrew from the struggle
and pure, blind ingtinct forced him on, then deserted, leaving him hel pless and exhausted on abank of
ydlow day.

The next time he woke the sun was high and warm and his clothes were steaming asthey dried on his
body. Painfully herolled over, drinking in the warmth hungrily, dimly recognising thet hislife might depend
onit. An eternity seemed to passwhile he lay thus, then, feding stronger, he attempted to rise to hisfedt.
The pain flooded back, but he fought it grimly. His back was athousand aching segments and each rib
was aband of agony cramping his breething. Hislimbs responded as though the joints had been carefully
misplaced. Helay ill for amoment longer summoning hiswill to overcome the thousand crashing signds
from his splintered nerves. Then he stood up and walked, his body burning with fire and hismind as cold
asice.

As he waked something elementa stirred within him, something which transcended pain and the
bitterness of hisplight. It was hatred, sheer, unbounded, naked hate, coupled with an endless
determination to survive. It was part of the raw energy of the universe, the terrible will which ordained
cregtion, the naive spring of thelife force common to dl thingsanimate. Y et it was more than this, for it
channdled and charged through amind of more than ordinary awareness and cunning; amind shaped in
the corrosive shadows of Failway, aready bitter and familiar with the darker things which men do to each
other. It was a shaft of black forked lightning which played terribly through abrain aready inflamed with
dreadful resolution, and it spat like an angry arc in the tense no-man's-land between consciousness and
the dark sde of the mind.

FIVE

The surge of blood was strong in his ears and a blinding headache lanced through his skull like the forced
insertion of ablunt penknife. And something ése ... awhisper, aghos, aflash of memory or delusion ...
of along corridor with doors of surgical whiteness, the macabre chink of instruments on atray out of
sght; an oscilloscope trace like a green eye burning into eyes too hypnotised even to blink; the insane
knowledge that one was undergoing something too terrible to be admitted to conscious recognition. And
it wasgone...

He groped franticaly through his mind, trying to recapture the fragments and to correlate them with
experience. No success. Whatever nightmare he had recaptured had withdrawn again into the dark
whirlpool of the forbidden. Even the headache trailed to adull, nagging pulse.

He staggered at length into the bar of afifth-class motd. The bartender noted his appearance without
undue alarm, poured unordered cognac into atumbler and pushed it forward.

"Smashed my car," said Dalroi by way of explanation. "Been unconsciousin aditch. | need awashroom
and aphone.”



The bartender nodded. The world was full of nuts and anyone who arrived under hisown steamin as
bad a state as Daroi had aright to invent hisown lies.

"Y ou'l find the bathroom through there."

Ddroi cleansed the blood from hisface and arms and examined the bruises and abrasions. They were
painful but not particularly dangerous. Gormalu's thugs had exercised amorbidly scientific restraint in their
brutdity. He was till wondering what to do about his bloodstained shirt when the door opened behind
him. The bartender put hishead in.

"L ooks as though you could do with achange of clothes?
Daroi nodded. " Got anything handy?

"Ataprice

"I'll pay it. Thisstuff of mine needs burning.”

The bartender shortly resppeared with a suit of cheap cloth and awoollen shirt. He looked quizzicaly at
Dalroi's battered face.

"Boy!" hesaid. "That car must have hated you."

Dalroi ignored him and made for the phone, obscuring theindex ashe dialed.

"Ddroi. Any news of Zdenka?"

"Not ahope," said Brian Regis. "The boys are fighting shy. Rumour hasit that you killed Harry Dever."

"l didn't," said Ddroi. "He was dead for hours before | got to him. Anyway, how doesit happen that
everybody's suddenly developed consciences?!

"I know how you fed," said Regis. "Y ou're having arough time. But you can't blame the boysfor keeping
their noses clean while the Black Knights are poking around.”

"The Black Knightsdon't want me," said Ddroi. "I don't fool with stuff on that level.”

"No? Seenthetdevison lately. There's an apped out for you and | don't think it's just to help the police
with their enquiries. Sorry, Ddroi, but unlessthings cool off abit you're strictly on your own. It seemsas
though you're astranger in town.”

"That wasal | needed,” said Dadroi bitterly. "God! If ever | catch up with the joker who set thisup for
me I'll start with the catalogue of Offences Against the Person and work right through the whol e bloody
lig!"

"Can you let me have aroom for the night?"
The bartender nodded. "Y ou in trouble? | know agood lawyer who ... "
"Domeafavour!" said Ddroi. "Theway my luck runs1'd need awhole ruddy army."

"l only thought ... "

"Dont," said Dalroi. "Thinking's athankless occupation. It's bad for the brain and makes you a bad risk
for lifeinsurance.”



"l seeyour point, Mister. I've aroom out at the back. It has agood view of the best waysto get out in
emergencies.”

"Youreabright lad!" said Ddroi. "Anything €l se about it?"
"Only that you haveto pay in advance.

On principle he objected to paying luxury hotdl pricesfor a paintless, fly-spotted swesat-box, but the need
for rest wasimperative. There wasthe very possible risk that the bartender might turn him over to the
police, but if he had the fed of the place correctly the bartender had every reason not to attract the police
to the motel. The laughing couples who assembled in the evening had certainly not been man and wife,
and the bitter smell of cepi narcotics lingered mustily in airless corners of the rooms. Even so, Daroi was
taking no chances.

He checked thelock and laid atwisted hairpin in the keyhole, asmple device to prevent the door being
opened during the night. Then he cleaned and primed hisgun, laid it within inches of hisfingers, and
settled down to deep.

About dawn he was awvakened by a sound he was half expecting. There was adight scratch and rattle as
somebody attempted to manipulate the lock. Gun in hand Ddroi stole to the door and gently pulled the
hairpin from the keyhole. Moments later the door swung quietly open. Dalroi let the intruder enter, then
struck once. A dull thud and the man dumped quietly into hisarms. Ddroi dragged him to the bed and
went expertly through his pockets.

Obvioudy aprofessiona. Nothing in his pockets, no identity — not even aweapon. The latter fact
intrigued Ddroi. An armed n hewas ready for, but an unarmed man was something of anovelty.
Despite an imperative ingtinct to get out fast Dalroi stayed, splashing water from ajug on the unconscious
head until the man revived.

"Who the hell areyou?' he asked dangeroudy.

The dark eyes opened in momentary terror as they focused on the gun, then hisface twisted in awry
grin. Finewhite teeth gleamed againgt dark skin.

"l am caled Mamud the Strangler. Lord! But they warned me!"

Dalroi nudged the gun into the Sde of histemple. "What are you doing here?'
"l cametokill you."

"How did you know | was here?"

"The Black Knights ways know where you are. Y ou're something — specid. They take good care of
you."

"l hadn't noticed,” said Daroi cynicaly. "Why should they want to kill me?"
"They don't. They said you were indestructible. | thought | knew better.”
DAlroi threw the gun on the bed. " Get up!”

Thedark eyesregarded him curioudy. "Why?'

"If you il fancy your luck, I'm giving you another chance. There's something | need to know."



"There's nothing persond inthis," said Mamud warily. "Murder is my profession. Y our demise was of
purely academic interest.”

"Not tome" said Ddrai.

Mamud sprang like abeast of prey, his hands transformed into snapping jaws of sted seeking Dalroi's
neck. Daroi stood stock-till until the last ingtant, then, with the closing of the stranglehold, he struck. It
wasawild blow at an improbable angle, but as his arm moved something burst within hismind, alittle
gateway into hell, blinding his eyes with radiance. Then it was gone. He didn't need to look to know the
damage he had done. Mamud was far across the room nursing hisinjured ribs and regarding his
tormentor with more than ordinary fear.

"Would you like another demongration?’ asked Ddroi.
Painfully Mamud rose, backing werily against thewall.

Ddroi indicated the door. "Now get out! | don't know what sort of bloody run-around you're giving me,
but if anyonethinksit'll stop me having acrack at Failway then they'll haveto learn the hard way."

Mamud went, hugging his ribs and coughing spasmodicaly, leaving Ddroi saring at his own handsand
trying to trace an image that lingered in his mind. For amoment he brought it into focus and the reaction
made him sweet and tremble. Then he picked up his gun and went out into the early light.

His car was il in the woods where he had |eft it. Turning away from town, he headed for the open
country. He needed time to think. There had been more violence and murder packed into the last few
daysthan aman had aright to expect in alifetime. The viciouscircle of death and misfortune which had
surrounded him was far too pat to be coincidence. Clearly his persecutors, whoever they might be, were
keeping him on the run, alowing him no time even to bregthe. The question was why — what was so
specia about Daroi?

The gtrain was beginning to tell. He felt like aman trying to do ajigsaw puzzle on which hislife depended
and which was being broken up asfast as hefitted the piecesinto place. Failway, Cronstadt, the police
and the Black Knightswere dl mixed up in it somewhere. Idly we wondered if his mind was beginning to
crack. Once, when he had woken in the ditch and again when he had struck at Mamud, unexpected and
atrocious facets of hismind had opened up to reved ahint of something so maicious and diabolica that
his mind balked even at the memory.

He kept to the main highway at first, solely because speed permitted a separation of those carswhich
might be trailing him, from the rest of thetraffic. A black Mercury stuck discreetly on histail for fifty
miles, to be replaced by ared Forrole which executed aneat changeover. Thelack of finesse about this
mode of surveillance was laughable. Daroi hit the Sdlang Hairpin bends at closing to one hundred miles
an hour with the sure knowledge that anybody who had not misspent precious juvenile yearswith a
super-fast car on those very dopeswould be unlikely to survive at only haf the speed.

He was right. He swooped down the perilous cutting like a jet, knowing the precise angle for askid-turn
at speed. The Forroletried to follow. Only the massive granite blocks of the parapet saved the wreckage
from athree-hundred-foot no-return trip. Theresfter Daroi had the fal-away to himself.

At the bottom he took the river road which hugged the cliff walls out of sight from the roads above.
Scorching back over the dusty tracks he drew out on to the heath and stopped.

His car was black with aglosswhich hinted of arecent spray. With the attack of his sharp knife the black
layer stripped in athin, continuous film which had only nomina adhesion to the base. In lessthan five



minutes the car sood clad only in the bright blue of the ename undernesth. He kicked the black filminto
apileand watched it burn with a brief burst of fire.

The white walls from the tyres followed swiftly. The number plates reversed and the bumper overriders
unclipped and were shot into the boot. A few more modifications and the car was not easily recognisable
as the one which ten minutes before had driven on to the hegth.

The suit and shirt he had obtained at the mote fitted his purpose well. He settled into the car and used the
driving mirror to effect hisdisguise. Blond hair turned auburn and heavy grease dicked the untidy locks
back againgt his skull. He found earrings such as the smart-set wore, and a gaudy tie which tied to the
largest of al possible knots. His face tanned tomato-red as though from unwise exposure to the sun and
he added freckles with a deft touch.

Now hewastypical of athousand such young men: the fading clique who gatecrashed teenage parties,
those who refused to accept that adolescence was over and that the age of responsibility had begun. To
complete the atmaosphere he turned on the radio, seeking raw jazz to blast away at the empty silence.

Then he frowned, and the sweat on his brow nearly ruined the undry pigments. The harmonic ghost of a
radio squealer insnuated itsalf into part of the broadcast band. So discreet wasits placing thet it would
have passed unnoticed had he not himself been amaster of the technique. Somebody had set a
radio-marker on his car, and even now detectors would be plotting his position on an auto-map.
Whoever was after him was sparing no expense.

The receiver was apowerful s, illegaly modified to monitor the police and civil service transmissonsas
well asthe normal broadcast bands. He started at one end of the tuning scales and worked right through
systematicaly, tracing the harmonics back to the fundamenta frequency. Soon hefound it, the
unmistakable sdlf-resonance of a micro-wave capsule a close range.

It took him ten minutes to locate the transmitter. So cunningly wasit contrived that without knowing of its
existence he would not have known the mechanism for what it was. A smdl cylinder, no thicker than a
pencil and not more than an inch in length, had been lodged in acavity under the turbine feed-pump. He
examined it curioudly, damping the oscillations with aloop of wire. The pattern was new to him and he
mentally saluted the unknown technicians for afine technica achievement. Undoubtedly the transmissions
had arange of several miles and the device had auseful life of perhaps ayear. Magnetic clampswere
provided to attach the tube quickly to a suitable metal surface.

Sincethe cgpsule sgndled hisimmediate position it was imperative that helose it fast. To have cracked
open the tube would have betrayed its discovery; to haveleft it on the heath would have served no useful

purpose.

He drove back to the highway, pulling up near the crossing where the great trucking routes joined the
expressroad to the coast. A near collision resulted in the capsule being atached to the side of an express
truck en route for distant places. He wondered idly just how long his persecutors would waste on that
particular deception. For thefirst timein severa days he began to chuckle. Somebody was going to pay
heavily for putting him on the murder roundabout.

He spent the rest of the day piecing facts together in his mind, trying to trace the underlying pattern. The
conclusions he reached were as chagtic as the chain of events on which they were based. Whichever
way he analysed it the Black Knights had no place in the equation and there was more dirt attached to
the Crongtadt committee than itstyrannical author would care to admit. In fact, the committee emerged
as adecidedly suspect unit. Thiswas a charge which only Crongtadt himself could answer fully.



SX

In the commercid quarter, on the edge of the old town, the Streets were quiet and overshadowed with
thetall, deserted offices. At the marble portas of the Cronstadt Stedl Corporation, Daroi hesitated for a
few seconds, then tried the doors silently. One swung open with spring loaded reluctance. A night-guard
making teain an acove benesth the Sairs received no hint that Dalroi had passed.

Rumour had it that Cronstadt never dept. Certainly Daroi had never found an hour when the tyrannica
man of steel was not in his office nursing some white fury at the stupidity of theworld. Daroi knocked
quietly and pushed open the door. He entered to find a heavy Service radiation pistol centred on his
chest.

"Who the devil are you?" asked Crongtadt from behind the pistol.
Ddroi moved further into the light. "Remember me?’

The baron studied the disguise for along second. "Dadlroi, yes, | didn't recognise you." The pistol returned
to the niche in the desk. "'l was not expecting you just now."

"Being expected,” said Dalroi sourly, "isaluxury | can do without. | appear to have been elected target
practice for every murderousthug for apretty fair radius.”

"Y ou knew it was dangerous when you took on the job."

"I'm not speaking of natura chances. | gpeak in the capacity of afull fledged sitting duck. | am anticipated
whichever way | turn.”

"Y ou spoke to Madden?' asked Cronstadt impatiently. "How did he react?"

"Twisted,” said Ddlroi. "Like everything el se about this affair. Hetried to bribe me and then set an
assassin to follow me. | lost two good friends in that episode. Somebody's going to pay for that mistake.”

"Curious," said Crongtadt. "I thought Madden was the one Failway contact who might be persuaded to
reason.”

"That'stheway | saw it too."

Ddroi got up and paced the office thoughtfully. The walswere shimmering with tri-di murals of the greet
north forests, lending the impression that the room was an isolated idand in aworld of cold and conifer.
Symbolically the woods mirrored Cronstadt the man: frigid, inaccessible, demanding. Then thetri-di
shivered and dissolved with the inscrutable complexity of the art, and suddenly Daroi was staring into the
blinding white-heet of ablast furnace, mentaly regling in the face of the streaming fury of boiling stedl
cascading into some unnoticed ladle. Ingtinctively he stepped back asif to escape the jaws of hell.

"Effective, ian't it?" asked Crongtadt, hisfinger still on the button.

Ddlroi nodded. The symbolism was not wasted on him. " For thine is the kingdom, the power and the
glory ... !"

"What'sthat?"

"Skipit!" said Ddroi. "It ssemsyou don't know me very wdl. I'm alonewolf in al things and whereas |
can stand alittle cooperation | don't take kindly to being thrown to the wolves. Try it once more and I'll
hit you so hard they'll have to fetch you out of orbit to bury you."



Crongtadt recovered his composure. "For anobody, Dalroi, you have remarkably big idess.”
"And for arich man, Crongtadt, you have aremarkable tendency to confuse yoursdf with God."

Crongtadt inhaled sharply, then hisface broadened into adight, dow amile. "It seemswe begin to
understand each other. | see how you gained your reputation.”

"And |, how you lost yours."
"Touché Y ou choose your associates with care.”

"l haveto," said Ddroi sourly. "They dl carry knivesand I've avery broad back. Now | want to know
what the hell isgoing on. | joined you in good faith for afight with Failway. Since then I've tangled with
nearly everyone who hasagun or abrickbat and agenera grudge against humanity. Y oure giving methe
bloody run-around and | want to know why. Start talking.”

Crongtadt ingpected hisnails closdly. ™Y ou think I'm responsible?”

"I know you are. | was baptised under the shadow of the mighty double-cross. Ask your friend Gormalu
about our last interview. What was your purpose in hiring me for atwisted, two-faced assgnment like

"Some people hire technicians and advisers. we hire fanatics— they have asingle-mindedness which
begets results. Y ou were picked because you have the disruptive and demoralising talents which we

"Whois'we?Y our bogus committee?’

Cronstadt opened a desk drawer, withdrew a chess-piece and stood it on the table. "Does that answer
your question?"

"Not quite,” said Ddroi. "I've got the wrong shaped head to make a convincing Trojan-horse. I'm getting
the hell out to fight a private war on my own.”

"You'retoo late," said Crongtadt gently. "Too late and much too valuable. We couldn't let you go now if
we wanted to. Anyway, it doesn't matter. The dieisaready cast. We've big things planned for you."

"Such asamarbledab?’

"If necessary, but | don't think we shall need it. Y ou seem to possess a high degree of immunity against
ordinary murder and an innate capacity for violent destruction. Those are most useful assets for someone
who isintended to take on Failway dmost single handed.”

"Do meafavour!" said Ddroi. "All this power-play has addled your brain. Sure I'm tough. Y ou haveto
be tough to stay self-respecting down in the river area, but there's another hundred thousand just as tough
playing the rackets or doing time on the Moor."

" wonder," said Crongtadt quietly. He twisted round suddenly. Something flashed from his hand, glinting
inthedim light — asharp knife, curving.

Daroi moved sideways with instant reaction, scarcely aware of how he moved or why. Oneinstant he
was leaning on the desk, the next he was standing bewildered with the knife he had caught still trembling
in hisfingers, the blade buried in hisdeave. But for his action the blade would have been buried in his
heart. The wrath surged upon him like arunaway train-load of white-hot coas. With an uncontrollable



madness he sprang towards Cronstadt intent on wresking terrible vengeance.

The baron offered no resistance. He stood perfectly till, smiling very dightly, looking Daroi sraight in
the eyes. Had he done otherwise he would have been torn limb from limb. The unexpectedness of his
composure robbed Daroi of the blind anger, robbed him even of words.

Daroi swayed uncertainly, peering once again into the blazing chasm which had opened momentarily in
hismind. Asthe angry gulf closed down he found he was trembling from head to foot, his ssomach
knotted with the fearful implications.

"Lord!" hesaid. "Don't you ever try atrick likethat again if you want to stay dive."

"That was by way of demonstration.” Sweat stood out on Cronstadtt's brow. "How many of your
hundred thousand could catch an unexpected knife in mid-flight? Have you any idea of the reaction speed
needed to do just that?"

"You knew I'd stop it,” said Ddroi accusngly. "How?"

"Because we looked along time for somebody with just that sort of talent. If you look long enough you
can find somebody with aflair for anything. Y our specidity appearsto be staying violently dive. | would
0o so far asto say you're something of ageniusat it."

"l manageto get by," said Dalroi sourly. "But let's get this straight. | contracted into this as one of ateam.
What's this single-handed idea?’

"Think what werre trying to do with Failway. It's as big asthe government and it isn't limited by the same
niceties of means and mordity. If the government declared war on Failway there wouldn't be any
government by morning. Y et somebody's got to chop Failway back to size, somebody more terrible than
the most ruthless opposition.”

"We should have doneit years ago,” said Ddlroi.

"Years ago, yes, but we didn't see the danger until too late. Now thereis no civilised course of action |eft
to take. Failway maintains astaff of around five hundred thousand souls, most of whom are virtudly
daves, and the vigtors average about four million. With that many potentid hostages not even the Black
Knights dare make an overt move of war. Failway isadictatorship which wouldn't hesitate at mass
murder if it helped to maintain its hold. It's the most savage and bloody-minded piece of blackmail inthe
history of the human race.”

"You don't haveto tdl me" said Darai. "Falway growslike amaignant cancer, feeding on the very filth
and degradation which it breeds. Y ou can't remove such barbarous poisons with good intentions and
prayers, you have to take up aknife and hack out the rotting flesh, losing the limb if necessary, cauterising
the wound with red-hot iron and cooling the iron with tears of pain. Barbarity must match barbarity,
cruelty match cruelty; adozen eyesfor an eye and ahundred livesfor alimb.”

"Very true," said Cronstadt, "but do you appreciate the strategy needed for such atask? To send an
army or even ateam into Failway would result in the most unholy daughter of thousandsif not millions of
innocent people. If Failway can be broken it can only be by one man who can't be touched by force or
guile, fear or pity; one man whaose frenzy is such that he could bear amillion murders on his conscience
without sngpping; aman whose terrible thirst for vengeance would lead him on where even dedicated
madmen fear to tread.”

"And | takeit that I've been dected?"



"Just s0. It had to be. somebody tough and somebody who was not afraid to kill; it had to be somebody
with a passionate and relentless hatred of Failway and with amind strong enough not to burn out under
the strain: and primarily it had to be somebody whose innate capacity and ruthless determination to
survive transcended al other emotions. We needed an indestructible and highly intelligent gutter-rat. It
turned out to be you."

"Suppose | don't choose to be abloody martyr?'

"Y ou have no choice. We aren't fools, Ddlroi. Either Failway goes under or we do, taking the remnants
of our type of civilisation with us. Nobody ever supposed you'd choose to take on thejob. | merdly put it
to you that you don't have any dternative. Faillway's dready after your guts, we've made sure of that.
Wevetold them just how dangerous you are. Now you either fight Failway with our support or you fight
them without.”

"Fendsin Hel!" said Ddroi. "What kind of proposition do you cdl that?"

"Unanswerable. Y ou have no option but to tackle Failway. Y ou don't know it, Ddroi, but right now
you're the most dangerous man in theworld.”

"My God!" said Ddroi, his voice tinged with immeasurable bitterness. "My God, I'll give you causeto
regret thishour!"

Crongtadt studied him intently, afrown of puzzlement on his brow. "What do you mean by that?"

"Only this"" said Ddroi. "l don't know what you've got set up for me, but if | survive I'll makeyou a
promise— that each of you concerned with this act will die by my own hand. And God forgive the
bitternessthat lieswithin me."

Merely words, yet words impregnated with such intensity and hatred that the fiery muras suddenly
seemed grossly opague and sterile in the face of such crushing emotion.

Ddlroi, with aface of terrible thunder, turned dowly on hished and left the room, and the sound of the
door asit dammed behind him shook the silence of the great building like the firing of acannon.

SEVEN

Alone again, Cronstadt punched a button on the communicator.

"Central Security. | want the Monitor of the Black Knights."

"Y ou're already connected. We had atap on your communicator. Thisisthe Monitor speaking.”
"Thank God! Did you hear that conversation?”

"Every word. Frankly you're lucky to be alive. I'd no idea Daroi had managed to get through to you.
That boy'sdynamitel”

"More than dynamite," said Cronstadt. "He's one of the Devil's own. We may have contrived a greet ded
more trouble than we're capable of handling.”

"If it'll make you rest easier,” said the Monitor, "it was only ametter of time before Daroi and Failway
cameto gripsanyway. We're merely catalysing the process by pushing Daroi to the limits of endurance.
At some point, in order to survive, he will have to tap the energies of the deep brain. At that moment he
will ceaseto be strictly human and become ... something ese. If he goes through that point ill rationa



then | think we shall achieve our object. After that we shall have to salvage anything we can or kill
anything we can't.”

"It'safrightful thing," said Crongtadt, "to use aman as awegpon — especidly this sort of awegpon.
How much untapped power istherein hismind?'

"Wedon't know, but it's plenty. The dark side of Ddroi's mind isaregion of activity such aswe have
never met before. His breakthrough will be amenta Hiroshima. No one can say what the ultimate
consequences may be— for him or for us."

"I'm afraid," said Cronstadt, "in case even we've underestimated him. He's the greatest potential source of
death and destruction that PsychoStat has ever seen. HeE's got amind like a blast furnace and he belongs
to that order of evolution in which theingtinct for survivd is paramount and undiluted. We're opening a
new sort of Pandora's box. | wonder if any of usisbig enough to get it closed again.”

Ddroi walked. The night streets were deserted and the noise of the craft on theriver blended loud and
clear with therattle of couplingsfrom theraillway yards. Very, very dowly the white heat of anger faded
to agrim determination coupled with genuine bewilderment. In afew frantic days hisworld had collgpsed
about his head. He was amarked man, and his thousands of friends and contacts were suddenly
strangers or enemies. In the whole of the grey, raw town which had been his home there was not one
sanctuary where he could turn for refuge, nor one person he could trust.

But this redlisation, though appalling, was not the factor which generated the deepest, most penetrating
bitterness. He appreciated the complexity of the trap, but why was the whole world gunning for Dalroi?
How does aman become so specid that you set him up adone againgt any army and shadow him with
another army to ensure that he does not default? Dalroi looked up at the patchy, patient stars and thought
of the immeasurable wastes of the cosmos. A profound emptiness clawed within him. Hell! How doesa
man become the most dangerous man in the world and how does he prove it with nothing but two hands
and aheart full of vengeance?

Thetensonwasrisng in the city. He could fed it plainly now. The canny burghers, earsto the ground,
knew it also. The streets were strangely deserted. Since leaving Cronstadt the shadows had been
following him, invisible except to the sixth-sense of the hunted. Thiswas undoubtedly thework of ahighly
trained group of agents and suggested the refinements of the Black Knights rather than the cruder tactics
of Fallway Security. Whoever the shadows, they had radio contral, for the ring was closing round him
even as hewalked. He could almost catch the whispered ordersin the air.

Ashe cameto acrossing apolice patrol car came out of aturning opposite. The car drew rapidly to a
halt and the searchlight swung back and locked on him. Dalroi knew better than to attempt to run in such
agtuation. His disguise would haveto suffice.

"Attention, please! Y ou are advised to return home or hurry to your nearest place of shelter. Thisareais
liable to become the centre of violent civil disorder.”

"What'sthe matter?' said Ddlroi. "Don't tell me tonight's the night the teddy-bears have their picnic?"

There was abrief commotion within the car and Ingpector Quentain hurled himsdlf out on to the
pavement.

"Ddroi! Oneday that sense of humour's going to hang you!™

"Good guessing, Quent,” said Daroi. "But how does it happen that you're riding around in patrol cars?
Don't tell me you've run out of traffic jams?"



"Thisisno joke, Ddroi. I've been looking for you since God knows when. We've got to get you out of
here. There's abloody war about to start and you're right at dead centre.”

Ddroi glanced back at the gpparently deserted Streets behind. Only the faintest chink of metal on metal
somewhere in the darkness betrayed the phantom army at his hedls.

"Y ou could beright at that,” he said. "Thanksfor trying, Quent, but if | wasto enter your car | doubt if
any of uswould get to the next corner dive. Heaven knows I'm no bloody hero, but I'm going to swesat
this one out because there has to be some sensein it somewhere and | need to know what it is."

"Look, Ddroi, | haven't got timeto explain, but you'rein something diabolica and you'rein it deep. For
pity's sake climb into that car and well take it out through hell if necessary.”

"It would be necessary,” said Ddroi quietly. "Thanks, Quent, but if you realy want to do me afavour find
out what happened to Zdenka and see she'sin no danger. Where I'm going | may be along time coming
back."

He stood well back from the car so that the unseen watchers might not mistake his intention. Quentain
paused asif to make alast gpped, then changed his mind. The car took off like abat escaped from
Hades.

It had scarcely cleared the corner before Dalroi wasflat on hisface, hugging the ground asa hail of
bullets erupted from somewhere in front of him. Then dl hell broke loose. Shots crashed from dl sides
and for aperiod the street was dmost continuoudy aight with the flashes from heavy-cdibre automatics.
A light machine gun opened up and sprayed mercilesdy around the surrounding buildings. Ddroi bit his

lip and played possum.

Therewas an intensity and bitterness about the fray which was quite unlike the gang-wars of hisyouth.
Thiswas battle for high stakes, with no quarter asked or given. Desperation was driven home with
heated lead and errors of judgement were paid for with living blood. Theair grew thick with acrid fumes
and Ddroi wasjust considering his next move when the angry crossfire lessened. He never siood a
chance. Something like arifle butt stove down on his unprotected neck and the blaze of lightsin hisbrain
eclipsed the erratic flashes of the waning battle.

He awoke in Peter Madden's office with a head which threatened to explode and a predisposition to
murder which was restrained only by the tightness of his bonds. Madden was awaiting his recovery with
interest.

"Allow meto introduce mysdf," he said. "The name you dready know. The position is Chief of Failway
Security.”

"Bit of achange from Public Rdations” said Ddroi criticaly.

Madden smiled. "Not when you consider the attitude of some of our public. | must apologiseif we
bungled your entrance, Daroi, but we hadn't anticipated so formidable abodyguard. The Black Knights
guard you well. Confidentialy, you've caused usawholelot of trouble. Y oure asight too clever by haf."

"Asaprofessona trouble-maker | haveto be. | live by taking advantage of what other people
overlook."

"A tenuous existence," saild Madden, fingering aradiation pistol on the desk. "What happens when your
adversary has all the angles covered?!

"l get dmighty mad,” said Ddroi. "Why isthe whole world gunning for me?"



Madden looked at him curioudy. "1 redly think you don't know! Briefly, Failway has moreto fear from
you than from dl the rest of our enemies put together. That's why you must be disposed of without undue
delay, and thistime | do have al the angles covered. If it'sany consolation I'd liketo say | wishit didn't
have to be you."

"Dont bother,” said Ddroi. "I hate platitudes.”

The telephone rang and Madden listened impatiently. Then he dammed down the receiver, cast acritica
eye over Ddroi's bonds and | eft the office by arear door.

Minutes later the lights went out. Dalroi wondered about this but could attach no significance to the fact,
nor did it offer him any advantage. The plagtic thonging about hislimbs gripped like bands of sted,
leaving him helpless and immobile. Soon he thought he heard asound in the darkness, as of adoor
opening and closing. He strained his eyesin the dim moonlight filtering through closed Venetian blinds and
his flesh began to crawl as he made out a shadowy figure advancing across the room, something metalic
glittering in his hand.

"Who are you?' asked Ddroi, queling the fear which rosein hisvoice,

Abruptly ahand clamped over his mouth. "Mamud,” hissed avoicein hisear. "Make no sound, Dalroi.
Youreinatight spot.”

The sted instrument snickered in the darkness and he felt the pressure of the bondsrelax. In afew
seconds he was free and able to stand.

"Thankd" breathed Dalroi. "Perhaps| can do the same for you one day."
"I'm counting onit," said Mamud softly. "Have you got agun?’
"No, Madden took mine."

"Then take this." The broad butt of aradiation pistol wasthrugt into his pam. "From now on you're on
your own. Don't try to follow."

Then hewas gone. With adight click the door opened and closed. Daroi checked the safety trip and
thrust the radiation pistol into his pocket, counted ten, and then he too left the office.

From memory he knew he wasin the broad corridor, one end of which led down to the reception area.
The corridor itsalf was dark, but where it joined the stairs an atomic safety-lamp gave forth a patch of
dim blue fluorescence sufficient to give him orientation. Daroi turned away from the light and headed into
the unknown darkness, touching the walls and doors soundlesdy with hisfingertips to maintain direction.
At fifty yards or so another corridor ran at right-anglesto the first, and this he a so traversed, attracted by
the deep power-hum conducted through thewalls.

He guessed the direction in which he was heading was taking him deeper into Failway, and, at thisleve,
he should soon gtrike the vast hall from which the trandfinite shuttles started. Hisfingers contacted a
heavy, insulated door which he reasoned must lead into the great hdl. Then the lights came on and an
adam bdl began ringing in the corridor behind him. Men were running up the corridor he had recently |eft.
Soon they would be at the corner ... He opened the insulated door quietly and dipped into the loud
warmth beyond.

Hefound himsdlf not at floor level as he had supposed, but on the great bal cony surrounding the hall.
Huge lamps overhead flooded the whole areawith alight as bright as day and the hall, nearly amilein
length and aquarter of amile across, logt itsfar end in the blue mistiness of alight, smoky haze.



Directly below, on thefloor of the hall, was the network of narrow-gauge railway lineswhich guided the
rapid bogies of the Failway shuttle capsules from the assembly baysinto the gigantic polarising
matrix-field assembly and then on down the gradient chute where the capsules | eft their bogiesand
passed into transfinite space. There were no passengers at this hour, but aheavy traffic of service shuttles
rocketed down the fine carrying stores and liquefied gases. Equaly busy was the inspace route where the
returning capsules legped into existence above the dide and were synchronised deftly with
electro-magnetic bogies and brought to afrantic halt to discharge the unwanted debris of six
pleasure-hungry outworld levels. Above and behind him was the control room where the matrix
programmers bal anced the trangfinite fields which deftly plucked a capsule out of one actudity and
centred it on another.

At the balcony's edge, aflight of stairsled down the hundred-odd yardsto the floor of the hal. Daroi
moved dong thewall until hewasin line with the stair head, then sauntered unconcernedly acrossthe
ba cony ignoring any eyeswatching his back. He was hdfway down the seemingly interminable flights of
gtairs before he noticed the TV pickups on the under-side of every flight watching every move he made.

Somewhere awhistle shrilled, and aknot of men drew out from afurther bay and ran towards his point
of descent. Dalroi estimated speeds and positions silently, vaulted therail and dropped the last
twenty-two feet straight down the centrewall. Helanded like a coiled spring and immediately made
towardsthe rail-tracks, legping the narrow-gauge lines and synchronising his movementsto avoid the
capsules speeding towards outspace. Then turning between the sets of lines and heedless of the hurtling
traffic passing closeto either shoulder, he sped down the hall towards the matrix polariser and the chute.

EIGHT

He began to doubt the wisdom of the action even as he started to run. The outspace capsules reached
two hundred miles an hour on a carefully determined path through the matrix polariser. What would
happen to a man who passed through the polariser at astumbling run? Nothing perhaps, or perhaps
twisting eectrocution? The gradient chute lay beyond, where the giant eectrodes drained the potentia
out of the speeding capsules and dropped them into lower energy universes. Would aman burn-out
without the shielding of a capsule or would he be fired unprotected into some airless, theoretica void?

The matrix polariser was awide tunnel, the wals of which were composed of the counterpoised coilsand
edgewise laminations which induced the polarising fields to affect the molecular orientation of the capsules
and their contents before they hit the potential gradient. Without pausing in his pace he threw himsdlf into
the tunnel and was mildly surprised to fed no differencein thought or activity. It struck him that thefields
might not be activated unless programmed for the passage of a capsule. If he could clear the tunnel

before the next capsule came through he had aminiscule chance of staying dive.

A glance over his shoulder charged him with frenzied activity. Two capsules, borne by frantic,
accelerating bogies, were speeding up behind him, one on either side. With the best of superhuman effort
it was doubtful if he could clear the polarising coils before one capsule, a least, activated thefidd. He
gprang wildly, amost snatching at the air to help his progress. Five steps more ... now two ...

Foimp! Something caught him by the hedsand hurled him into the air like arag doll tossed by a puppy.
Foimp! A second twisting bolt of energy knocked the breath from his body and threw him outward over
the chute. Then he wasfdling, tumbling and bumping down a concrete gradient of onein three, brushing
monstrous high-voltage insulator stacks and avoiding E.H.T. linesby aburgt of blind, inspired

hopel essness. He clutched at ametal stanchion to break hisfal, missed ahandhold by afraction of an
inch and fell sdeways across the track. As he did so the speeding blur of a capsule topped the chute and
began to descend upon him.



He had no chance to move. Like some gigantic super-bullet the capsulefell, projected by itsown inertia
asthe bogies checked magneticaly on the dope. The fantastic projectile, travelling on unseen wings,
weighed down to crush him where he sprawled. Then it was gone, snatched into the realms of trandfinity
afew scant yards from hisbody. Theimplosion wastheair rushing into fill thevoid left by the
disgppearing capsule. It sucked the air from hislungs and threw him down again to sprawl among springs
and buffers at the bottom of the chute. The bogies checked to ahalt only haf ayard behind him.

Helay for afull haf minute exploring the bumps and abrasions on his body. Surprisngly, nothing seemed
to be broken and he limped painfully to hisfeet and explored his position. He was at the foot of the
Failway gradient chute, in aconcrete pit perhapsfifty feet below thelevd of the hall. Therear wall wasa
sheer height of concrete and in one corner asmall, greasy service-door gave access to the space beyond.

The door was locked, but thiswas no time for finesse. The radiation pistol was till in his pocket. He
narrowed the beam to a hairline shaft and applied it round the lock, wincing as the moisture in the wood
turned to superheated steam and threw out a blast of burning fibrous wood streamersinto hisface and

eyes.

A savage kick and the door gave way. Above and behind him two more capsules burst into trandfinity,
but the pace was dowing asthey cleared the hdl for the security men to comein and get him. Thelittle
room he entered was full of lubricating equipment, pressure-greasing guns and tanks of hydraulic ail. He
paused to open as many oil taps as he could find, and the room wasfilling with alight oil-fog from the
sprayswhen he fired the radiation pistol and departed through the further door.

The result was more nearly an explosion than afire. The burning oil gushed out into the corridor behind
him, unhampered by the effects of the carbon-dioxide injection system which quickly smothered thefire
atitsorigind source. Thefree ail burning in the passage was an unexpected bonusto hisorigina intention
to sed theroute behind him.

Ahead abdl wasringing as aflame detector sensed the fire and prepared to close afire-shutter across
the corridor. Dalroi jammed the shutter with afire axe and leaped clear of the advancing tide of firewhich
followed hungrily at his hedsinto the crowded emptiness of adeegping toolroom.

Chaosis awesgpon seldom employed to full advantage: to aprofessiona trouble-maker like Ddroi it was
atechnique worthy of the fullest exploitation. The wings of panic could carry him out of his present
predicament whereas an air of pervading cam would see him set in concrete at the bed of theriver, one
of the inverse satues of the men who didn't quite make out.

Onthewal hefound atelephone and didled the emergency number, warily watching the flames
gpreading towards him through the machine-tool jungle. "Firel" he screamed. "Thewhole damn placeis
burning!"

"Don't panic!" said the operator. "Give me your location."

Heleft the receiver dangling onits cord and headed down the shop. A bolt from hisradiation pistol cut
another fire-darm into action. In the welding section he opened the cock of an oxygen bottle and
savagely rolled the shrieking cylinder back into the advancing sea of fire.

Another door and he was out into one of the broad intersecting gangways which laced the Failway
terminus. He propped the door open to encourage the inferno at his hedls.

"Firel" he shouted. "Fire!" and began to run like a madman. Somebody |ooked hastily out of adoorway
ahead.



"Firel" shouted Ddroi. "Get the hell out of here but for Gossake don't panic!”

The man, who had no intention of panicking, was caught off balance by Daroi's petulant semblance of
fear. He shouted something to some othersin the room and then rushed madly in Daroi'swake. Others
joined him, needing only the evidence of their noses to convince them of the wisest course of action. Asif
to verify their fears, a speaker cut in with directions for the assembly of afire-fighting crew.

Ddroi let the others gain on him, ddliberately inciting panic with afrenzied insstence to cam. Once, he
stopped dead and caused a collision. Nothing disarms a frightened man like heavy physical contact. A
violent scuffle ensued in which the fear roseto fever pitch and surviva reactions reared an ugly heed.
Then the fear-laden carnival met the fire crew doubling in the opposite direction.

"Too latel" screamed Ddroi. "Get the hell out! Nobody's paying you to burn!™

If the fire crew were unconvinced, the hysterical mass of humanity which hit them at running speed did
much to affect the issue. The only man who stayed did so because the slampede had trampled him
underfoot. Herd ingtinct replaced individua judgement and Daroi was now riding atide of terror which
nothing could stop.

The mob snowbdled. In afrenzy of screaming hysteria, the wild stampede sept down the gangway,
crashed the unyid ding panic-bolts and splintered the doorsto fragments asit spilled out into the night.

"Don't move!" The command, urgent and imperative, was blasted across the intervening space from a
battery of halers at the gate. At the same moment the floodlights came on, flooding the wallswith light
and blinding the bewildered men who fought their way out of the door.

The area between the building and the outer fence was swarming with cars deploying the
black-uniformed men of Failway Security. Ddroi's heart sank. The enemy had divined hisintention and
ranged their forces across his path. Thiswas battle.

"Don't move!" ordered the speaker again. "Thereisamurderer among you. Spread out along the wall
with your hands on your heads. Security ... "

The hailers erupted fireas Daroi cut into them with the radiation pistol and two flood-lamps spewed hot
debrisinto the road. He dodged back into the doorway, seeking away of escape. Hisluck faded. Six
bodies hit him smultaneoudy before he could turn. The radiation pistol went flying and he staggered
backward as somebody took his feet from under him. As he crashed to the ground the others piled on
top, battling furioudy to pinion him while he was down. Frenziedly he kicked two of them off, fighting
with the skill and strength of ademon. He might even have won free, but the holds relaxed suddenly and
he climbed up to Sareinto the warm, blued muzzle of aradiation pistol.

"Now let's go back to the beginning and start again,” said Peter Madden grimly. "Thisis getting to bea
littlewearing."

Ddroi spat. "Oneday | shdl probably turn you insde out.”
"l don't think s0," said Madden. "Not where you're going. Now move!”

Daroi went reluctantly in the direction indicated and Madden followed at a cautious distance with his
pistol covering Ddroi's spine. They worked up to the floor of the main hall to where the shuttles started
on the outspace route. A bogie was signdled to the ramp.

"Get on!" said Madden. "Y ou'regoing on atrip.”



"Without ashuttle cgpsule. Y ou're crazy!™

Madden shrugged. "Either you go that way or I'll burn you where you stand. And don't think | wouldn't.”
Hisfinger tightened on the pistol meaningly.

Ddroi looked a the vehicle: abare chasss straddled with girders overhanging the four
wickedly-powerful motors of the drive. A man could stay on that providing the accel eration was not too
great and that he had rubber bones. He stood stock-till, hisbrain racing to find away out of the
Stuation. "Whereto?' he asked a last.

Madden laughed shortly. "What the hell do you want, an itinerary? We've scrambled the field-tuners and
unbalanced the matrix coils. | can promise you a destination somewhere between here and infinity. More
than that | don't careto think about. One thing'sfor certain: you're never going to return. Now do you
rideor fry?'

Thistime Daroi had no way out. Every trick in his repertoire was nullified by the pistol on his spine. He
stepped on to the bogie, laid himself across the girders and secured afirm handhold.

"Il sseyouinhel,” hesad.

It wasn't only mation, it was murder. Cushioned in deep foam plastic, the passengersin the capsules
scarcely felt the raw acceleration. Ddroi fdt it threaten to didocate his arms as his body did backward
over the awvkward stedl. The minima damping of the chassistransmitted a bruising vibration to every
point of contact and the hypnotic effect of sweeping down the mile-long track at close to two hundred
miles an hour, and alow angle of view, brought cold sweat to hisbrow.

But those were the least of histroubles. The nickel-copper laminated hulls of the passenger capsules had
avery precise function — that of protecting the occupants againgt the physical and mental hostilities of
thetrandfinitefield. They were virtualy spaceshipsin miniature, with self-contained atmosphere, light and
heet, and designed to withstand dl of the multi-million changes of super-physica environment which
trandfinite travel involved. The twisting disproportiondity of the area beyond physicswas normaly
minimised to avague nausea by the squirrel-cage dectrodes in the hull and the careful use of
anti-halucinogen drugs. Daroi had neither of these. He was heading unprotected into regions antagonistic
to both body and sanity, to arrive, perhaps, at some unguessable destination from which he had no
possible means of return.

Likeacrude, iron arrow, the bogie hurtled down the track heading for the matrix polarisng tunnel. Ina
fragmentary burst of anguish he considered throwing himself from the bogie, but that meant certaininjury,
if not death. Outspace there was one chancein infinity squared that he would not die. Then he hit the
polarising field and the shattered circuits which once were nerves twisted his body into knotsin the
milliseconds before he was flung over the gradient chute. The bogie checked on the rim and dropped
down thefdling rails, but Daroi, projected by his own momentum, flew like awounded sparrow ina
hideous, tortured arc between the grim dectrodes. Despite hisiron nerve ascream rosein histhroat. It
was gtill on hislipswhen he passed in to the redlms of trandfinite space.

NINE

Hewas disntegrated, disunited, yet functioning, curioudy, asawhole. Hefdl from leve to leve of the
unendurable cosmos of trandfinite space, finding abrief cohesion of hisindividua moleculesonly to
experience his own re-dissolution with an ingtantaneous pulse. Around him the hdllish sunsand
unbelievable vortexes of transfinity shifted and phased in aterrible kaleidoscope of new geometries and
unknown colours.



His dissembled senseswere unequal to the task of handling the phenomena; they blocked, substituted
and mis-registered in an insane atempt to reduce the welter of unhandleable data to resolvable terms.
The effect was chaotic. The vacuum and pressure, tearing a hisflesh, tasted of pure, sweet lemon, and
excited, vibrant peals of sound burned like shafts of heated stedl in hisnodtrils. Colours never knownin
the spectrum compressed their weird emotions into fantastic words throbbing with anew gpproach to

rhythm.

DATADA DATADA CAMinorifum Sda-Sda-Selador oriFu SIC sic SICorlFUM datada NooooooRE
ori-ori-FUM

Thetaste of his cheek on histongue was a couch of nettles and barbed taons of light raked hisflesh with
blunt, impressonlesssyli.

SIC orlFUM Nooore caminorieFUM !'! dit dit dit
He screamed, and the sound reverberated in patterns of purple and choking ammonia—
DATADA did dit dit DATADA
— leaving wedls of pain across his soul.

Y et throughout his trangposition something remained intact in the sorm-driven hail of moleculeswhich
was Ivan Ddroi. More terrible than the hideous, shifting byplay of the dissolving levels of infinity wasthe
terrifying cauldron which was degp-sedled in Daroi's mind; ablast of raw energy, furious and fatal, which
clung to his quivering body with an overriding possessiveness. It wasthe seed of thelife-force,
unquenchablefire, theindestructible thing which lived in the dark sde of the mind, determined above dl
thingsto preserveits hog. It took control of hismind and then his body, fighting the eements of trandfinity
which racked the hulk, and, though he took more punishment than his body was designed to take, it
would not let him die.

Hewasdrawn into agiant vortex, aswirling plasmardrift like acomplex nebula of twigting luminogty;
spirdling down an incredible cone with ever increasing rapidity, twisting and tumbling, caught helplessin
the draught of some unseen, unfelt wind blowing from nowhere into nowhere. The nightmare speeded,
pulsing with some vibrant waveform, spinning him endlesdy, crushing his digointed senseswith sensdess
rhythmsof light and pain.

DATATADA DATADADA DAT DAT DAT

He wasriding abroad wave-front through infinity, scattering galaxies of shrieking sarswith ared-tinged
shock wave. He was plunging into a hideous coal-sack, scraping perilous, congtricting walls of sound,
plummeting down a nightmare channel of heat and the green of soft spring grass. Into the cod-sack ...
nothingness.... nothingness raised to the infinite power of infinity ... nothingness so empty that even the
quality of darkness was absent.

Time passed. A whimper drew hismind out from the suffocating vells of absolute nil, the sound of a
human voice. Only after a dozen such sounds did he redlise the crying was his own. He opened his eyes,
and the action spun him with nausea. The movement had stopped and he was at his destination. After a
while he stood, surprised to find that his body still answered to the ragged nerve.

Hewasin the centre of an immense golden web. Under hisfeet adisc of golden luminescence, perhapsa
metre in diameter, formed a precarious hub of some fantagtic system of radiad strands which were
crossed at intervas by roughly concentric rings. But it was the scale of the thing which brought Daroi
back to hisknees. Looking out in al directions across the surface of the dightly undulating web he



estimated he could see for roughly twenty miles before his sense of perspective turned traitor. Above and
below, tinged with eterndly shifting colours— was nothing at dl, vast unimaginable and unendurable
nothing.

Not believing his senses Ddroi ingtinctively turned his concentration inward to himsdlf, refusing to accept
the evidence of his eyes. He worked outward from basics, knowing that his sanity depended upon the
rationdity of hisanswers. | think, therefore | am alive; 1'm kneeling, therefore | have a body. Good,
so far! Now where am |2 Answer: in a giant web, nothing above, nothing below. Smply a web of
gold stretched across a limitless space. But a web must have a beginning, an end, and a purpose.
Or must it? Does everything have a purpose? What about the sphere with nothing inside and the
inverse of nothing outside? When you jump outside of your own physics what do you use for
reference points?

All right, use physicsas a basis. Thereislight, because | can see. Ah, yes! And gravity also. Not
much, but sufficient for orientation. Good! Now, a web that is subject to gravity must be
restrained from falling. How? Obviously the radial beams must be tethered at the other end.

Ddroi shrugged off the multitude of imponderables which bludgeoned hismind, chose an arbitrary radia
strand, and began to follow it. The easiest method of locomotion wasto step from strand to strand of the
circular component of the web, like deeper-hopping on aralway. The web was dightly resilient and his
motion caused dramatic undulations to spread out in complex waveforms across the luminescent,
patterned waste. The light gravity conserved his energy, and with easy synchronised legps he began to
clear two or three strands at a stride.

Four hours later the pattern began to change. The radid strands had diverged until, gpart from the one he
was following, no others had been visblefor nearly an hour. Now anew convergence was beginning,
and despite the fact that he wastiring rapidly, hope quickened his efforts. He was stumbling now,
occasondly missng strands, and plunging through the web up to hisgroin. Anxioudy he strained his eyes
ahead, but the shifting golden radiance deceived the eyes and he was rel uctant to place too much faith on
visual evidence. And al round him the great Featurel ess emptiness shifted strange coloured harmonies on
abackground of nothingness.

Then he reached the point where the radia strands converged. In the centre was adisc of golden
luminescence perhaps ametre in diameter. No end, no way out; only the centre of another hideous web.
A cloud of bitterness and futility settled over him.

Hewas Hill trying to figure out the geometry by which divergent straight lines returned to anew point of
focus when he noticed something on the surface of the centra disc which threw him into near hysteria.
Faint footmarks, asfrom adusty sole, started from the centre and went off in the opposite direction. He
had no need to check to know they were his own. He was back where he started!

Thistook alittle thought. Had the web been a sphereits curvature would have been obvious; but it was
not, it was a plane. Either he was traversing some dimension the existence of which he was unableto
comprehend, or else Euclidian geometry did not apply to this atrocious place.

But if the shortest distance between point A and point A isastraight line, how do you go from point A to
point B? This sort of debate could take along time, and time was growing scarce. Food he could do
without for awhile, but water — Hell! He could not go long without water. He had to get out fast or go
quietly crazy with thirst, chasing mirages round agolden web like an insane spider after imaginary flies.
He had to get out fast or not get out at al.

If walking in agtraight line fetches you back to your point of origin what happensif you wak in circles?



He chose acircular strand afew yards out and walked round it experimentally, feding rather foolish
when histrip placed him back at the beginning of the circle. But wasit the beginning of the same circle?
He ingpected the golden hub and began to wonder. His dight footmarks were no longer visible.

Placing a coin on the hub he repeated the experiment, watching carefully. At the last step of the journey
the penny disappeared. He was near a hub, but not the same hub! He could now traverse from point A
to point B except that there was nothing to choose between them. A few more times round the perimeter
convinced him that there never would be any difference between them. What elseto try? A parabolic
curve, perhaps, or a progressive spird? Given afew years and enough paper he could construct a
reasonable non-Euclidian geometry for this place. But he had not got afew years. Hislife expectancy on
the web was measurable in days, and the last hours would be anything but happy.

Ombudsman Walter Rhodes kicked the stool until it smashed againgt the wall. Time was when the office
of Ombudsman had been a straight fight between hissmall legd and adminigrative staff on the one hand
and the forces of officialdom on the other; but the post had changed with the changing world and now he
needed a private army of thirty-five dedicated men to challenge the organised graft and guilein high
places and to penetrate the black wall of official secrecy. Asof now his task-force had been reduced to
thirty men. Of the other five, two were missing, two werein gaol, held incommunicado, and the other was
dead. Officiddom, organised business, and plain malicious circumstance had taken afatd swipe a the
champions of theindividud, and al that Water Rhodes could do to relieve his anger was to smash the
heavy, resinated pine-wood stool.

After awhile his customary composure returned and he reached for the communicator.
"Get me the Chief Commissoner, person to person, visua aswell.”

The screen cleared dowly as the connection was made, and Van't Sdllig'sirritable, balding head came
into view.

"Ah, yest Ombudsman Rhodes. | was expecting you to cdl.”
"I'll bet you were, Fritz! I've received your file on Ddroi. | think you have some explaining to do.”
"Who tipped you off about Dalroi ?'

"You know | can't reved that," said Rhodes. He glanced down at thefile placed out of sight of the
vison-scanner. The complaint had been unsigned but he had had enough dedlings with I nspector
Quentain to be reasonably certain of its author.

SHlig grimaced wegrily. "Never mind! I'll find out somehow. What do you want to know?"

"It says here that Dalroi was convicted of murder and sentenced to death by electrocution. A desth
warrant is appended. Also arelease warrant dated ayear after the supposed execution. Don't tell me that
you're practising reincarnation at the police laboratories now?"

Van't Sdlig swesated profusely. "Y ou're asking the wrong sort of questions, Walter."
"Damn you, that's my job! You know | don't let go of athing likethisoncel get my teeth intoit.”

"Very well, you've asked for it. The execution wasn't successful. God! Threetimes | watched him burnin
that chair and each time went into acomaand came out of it under the pathologist's knife."

"| thought those days were over," said Rhodes angrily.



"It wasfar surer than the rope they used to use for hanging, Walter. For over two hundred yearsthe
eectric chair didn't have asingle failure— then came Daroi. Why it didn't kill him we can never quite
decide, but it's an experience I'll never forget.”

"So | should damn well hope!" said Rhodes. "What happened then?"

"Then the Black Knights stepped in and took Daroi away under section two-nine-four of the Nationa
Secrecy Acts.”

"For what purpose?’

"l don't know." Sellig mopped the perspiration from his brow. "Two-nine-four covers the use of
convicted murderersfor experimentsinvolving certain death. They use them as guinea-pigsin space-flight
experiments and chemica warfare techniques, you know."

"No," said Ombudsman Rhodes, "I didn't know. Thanksfor thetip. But what happened to Dalroi?

"Evenif | knew | couldn't tell you. From thelegd point of view hand-over under two-nine-four is certified
as degth, and the case was closed as such. The pay-off was the shocker."

"Kegp going,” said Rhodes grimly.

"Daroi wasn't guilty of murder. Hekilled dl right, but later evidence proved he didn't have any option.
There's even a suspicion he was framed. We informed the Black Knights and they kicked like hell.
Finally they released — somebody.”

"Somebody?"

Van't Sdlig looked the epitome of misery. "I met Ddroi after hisrelease, and talked with him. | don't
know what they did to him, but on his release he wasn't quite the same person. He had no memory of
what he'd been through at the hands of the Black Knights. Somehow they'd blanked out acomplete
year'smemories. At arough guess I'd say Ddroi is till undergoing his execution.”

Rhodes drew adeep breath. "If | wereyou, Fritz, I'd start looking for a new job. From where I'm Sitting
there doesn't seem to be much future for you as Chief Commissioner.”

"I'll take my chance," said Van't Sdllig. "Not even you can move againg the Black Knights."
"No? With the muck I'm raking up I've enough materid to bring down the government.”

"Look, Walter, you're out of your depth. Let Daroi sink or swim in hisown way. Hell reach hdll just as
soon. Y ou can't interfere with the Black Knights and come out of it dive.”

"I must!" said Rhodes. "There's a sight more here than appears at the surface, and you know it! And
you're till holding two of my assstants. Are you going to release them or do | let the newspapers have
the story?"

"Y ou won't get away with it. There's not a paper in the country which'd touch that story today.
Something bigisintheair and itsliableto break at any moment, but Central Security has clamped down
apress censorship which is absolute. Nobody would dare to touch Dalroi's story."

"Then whét the hdl isgoing on?"

Van't Sdlig shook hishead resignedly. "Y ou asked for this Walter. I'm going to tell you because you
won't be satisfied until you know. If ever you bresthe aword of it I'll crucify you so fast you'll come



unstuck right round the edges. The Black Knights are making alast-ditch stand againgt Failway. After the
next eection Failway will own the government and therell be no stopping them from that point on. It's
now or never. The Black Knights are pinning their faith on a secret wegpon. Its nameis|van Daroi —
the man who can't bekilled!"

TEN

Trapped on aweb of crazy, discontinuous geometry, Dalroi cursed and wept like amad thing. He could
not die just yet! If aman could drink vengeance and subsist on hate then hewould do so. If it took him a
million years of weeping or athousand reincarnations he would get back somehow and make Failway
pay for every blistering tear and every second of agony. Parabola, hyperbola, vector and cosine, degrees
of arc bisecting the minutest degrees of arc. Wherethe hell waspoint C ... or isit D or E or even bloody

omega?

He knew he should have died, but refused to accept the fact. Something, some part of his mind, was
stronger even than the terrible cupped hands of desth. There was aflame within him possessed of such
thirgting for life that he knew his body would be dust long before the final spark flared ouit.

A pain was lancing through his head like the dow, rhythmic insertions of ahideous sewing machine
forcing acarpet needle undernegath the skull. A whisper played afantastic memory in hisears, and he
caught the sound and held it, using it asafocal point to gropefor dl the things he had been forced to
forget. Not hdlucination, no, thiswas memory. It was disembodied, unconnected with the pattern of his
life, yet it wastherel

Then he had it clear. Lissgous figures on oscilloscope screens banked before his eyes, changing patterns,
responding to ... something. The air was reeking of ... ether, yes, that wasit! And noises... disconnected
.. bells, unholy sounds, sounds never made nor heard in thislife. Sounds that came from within the brain
itsdf.

The shock hit him like athousand volt discharge. Now he remembered. Theterror, the stark horror of
having his brain exposed. The saw on the skull, the surgeon cutting tissue and flesh to expose the naked
brain; and himsdf, drugged but conscious, watching the writhing traces and trying desperately to
concentrate lest the fear should drive him mad. The probesin the brain; no pain, but noise and sensation,
aleg which moved without conscious volition and noises loud and clear which were never thereto hear.

But when? A memory must have some origin, some time and place of access. How had these atrocious
memoriesing nuated themsdavesinto an gpparently hole-free chain of experience? And why?

Why? Why? The question burned like awhiplash. God, there was a secret herel Something was burning
in the back of hismind. He could not see or fedl it yet he knew it to be there ... something he was not
supposed to know. Y et he had to know! Suddenly it became of peculiar importance to him to find out.

It was more difficult than Staying dive, more painful than dying. Only an effort of tremendouswill enabled
himtodoit a dl. Then, once he had Sarted, it was easier. The same compulsion which had made him
reject the thought of desth gave him now adiabolica lever, adesperate means of entry into the forbidden
depths of hisown mind.

Down hewent, ruthlessy stripping layer after layer of civilised repression; peding back dread,
abhorrence, disgust and the thousand darker things which fester in the unseen shadows. Grimly he cut
down to the dark side of the mind, to the region where the censor, like the dull red doors of afurnace,
scarcely insulating, masked the spiteful radiance which dwelt beyond. The censor was adeep or dead or
worse. He demanded entry, and it was not denied him. The doors swung wide and he entered them in



dread and teetered on the edge of an unholy holocaust. At the fringes of the terrible fire which screamed
and blistered in the awful chamber of the mind, he stood face to face with hisown Id.

Thiswas the seet of the lementd life-force, amolten maglstrom of unbridled ingtincts and terrible
ambitions, stripped clear of the layers of insulation and repression which millions of years of evolution had
laid over the frightful incandescent turmoil. He staggered blindly, seeking protection againgt the blistering
fury and untamed malice which radiated like some dreadful aien sun. He was gppalled by the hellish
ferocity, the unimaginable pressures and the seething, grinding ebullition which threatened to crack the
universe by itsunbounded intengty.

And with acourage somewhat more than human, he threw himsdlf into theintolerable well of grife.

Raw emoations, millions upon millions of amperes of naked energy, stark, illibera, completdy blind, spat
in excruciding arcsforming a continuous pulse of pureliquid fire. Thewill to livewasafiendish
powerhouse suddenly ablaze through surfeit of the terrible powersit was no longer able to contain. Anger
and hatred was sheet lightning, spitting flame from merciless heavens, pouring virulent fury on the Satanic
inferno. Sex, like athousand-headed snake, wound its dark coils and convulsed in agony, tightening upon
the conflagration and concentrating its maevolence and potency, pulsing the hellish plasmato new levels
of atrociousferocity.

Super-critical now, the hectic ferment knew no bounds. Steaming, spitting, searing, snarling, the flaming
torrent burst through his mind like amillion tons of exploding sted!.

SURVIVE! HATE! SURVIVE!
It coursed through hisveins, avaporisng mercurid pressure.
ACTION! REACTION! ACTION! REACTION! ACT!

Faster. Faster. Aurica, ventrica artery, vein, nerve, nose, knee. It pounded in hisearslikea
drop-hammer forging some cosmologica crankshaft.

TOOTH! NAIL! WILL! SPITE! HATE! FIGHT!

Hewaslogt, drowned in the furious frenzy, engulfed in the widening tide of naked vengeance, floundering
in the hideous incandescent seawhose pulse wasthe terrible will to live.

ACTION! REACTION! ACTION! REACTION!

His body convulsed on the web, and the web pulsed and whimpered in response. He refused to die! He
seized the power and mastered it. He was God, no, not God — Nemesis perhaps. He was bitter scorn,
fighting fury, terrible revenge, irresistible force, absolute crushing evil. Hewas Daroi! He had the power
to smash the universe.

HATE! HATE! HATE!

Hetook hold of the web in solemn fury and burst the strands asunder. He tore |oose the mocking nucleus
and hurled the discus far over the seething plain. With asurge of superhuman mdice he gathered the
broken ends of the heavy strands and pulled, distorting the dien geometry, twisting the configuration of
the once-stable dimengion into something which teetered on the brink of self-destruction. Then herose
up, and by sheer indomitable force, he smashed the dimension back into the miniscule quanta of energy
fromwhich al thingsare made.

Trandfinity shuddered. Strange new nebulae legped into existence, and others paled and were



extinguished. Like theripple of adepth-charge in alake, the eddying tide of disturbance spread outward
from the centre, carrying awash that wasfet even at the furthest ends of infinity and rebounded in
complex criss-cross patterns of subtle rise and fal among the strange continua.

And through the flotsam of discontinued strata there floated the body of aman cursing in curious colours
and complex harmonies; athing of power, dreadful yet afraid of the strange new galleries of knowledge
which had opened in hismind.

Somebody destroyed the Consedo International bank. There were severa theories asto how thiswas
achieved, but none one hundredth asingenious as the fact. Consedo, subsidiary of Failway Holdings, was
not the sort of place that one destroyed out of hand. But then, this was no ordinary disaster.

The thunder split the heavy darkness of the old town with a bruising shock that shattered windows for a
two-mileradius and crumpled a street of dum houses on theriver's bank. The steel and molybdenum
caves of Consedo had tried to contain astar. The blinding blast of energy, which originated in aprivate
safe-deposit box far down inthe grim, grey vaults, opened the skyscraper building from top to bottom
like a hatchet through a toothpaste tube. Thousands upon thousands of tons of the finest ferro-concrete
shattered and pedled in banana-like submission to fall in acaamitous avalanche across the neighbouring
Sreetsand buildings.

But that was only the beginning. Deep under the earth theterrible fire till raged. A mere nutshdll of
sar-stuff, its heat was more than sufficient to turn the dloy-sted jungleinto sparkling rivulets of molten
metal. The night sky flared with reflected light as girders and crumbling masonry spattered into the hellish
pool. The deep vaultswere linked under the road and under the foundations of neighbouring buildings,
and these too began to crumble and smoke and finaly collapse. Down came walls and pavements,
pillars, shop-fronts, cars and roofsin agrinding cascade of stedl, wood, glass and concrete, intermixed
with crackling fire; dl diding with tantalising downess into the widening hell-pit which once was Consedo.

On the edge of the uproar the fire and rescue teams stood in impotent horror watching the crumbling
wastes with a hel plessness as psychological asit was actud. Nothing like this had ever occurred before.

The shattered glass had torn the curtains into shreds and ploughed great furrows across the desk top.
The gaunt oak panels were peppered with glassy spines, and the tri-di murals had imploded to reved
their shattered mysteries. As he rose from the floor, handkerchief blood-red through stopping the cut
above his eyes, Crongtadt's face was ashen not so much from his narrow escape as from the implications
of the angry blow-hole seven blocks away.

"God! What wasthat?' he asked.

His companion was still absorbing the shock and moved to the shattered window frames to stare stupidly
at the enigmatic chaos. There were no lights, for the power had died with the first shattering blast, but the
flicker and flare of the ruins of what minutes ago had seemed indestructible lit the room with aradiance
like aforetaste of Hell. For several minutes then neither spoke, not trusting their voicesto conced the
hygeria

"Ddroi?" asked Cronstadt, at last voicing the unspoken question.

"Ddroi'sdead,” said Hildebrand. "They fired him into transfinity, unprotected. Of dl the possible methods
of execution, they used the only one which stood any chance of success.”

"I know," said Cronstadtt, "but what if even we have underrated Ddroi's potentia . Suppose not even that
could kill him?"



"l don't want to think about it. Transfinite spaceisahell to end dl hdlls. Assuming that physica surviva
was possible, which it isn't, the psychologica impact aone would burn out the brain. Even if he survived,
there still isn't any way back.”

"We can't be sure," said Crongtadt. " Surely the return of Darai islessimprobable than the chances of
Consedo breaking into an unprovoked chain-reaction? In one fabulous micro-second Failway haslost
perhaps one tenth of its hold on the commercid world. That isacoincidence which can't be overlooked.”

Hildebrand gripped the sill with such pressure that white showed through the flesh of his knuckles.

"You'reright, of course. But inthisway ... Lord! ... what did he use? Consedo fell like apack of playing
cards and burns like aRoman-candle. A piece of the sun in apaper bag would have the same effect.”

There was aknock on the door. Cronstadt opened it with difficulty, kicking the misplaced jamb savagely
to release the reluctant wood.

"Parcd for you, Mr. Cronstadt. Ddlivered by specia messenger.”

Cronstadt took the parcel from the watchman, with afrown. Wrapped in the paper was a case of wood.
It was very cold to the touch. Inside athick layer of thermal insulating fibre cradled asmall black orb. He
examined it curioudy, without touching it, puzzled by the wrongnessin the way the sphere accepted light
and absorbed it complete without reflection. It absorbed hest, too, and wisps of cool vapour from the air
formed insde the open box.

"What the devil ?* asked Cronstadit.
Hildebrand looked up, his eyes suddenly filled with hideous comprehension.
"Run!" hesad. "Run for your bloody lifel”

Crongtadt did not wait for explanations, fear scrabbled with grasping fingers at the back of his skull, and
controlled panic threw his feet down known corridors to the nearest emergency exit. Suddenly hetoo
had divined the purpose of the uninvited parcel and he had arough idea of the nature of the gift and its
potency. They werefortunate. They were two blocks away when the headquarters of the Cronstadt
Sted Corporation split wide and joined Consedo as a second flaming warning of the vengeful power that
walked theland in anger. Daroi was certainly back.

For afew minutes the two men stood sweeting on the roadside, unable to speak. Around them confusion
seethed and boiled as the fire and rescue teams redepl oyed their inadequate equipment and found new
locations from which to stare stupidly at the new holocaust which had struck out of the night. Police
strove to cordon-off roads and aleysin the areato stem the tides of the curious, who, twice shaken from
their beds, flocked to the areain excited crowds. Where the tall towers of Cronstadt Steel had been, a
new waste of boiling dag wasrisng.

"Fendsin Hdl!" Crongtadt said. "We should have expected something like this. When you twist the
Devil'stal ..."

Hildebrand was watching the surging crowd unessily.
"Let'sget out of here. | think were being watched.”
"Ddra?'

"Not Daroi. Somebody else.”



They began to wak. Dark figures, moving out of the legping shadows, purposefully closed in. Inthe
comparative darkness of acanyon, wheretall commercia buildings raked the red-flushed sky, the net
closaed down. With dark hoods, shadowed faces, incredible precision and timing, the Black Knights
pounced.

ELEVEN

The night was wild and black as pitch. A strong wind sweeping up-river in driving gusts beat therain
againgt the signd cabin like buckets of grape-shot, and the tide of water sweeping the windows made
direct observation impossible. The Y ard-master a Failway goods-yard was having abad night. Goods
traffic pouring into the hungry maw of Fallway was steadily increasing. Severd specid-goods had dready
been diverted into sidingsto await clearance of the sheds, and an intolerable line of empty wagonswas
waiting the return of one of the seven dieselsworking the yard. With vigibility at times down to twenty
yards, the stagewas dl set for chaos.

Failway yard had long since outgrown its origina space alocation and now sprawled crazy sections and
branches back across the busy main lineswhere the great expresses touched two-hundred on the iron
road to the sea. It was difficult enough to marshd the busy and complex yard with good vishility; this
particular night, with the squalling rain and the wind howling like a hundred banshees, the Y ard-master
could scarcely detect an engine whistle or see the nearer signals. He was forced to rely on repeaters and
theilluminated track-circuit diagram which included only the older sections of the yard. The Situation was

rapidly dipping beyond him.

The pressures applied by Failway to get more goods and afaster turnaround had forced the Failway
authoritiesto throw overboard the eements of good practice and ingtitute many hasty improvisations
which were not interlocked to the main system. The Y ard-master was swesting, not from the cold
humidity, but from the anxiety-stress of the work he wastrying to perform; painfully aware that the
crawling traces of coloured light across his board represented in actudity the lives of men and the fate of
hundreds of tons of moving steel and goods drawn by thetall diesals across asea of dark and mud.

The empty wagonswere dill piling up below the hump, and there was danger of a complete stoppage
unlessthey were cleared immediately. At midnight he opened up theradio and cdled the nearest diesdl
shunter.

"Comein, Seven."
"Sevento Yard Control. Can't you do anything about this damn weather?" Static lashed the loudspesker.

"Takeit up with the Union," said the Y ard-master morosely. " That's one thing you can't blame on me.
Look, Pete, I'm re-routing you to the hump to take aload of empties across the main to the East yard.
Unlesswe get something out of here soon we're liable to choke the yard completely.”

"Right! Give me atimefor crossng the main line. The gradient's dipperier than hell and I'd not careto be
out there when an express comes through.”

The Y ard-master grunted. ™Y ou worry about the gradient and move out fast when the signd clears. |
doubt if I can get more than aminute's clearance acrossthe main line at thishour of day."

Infact, the main-line controller gave him only afifty second clearance. It waslittle enough, but it would
haveto suffice if Failway yard wasto start to clear the specidsin the further sdings. Hetook hiscue
from the passing of the Atlantic President and gunned the signal's as soon as the way was clear, overriding
the safety tripswhich rebelled againgt such hairs-breadth operation. With agonising downess number



Seven crawled from the gradient and edged on to and then across the main tracks. The Y ard-master
watched its progress on the illuminated board where the blocks of light traversing tangentialy
exaggerated itsdowness.

Out of the corner of hiseye he saw the entry of the fast-freight into the sector panel, and he snatched up
the handst.

"Speed it up, Pete. I've got twenty secondsto clear theline.”

Pete's reply was unprintable but indicated that his was the mgjor stake in the race to clear the line before
the hundred and fifty milesan hour freighter cut hisentourage in two.

For amoment it did not look as though number Seven would make it, then the "points cleared” indicator
showed and the Y ard-master thankfully thumbed home the leversto clear the main line, watching
subconscioudy for the repester to confirm his action. The repester stayed dead. At first thefact failed to
register in hismind, and when it did heingtantly dammed al sgnasto danger and legped for the radio.

"Pete, areyou clear?”'
"Sure. Now on the down gradient passing into the dipway."

"'Something's wrong with the bloody board. For Chrissake seeif you can see the main gantry and tell me
what it'sreading.”

Silencefor asecond, then: "All thefast down-linesare at clear.”
"Y ou sure? My board il givesthe main-line routed to siding.”

"That's not what it says out here. Lord! If that fast freight goes down the gradient it'll either derail or go
clean through the other end.”

Hislast words were swamped by the blare of awhistle. The fast-freight was speeding close.

A sudden squdll hit the cabin, the pressure of the wind making it vibrate momentarily while the driving hall
obscured al other sounds. The Y ard-master jumped to his board to ascertain what was happening, and
watched with unbelieving eyes asthe lights winked out steadlily, one by one, until the instrument was
dead. In acorner of his shocked mind he had already ascertained the only possible explanation of how
the board could fail in that particular way; somebody was below in the switching bay pulling out the
fused

In the second he took to reach the door, catastrophe arrived. Like dark, solidified thunder, the
fast-freight came off the main, down the gradient and thundered through the yard, itswhistle sounding a
mournful swan-song and its brakes burning usdesdy in the face of itsterrible momentum. The

Y ard-master forgot the switching bay and stumbled out into the storm, running with futile panic after the
swiftly receding rear lamps asif heimagined he could catch them up and hdt the undterable. Hewasin
time only to watch helplesdy asthe black thunderbolt disappeared into the solid bulk of Faillway.

The freighter was doing over ahundred and thirty when it entered the loading platform. The brief horror
of the loaders was pitifully short-lived. The locomotive ran the whole length of the bay and hit the end of
the line with adriving crash which shook the whole building. It took away the hydraulic buffers, fifty feet
of solid ramp and a considerable portion of the wall before the following rolling-stock hammered it
together with ahail of debrisinto the river beyond. Had the rest of the train followed suit the damage
would have been relaively dight, but the sudden check in momentum occasioned by the crash
explosvely telescoped the first wagons and made a convulsive caterpillar of those directly following.



Eighty tons of girder left the sanctuary of aflat truck and took down three roof-supporting columnsand a
line of offices beforeit droveto rest. Another hurtling load twisted the huge gantry crane into aweeping,
useless metal spider. A fifty-foot low-loader stood on end like a fantastic totem-pole and was shortly
demolished by a cable truck whose monstrous drums, like cotton reels on along jam, began adrunken
route down from the moving mountain only to be swalowed by the grinding cataclysm.

The sllence which followed was aterrible thing to hear.

The Y ard-master overcame hisfear. Running back into the sgnal cabin he paused momentarily at the
switch-bay door. The door was open but the room was empty. The floor wasllittered with fuse cartridges
torn from the boards, and much of the wiring had been broken as though with an axe. Only afew circuits
gtill functioned. Long blue wires, which had no right to be there, looped across the interlock banks,
feeding thefatd "line clear" sgnd to the main line and setting the pointsto crushing desth. Thiswas
ingenious and planned destruction carried out with split-second timing and an uncanny knowledge of the
working of theyard.

Updairs, only oneinstrument still functioned — the telephone. Even as he was making the call the
Y ard-master imagined he saw the figure of a man running from shadow to shadow between the usaless
shunting lights, heading into Failway.

Ddroi followed hard on the hedls of the disaster, intent on entering Failway before the security net had
timeto close. The grinding catastrophe had stamped its panic deep into the hearts of the Failway staff,
and nobody was sure what had happened nor what, if anything, was till to follow. Thiswas astuation
Ddroi knew well how to play to advantage.

His objective was the bay where theimmense cylinders of compressed and liquefied gases were |oaded
on goods-shuttlesfor transfer to the various trandfinite levels. In the midst of the chaos he had no difficulty
in passing unobserved. The goods shuttles were crude compared with their passenger-carrying
counterparts, being smply laminated cylindrica hulls with € aborate vacuum-proof hatches. Theloading
process was automatic. A capsule on abogie ran to location at the head of the loader, the prepared |oad
was charged into the capsule and the hatches closed.

Dalroi estimated his chances and watched carefully the indicator which showed the programmed
destination of the capsule. When Failway Two was signdled on the board he quelled afleeting ingtinct to
caution, and took therisk. Eight huge gas cylinders comprised the load, about haf the capsule's capacity.
When the charge entered the capsule Dalroi was on top, fighting to prevent hislimbs from being crushed
asthe cylinders settled to the form of the hold. He had scarcely settled when he felt the deadly

accel eration as the bogie sped up the outworld track, but the conditions were luxurious compared with
the last time he had ridden a Failway bogie. Then: Foimp! Star scatter ... shiver ... inconceivable
twisting ...

The copper-nickd hull of the capsule shunted the transfinite field and attenuated the twisting
disproportionality into something merely conducive to insanity. There were strange lightsin the darkness
of the capsule hold and movements where there was nothing there to move. Daroi watched fascinated as
the hold appeared to grow shorter asif to crush him, and then longer, seeming to extend for about amile.
Y dllow-green coruscations sprayed off the metal, and hislimbs heaved and jumped as his body bucked
the trans-dimensiond tides. Hislegswould grow large and hideous then wither to diminutive sumps, his
head would seem to float like a balloon or become so heavy that he feared his skull would crack against
the angry iron. He prayed the capsule would not enter atransfinite loop, for such distortions would then
assume a permanence which nothing could reverse.

Once the wals became amirror, and helay breathless and perplexed in something which reminded him



of theinterior of agiant vacuum flask, watching his eyes and chin dissolve into each other and
occasiondly to wander from his features atogether. Then it was over. There was a check in momentum
which amost broke hisbones, the gas cylinders shifted dangeroudy under him, and dark normality swam
back. He had arrived. The problem resolved smply to getting out without getting killed.

The capsule canted at an angle and the hatches flew open on aramp, the gas cylinders diding out. He
stayed with the cylinders until he had formed a split-second idea of the Situation, then he kicked himself
upward to break the killing momentum and grasped at the nearest Sationary object. He was near the
head of the ramp, and the cylinders plummeted on below him while the downward movement of his body
caused friction burns on his hands as he desperately strove to prevent himself following theiron bottles
fifty feet to the foot of the dide. Fortunately he stopped before the burns became intolerable. A swift look
over the edge of the didetold him of itstrestle construction. He moved over the side quickly and was on
the trestles and into the shadowy complexity of the supports before any of the crew below looked in his
direction.

Even as he descended he was assessing the possibilities of sabotage. He had no doubt of his ability to
bring thewholeingalation to ruinsin about saven minutesflat, but on atrandfinite pleasure leve there
could be close on amillion lives at stake and any acts of sabotage must be so directed that if possible the
innocent were permitted to escape.

The problem was how to force the Failway controllersto alow the exodus of the very people whose
lives Failway used asaveiled threat for its continued existence. In spite of the bitternessingde him,
Ddlroi had no intention of becoming amass murderer — except in the last extreme.

He stepped cautioudy out into the oriental splendour of Failway Two. Tropica sunlight from an artificial
sun blazed golden radiance on sandy streets. On al sides splendid architecture rose: palaces and temples,
spires, turrets and minarets, domes, towers and terraced walks. Slender oriental water-gardens vied with
majestic, ornamented buildings for pride of vistaand excellence of spectacle. The best of the entire, old
Orient had been delicately blended into afantastic wilderness of wonder.

The fragile sengitivity of old Chinaand Japan sat serendly side by side with the splendid and the
picturesque from Ceylon and the Indiathat was. Myth and marvd; flowers of fable, rare and exctic;
orchids and incredible fruits— al congpired with the scents of chianan and aloeswood and spiceto fire
the imagination with longing for alost age of adventure.

Dalroi was suitably impressed. Thiswasthe fata attraction of Failway which kept the visitors coming
through its doors. Here, with the trade-winds blowing on hisface, and the cam warmth of teak and
sandalwood and tea, even Daroi found it hard to concentrate on the anger in his heart. He had to
remember objectively that the air came here as aliquefied gas boiling from immense pressure spheres,
that the trade-winds were derived from hidden electrostatic jets, and that the broad and wonderful sun
was astabilised tritium plasma furnace. Even the imitation sea, on which plied junk and sampan and
catamaran, was but the work of marvellous craftsmen.

He could understand now why public opinion would never support the campaignsto close Failway. This
was aplacefor dreaming, and men do not give up their dreamswillingly. Only in the gutter, from which
the Failway labour force was conscripted, or in high places, where the politica pressures were extreme,
wasthe corroding influence of Failway truly appreciated. It needed aconnoisseur of human frailty like
Ddlroi to know the uttermost depths of human misery and degradation which Failway scattered inits
wake.

Daroi was troubled by a sense of wrongness, something out of phase between the method and the
intention, something aien. It seemed amost that the corruption which ensued from Failway practice was



deliberate, asif the whole fagade of Failway existed only to corrupt. In such acompletdly artificia and
controlled environment the individua was more than usualy subject to the pressures of ddliberate
manipulation. Ddroi, to whom individuality was sacred, knew &l too well how strong those pressures
were.

TWELVE

The notice board read:
STRATEGIC DEFENCE RESERVE
REHABILITATION CENTRE

Thiswasfiction, as any who dared attempt to penetrate the defences to a sufficient depth would soon
discover. The soldierswere not afiction. These were battle-trained men on permanent loan from a crack
commando unit, and the small carbineswhich they carried had hair triggers and no safety catches.

Insde the military perimeter was the wire, abroad barrier of barbed mdice reieved only by the
occasiond T.V. pickup and the red warnings of aminefield in the no-man's-land beyond. The eectrified
fence gave no such warnings. Only avery shrewd eye would read the green ceramic insulators on the
posts asindicative of the violent, twisting e ectrocution which awaited the incautious hand. There were
other devicestoo. Four towers covering the inner perimeter harboured the A.F.1. projectors, the mere
scatter of whose radiation could reduce a brave man to acoward. In the path of the beam circuitsthe
ground was baked to brick, and the blackened grass at the edge of the tracks sported curious growth
mutations under the fierce irradiation. Over dl, the pale-lilac ion cloud crackled with expectancy,
guarding the reaches exposed only to the radar-watchful sky.

In the centre of the land enclosed by thisfearful barricade stood one of the most secret ingtalationsin the
world. All that was visible a the surface was asquat, white blockhouse giving entry to the many levels
deep below the ground. In these deep chambers, shrouded with darkness and with mystery, wasthe
home of the legendary Black Knights.

The emergency conference was convened in the briefing room six hundred feet below. The assembly at
the table was about as varied as one could imagine: Baron Cronstadt, the man of power and authority,
whaose way of lifewas chisdled into his commanding festures, Professor Hildebrand, whose lean
asceticism but emphasised hisintellectua prowess; Predey, whose staring eyes and unaterable piety
proclaimed hisfanaticism in the service of adeity whose name was Obedience and Sdlf-Denid; lagtly, the
Monitor, whose gppearance was deceptively youthful and whose pleasant mien gave little hint of the
ruthlessness with which he shattered his enemies and which had carried him swiftly into the top echelon of
the Black Knights. Only one man was missing from the group — Gormalu.

The atmosphere was tense. The dark guards around the periphery emphasised the fact that, thistime, the
members of the Cronstadt committee were not assembled of their own volition. The Monitor's eyes were

gim.

"For somelittle time there has been an unusud but fruitful association between the Black Knights and the
Cronstadt committee. That association has now ended.”

"Y ou have areason for this about-face?' asked Cronstadt abruptly.

"I do. A Black Knight never accepts anything or anyone at face value. Y our own status has been under
congtant review. | now have sufficient reason to damn the ot of you."



"Spedificdly?'

"Weve been betrayed. Gormau has sold us out.”

There was astunned silence for several seconds as the others absorbed the impact of the statement.
"Son of abitch!" Cronstadt's brow was a cloud of thunder.

"Whereishe now?'

"Wethink he'sin Failway. He had a brush with Daroi and went straight over to the other sde. Inthe
circumgtances| don't blame him, but it's my guessthat he dways was their man. Cronstadt, I'm holding
you responsible for his default.”

Crongtadt shrugged. "He alwayswas abad risk," he said, "but his knowledge of Failway wasinvauable.
| don't see how we could have done otherwise.”

"That remainsto be seen,” said the Monitor, "but right now we're faced with a pretty desperate Situation.
Gormalu hel ped usto place most of our undercover team in Failway. From the silence which has ensued
snce Gormau went, | doubt if many of them il survive. My God! What abloody rat-trap thisis™

"What do you intend to do?' asked Cronstadi.

"What can we do?It's crimind to St till and lunatic to make amove. If | were to throw sufficient men at
Failway | might even win — just about. But | doubt if many of the four million visitors now in Failway
would come out dive. My hands are tied by thisthrest of ghastly retribution. Our only hope now is
Ddroi, and God a one knows what's happened to him. After that trick he pulled at Consedo ... "

"Consedo," said Crongtadit. "1've been thinking about that.”

"So havel," said the Monitor. "Now | want to go over it again because the facts aren't in very good
agreement with the theory. One of you sons of bitchesis holding-out on me. What happened at Consedo
was no ordinary act of destruction. It was something new. No hard radiation, no radioactive
contamination, no fal-out — just apure blaze of energy with the release controlled mainly down into the
infra-red and visible bands. SciTech tentatively suggest the reaction was that between norma and
contra-terrene molecules. Y ou redlise what that implies?

"Yes," sad Crongtadt. "It'sadamned impossibility.”

"Precisdly. To do it you'd need to be able both to produce and handle c-t materia, and to be ableto
control the mode of energy release. The whole concept of such areectionis till in the redlm of the
wildest unknowns."

He paused to lend emphasisto his point. "Frankly, this hints at aknowledge of physica principlesfar
beyond anything dreamt of by our technology. It's the product of acompletely new order of science.
Ddroi was bright, but he was not that sort of genius. So how did he come by that sort of knowledge?
Hildebrand, you're the expert on Daroi's brain. Suppose you start explaining.”

Hildebrand clenched and reclenched his exquisite fingers. "What am | supposed to answer? Y ou know
the theory aswell as|. In prehistory the progenitors of the human anima had afantastic core of surviva
energy, which became overlaid by evolving brain processes. Daroi has aquirk which gives him direct
accessto thisdarker sde of the mind when facing asurviva threst. It raiseshisnaturd surviva potential
from the unusudly high to the phenomend.”



"Goon!" sad the Monitor.

"The rest you know dready. It was my prediction that exposure to repeated surviva threats would
increase DaAroi's access to the dark-sde areas. The more he was hit the harder he would bounce until he
became the nearest thing to an unstoppabl e force that human flesh could contain.”

"Now | want the part you have not told me," said the Monitor. "I want the part that explains Consedo.”

"Nothing explainsit. Daroi's aremarkable individua even without the dark-side access. He has a streak
of hatred amile wide and such naturd level of menta energy that asession of psycho-andysiswith him
made the analyst fed held been in contact with a sheet-rolling mill. Daroi's athrowback to the hard
core-stock of humanity. Asafighting anima he's probably ahell of alot tougher and more cunning than
mogt othersin the world today, but that shouldn't give him any advantage over any other morta savethat
he could kill you before you could think about going for your gun.”

"He came back out of transfinite space,” observed Cronstadt suddenly. "He didn't do that by conditioned
reflex action. Theresahdl of alot we sill don't undersand here. What sort of creatureis Daroi,

anyway?"

"Don't ask meto explain,” said Hildebrand, in avoice suddenly both quiet and far-away. "I'vetold you al
it's safefor you to know."

The Monitor wason himin atrice. "So you do know something! Tell me now, or I'll make you sorry you
were born. What ese did Daroi find in the dark ssde of hismind?”

"If I told you," said Hildebrand sadly, "you could not believeit, and even if you believed thereis nothing
you could do. Y ou're such little people and even the universe is not quite asyou imagine.”

"Chrig!" said the Monitor. "I'll giveyou riddies!" He motioned for aguard. "Take this man away and hold
him carefully. | shall need him for interrogation. Have the necessary apparatus prepared.”

"Now," he turned triumphantly back to the table, "has anyone el se anything to add to that?"
Predey looked up, his staring eyes proclaiming the fanatica fire which haunted his spirit.

"There is a curious correspondence between descriptions of transfinite space and classical ideas on the
nature of Hdll; the eterna winds, the torment, the formlessness, the consuming fire which never actudly
destroys. If thisis so then someone at the dawn of legend must also have gone there and returned, in
order to leave such adescription in our heritage. It is possible thereis another way in and out of
transfinity without using the Failway apparatus— some specid act of faith or resolution or despair.”

"It'san interesting speculation,” said the Monitor, "but we haven't time for games.”

"l waan't playing. | wasthinking of Gormalu. | have never seen aman more surely tainted with the breath
of Hades. Where did he come from? What made him blind?"

"Yourewasting time," said the Monitor. "What'sthisto do with Daroi ?*

"Ddroi dso went to transfinite hell, and returned with gifts of devilry. But how did he come back? And if
he came aone, how many others have trodden the same paths, and for what reason? | would hazard a
guess that we are up againgt amystery the answer to which isnot to be found in this universe: an answer
that lies somewhere at the end of ajourney the price of which is madness.”

Ddlroi's exploration of Failway Two was rapid and systematic, for he knew acrisiswas coming. There



was no nailing the exact sensation: an eectric tenson intheair, atightening of the scalp, the unease of
watching eyes which were never redly there— whatever it was, it nagged in Daroi's bones, an
uninformed ingtinct to beware. Daroi had more sense than to disregard a hunch, and primed the radiation
pistal in his pocket. He sensed trouble, though from what quarter he could not determine.

A moment later he knew. The artificia sun coughed and died and he was thrown into aworld of utter
darkness; aworld of sound without sight, movement without possibility of seeing the mover. Gormalu's
world!

He choked back hisfirst impulse to panic and wondered if blindness had struck him without warning, but
arisgng tumult from the areaaround him told of others smilarly placed. He drew a boron match and
ragped it into life. The flame threw back the shadow in acircle about him, and others swiftly moved
forward, attracted like mothsto the diminutive flickering flame.

"Ligen!" said Daroi urgently. "The sun hasfailed. Don't try to run. Find lights wherever you can: start
bonfires and wait patiently. Don't move too far until it'slight enough to see.”

A few more aso had matches, and the street began to weave with erratic sparks of fire. Others, less
prepared, fought their way from dark placesto reach transient flames, which died before the journey was
complete. Panic was spreading as the need for light struck homein the hearts of the bewildered
assembly. The murmur of complaint and bewilderment mounted like an ever increasing hymn of fright
Soon, to strike a match was to become the centre of avicious, screaming scrum fighting for possession of
thetiny lighted splint.

People began to run in the darkness, blundering into iron and masonry, striking frenziedly at flesh and
stone and empty air; running no one knew to where, or from what, or anything except thet their souls
wereterrified of staying in the darkness.

Gormalu'sworld! A blind man'srevenge! Theideaforced itsdf into Daroi's mind. The absence of
lighting in the Streets and buildings was itself asnister suggestion that thiswas no norma mishap. Even the
loudspeakers were mute, yet the power was not wholly dead for the deep throb of the ventilators, so low
asto beinaudible except by conscious recognition, continued its sullen grumble.

Gormalu'sworld! By now Daroi was certain. Thiswas apiece of carefully calculated maliciousness.
Gormalu was herein Failway, somewhere on thisleve. The diabolica doctor, unseen, maignant, was
enjoying hismastery. Hell was at hand and the Devil had comeinto his own.

Daroi stedled himsdf in the darkness, pressed flat againgt awall, killing the fear born of eyesthat could
tell him nothing, forging precise details of the scene from memory. A habit of detailed observation gave
him many facets of information an untrained man would miss. Somewhere to hisright there should be a
service ladder to the roof. He touched the column of sted with hishand and began climbing upward in
the darkness.

Gaining the roof, he crossed it and searched dong the further wall. He found the steps, and moments
later, the ironwork of the service catwalk. Now hewas surer of hisground. In hismind'seye hehad a
fair plan of the catwalks, ampler than the streets and alleys below, with less obstacles and a surer guide
in the darkness. He turned in the direction of the Faillway service bays.

An unexpected obstruction on the catwalk brought him down swearing, and something metalic skittered
aong in the darkness. Something about the weight of the unseen object caught his attention and he
searched for it urgently. Ashis hand found one, hisfoot contacted another and he drew them to him for
examination. They were curiousy-shaped boxes with well rounded corners. A short rod or antenna
protruded from each and they both had fixing straps. They suggested something he vaguely remembered.



But what? Two boxes, two antennae ... walkie-talkies, perhaps? No, nobody makes walkie-talkies
like that. Bottom curved almost as though to fit ... on a shoulder!

The memory came. In his hands he held Gorma u's bats-eye radar boxes, the eectronic eyeswhich
normally perched like vultures on the blind doctor's shoulders. It fitted the circumstances so well that he
had no doubt of hisidentification. What troubled him was why they had been abandoned. It did not make
sense. In the country of the blind the one-eyed man is king. Gormalu had rdinquished his most
vauable asset — the ability to move fredy in darkness.

Or had he? Suddenly Daroi knew the answer. I1n the darkness Gormalu was not blind!

The sghtless eyes were not sightless any more; eyesthat were dead in the daylight were living and useful
in the absolute darkness. Infra-red vision! It fitted perfectly. Daroi took the notion further. Infra-red and
VHF radio bands overlap. That would explain Gormalu's uncanny accuracy with the bat's-eye boxes.
The man could see using wavelengths into the broadcast-radio part of the spectrum. The thought was
chilling. What manner of cresture was Gormalu?

He consdered this slently. Suddenly the tables were reversed and it was Gormalu who was sighted and
he who was blind. He moved on with new urgency. He had to find Gormau before Gormau found him.

THIRTEEN

Migudging the course of the catwak in the darkness he lost his bearings and plunged headlong down a
short flight of stairs on to arooftop, landing with a bone-jarring impact. He was about to regain hisroute
when he stopped and pulled himsdlf in under the stair. Somebody was coming along the catwalk, not
cautioudy like aman waking in the darkness, but with the swift tread of onewho could seein his
environment. Not Gormalu for sure, for thiswasthe step of atall and agile man. Daroi worked tighter
againg the tair. The footsteps came nearer and passed.

Ddroi moved like atiger, swiftly, ferocioudy, legping up the stepsin the passer'swake, with no illusons
about the chances he was taking. He was in the position of a blind man attempting an assault on an armed
man in daylight. With cat-tread he measured the pace of the one in front. Only as he closed in did the
dark footstepsfater. Daroi sprang blindly.

Hefound aneck and it broke even as the other attempted to react. Following the body to the ground he
explored it rgpidly with his hands. The soft garments suggested it was one of Gormalu's henchmen, either
Timaoshu or Matshee, and a short knife completed the suggestion. He then found what he at first thought
was aweapon, but which proved to be asmall but powerful dark-lamp. His heart legped. Thiswasthe
break he had been looking for. He followed the distorted neck to the head and his fingers closed
thankfully on apair of infra-red goggles. He donned them swiftly and dull vison swam back to hiseyes.

Hewasin aworld of black and white and grey, like a grotesque monochrome film-set. The major
illumination on the scene came from the banks of concealed heaters which supplemented the warmth of
the now absent artificia sun. In the valeys of wrongness which were streets and terraces below him,
blind men fought with blind, or hid or collapsed or blundered aimlesdy.

Dalroi could see no sign of the figure he was seeking, but the body of Timashu confirmed his suspicions.
Gormalu was here! He had to find Gormalu fast, for he sensed the devilry in the darkness. The blind
bewilderment of Failway's own staff pointed up the fact that the Situation was both unforeseen and quite
beyond contral.

The screaming began in afurther sector well beyond hisrange of vision, amammoth shriek of frenzy and



anguish. Swiftly hetraversed the catwalks, knowing that this must be the start of what he feared. Even as
he neared the spot he could sense the fear rising out of the bewildered crowd. Hisblood ran cold.

In the square a group of people had gone berserk. With staring eyes and idiot expressionsthey had
reached the mad abandonment born of fear. Naked panic probed with intolerable fingersinto the crowd;
terror upon crazing terror touched with icy fingers, plucking the sensesfrom their brains. Caudtic, cutting,
corroding frenzy mazed the intellect. Most inhumanly they fought. They fought in the darkness, they
fought themsalves; they fought each other. Insane with fear, demented under the grip of some power they
could neither avoid nor understand, they reverted to the status of cornered rats, and everything in the
helpless darkness was their enemy.

Ddroi wassick. Hehad seenit dl before. During the abortive rebellion which had risen during hisyouth
the police had produced aweagpon from the secret stock-piles dedicated to civil obedience. Thiswasthe
dreaded 'shredder’, based on A.F.I., the artificid-fear-induction process ... It was well named. It literally
shredded the nervous system of thosein its path. Of course the rebellion had falen to pieces, but fourteen
new hospitals had to be established to tend those permanently crazed. Daroi remembered. The children
had been most susceptible to the barbarous radiation. For along time there had been a shortage of
schoolmatesin Old Town.

The same memory made him lay aside the radiation pistol. The cartridge-charge of the pistol had a
resonant frequency roughly the same asthat of a shredder, and he had no wish to become part of the
conflagration which resulted from an exploding radiation cartridge at resonance. There was enough
murder in his heart now to make Timoshu's short knife adequate for his purpose. His directive was
smple find Gormau and kill him.

Bitterly he recognised the trgp. Somehow Gormalu knew that he was on thislevel, and thiswas hisown
twisted method of bringing Daroi into the open. He had no doubt that when he appeared Gormalu would
hit him with everything available. Ddroi was past caring. If it wastrue that he wasimmuneto ordinary
murder then he had nothing to fear; if not, he was going on anyway. If Gormalu wanted to fight he had
picked on theright adversary.

The problem of locating Gormalu was answered for him. His nerves twisted with a sudden convulsion
which nearly brought him to hisknees. Gormau must have seen him and brought the shredder to bear in
his direction. Far away on afurther catwak he could see the bright i-r halo hovering about the muzzle of
the shredder, dthough the instrument and its operator were too indistinct to be seen. He wondered
whether Gormalu redlised hisidentity or if hewas merdly playing safe. With the second bolt he threw
himsdf on to the cold meta of the walk and writhed with not entirely spurious agony. With an angry gout
of firethe radiation pistol burst on the handrail where he had left it.

Ten seconds later the beam shifted and Dalroi breathed asigh of rdlief. What wasto follow would be
difficult enough without having his nerves skinned in advance. Moving now with the utmost caution he
inched dong the catwalk to where the walkway intercepted the one occupied by Gormau.

Even asheroseto hisfeet he held asuspicion in hismind that he could not possibly makeit. Asthe beam
swung back hastily in response to hisfoolhardy fronta attack, the suspicion degpened into a certainty.
Thefirg bolt caught him in mid-air and so convulsed his body that he amost missed theguard rail. He
checked himsdlf in time, and with afortitude not completely hisown hewaked in acloud of desperate
pain straight aong the beam-path of the shredder. Something within him snapped. His mind was choked
with ascending pressures, and the fierce determination to succeed clamped over his shrieking nerves and
forced him to ignore their agonised messages.

Willpower was no use; no creature was gifted with the will to overcome the racking fire which so crazed



the nibbling nerve. Only theintolerably fearful thing which roosted in the dark side of hismind could give
the ordersto force his muscles to move into mounting and uncontrollable waves of pain and fear.
Deliberately he walked. The excruciating agony mounted with each triggered burgt; fire uponfire,
inconceivable agony, corroding torment egting his nerves. Only the blind hate and desperation within him
beat back the protective darkness from his mind, kept him conscious, forced him crudly on.

He could see Gormalu now, crouched behind the shredder: two bright and dreadful eyes set in the
death's head where aways before dark glasses had obscured the face. Gormalu was frightened, and with
good reason. Nobody could walk along the beam-path of a shredder — nobody except Dalroi! Nobody
would attempt it unless driven by more than ordinary motives. Such endurance needed something more
than morta mativation.

Daroi kept going, the nerves of hiswhole body vibrating with hideous discharges and his brain seemingly
on the verge of collapse from the conflict of pressures. The knife wasin hisfingers and Gormalu was only
yards ahead. Hetook thefull blast of the shredder in histemple and blood-red images trampled adong his
optic nerves until he thought his eyebalswould burst. A brush of pure flame traversed his spind cord. He
hit the shredder and it canted wildly onitsgimbals.

Gormau, paralysed with fear, lay before him on the catwalk. Dalroi seized the scraggy shoulder and
struck down with the knife, avicious, murderous stroke.

It never connected. There was an implosion of air into the space where the devilish doctor had lain, and
the speed of hisremova dragged patches of skin from Daroi's fingers. The knife plunged through
emptiness and clattered uselessy againgt the stedl of the walkway. Daroi knelt, stupefied with shock, and
wept with ablind and futile rage at the unholy trick which had thwarted hisrevenge.

A welt of scarlet lightning split the black sky. Fearing new devilry Dalroi looked around for cover, but
stopped as he redlised the flash came from the dead sun. Another flash, and afind pinpoint of lavender
showed that the re-ignition had been successful. Power was coming back into Failway Two, and the
crisswas over.

But Daroi recognised the lull before the sickening storm. His encounter with Gormalu had awakened
something dormant in his mind. Gormalu, or somebody like Gormalu, was aready in among his deep
perceptions, the age-old enemy, the bat-blind bogey which lurksin man's subconscious, was not amyth
but aredity. Deep laid in the wdll of impossible recollectionswas this antithesis of man. Ingtinctively he
now knew what type of creature Gormau was. Hisfingers curled with hate,

Picking up the shredder he bent it over the guardrail with a savage swing and threw the debrisaway. The
act of destruction came so naturaly to him that he paused and looked at his hands and wondered what
eons of repetition had given hisfingers such inborn familiarity. He was treading on the threshold of
unknown hell, but the things that he needed to know would not come back to him.

ACTION! REACTION! ACTION! REACTION! ACT!

He had anger without opportunity. Impotently he was forced to wait for the gathering fury. He pressed
theinfrared gogglesinto his pocket and moved aong the catwaksin the weird dawn glare of there-lit
sun, choosing hisdirection more by inginct than by design. Lights were coming on in the buildings below,
block by block, and people were staring upward, drinking in the welcome light.

Hefdt like a scene-shifter in the flies of some incredible stage, looking down on the end of adramasuch
as no theatre could ever know. Grimly he realised the smile was exact. Faillway Two wasastage, a
grotesque, soulless collection of props and effects, with innocent bystanders as unsuspecting actors
playing out amelodramawith red tears and rea blood.



Anger dashed through him like aknife. He had to get off of the stage, away from the make-bdieve. He
had to reach the wings where they operated the lights and the strings which kept the puppets dancing. He
had to come to grips with the author and the producer and, perhaps, the impresario. Somebody had
wantonly written Berinainto the script, and with the same scratch of the pen had scored an indelible mark
on Ddroi's soul.

Hewent asfar in one direction as he could. He was no longer awed by the scenery, he was looking for
the fact behind the fiction. At last the catwalks angled and he was up againgt awall, apparently no
different from athousand other walls, yet when he studied it in perspective it seemed to form no part of
any other structure. Following its contours he became convinced that thiswas one of the limits of Failway
Two. With an ear to the wall he could just detect the thump of mighty pistons besting a subsonic rhythm
which needed to be felt rather than heard.

Hidden in the dcove asmal metd door, dightly gar, invited his attention. He passed into adark passage
where acrid smoke lay in ahorizontal plane on acurrent of rising warmth. He hurried through, guessing
that chance had played into his hands, arriving in amammoth powerhouse where generators and amyriad
giant devices were staggered over avast and awesome floor. The air reeked with ozone and the smell of
burning insulation, doubtless the result of Gormalu'swork to sabotage the sun. Machines were starting

up, winding upward with throaty screams, passing resonance with shattering intendity, coming back to

life

One, quite the largest engine that Dalroi had ever seen, was black and broken, with tubes split, bearings

torn, castings fractured and fused. It had evidently been the centre of a high temperature explosion. At a

rough guessit had once been aliquid hydrogen aternator and somebody had switched the pump input to
oxygen. The titanium-tungstate stal actites would need a solar furnace to recast the pattern.

Ddroi was disappointed. It was not here that he could find the answersto his questions, nor any way to
ward-off the blow he knew was about to fal. There must be something morel

Nobody noticed that he passed. Overhead cranes above the smoke-haze carried beams and crates with
acontrolled frenzy. A narrow-gauge railway scattered furious el ectric trucks on unknown electronic
errands. Something, ariveter probably, screamed and thumped in the distance, overlaying its own noise
with apattern of explosive echoes.

Daroi continued theway he was going. After nearly haf amile of the machinery jungle he came up
againg another wall. Thisrose so high that it passed out of sight above the tangles of pipe and
girder-work. Its thickness was measurable by the fact that the single door which he could find was
recessed nearly thirty feet into the concrete.

FOURTEEN

Six hundred feet below the ground the concrete caves snapped back quick echoes of iron-tipped hedls
on unyielding stone and the occasiona snicker of acarbine butt on ablack stedl buckle. The boltson the
heavy door broke back with the sharp, certain action of powerful solenoids, and the Monitor entered.

Inthe cell Cronstadt rose warily, blinking at the light. "How much longer are you going to keep me here?’

The Monitor bowed dightly. "Until you rot if necessary. It appears you and your friends have conspired
to turn a serious Stuation into something verging on the catastrophic’

"l swear to God I'm on your side. | had no idea about Gormalu.”

"The singular thing about this caseisthat thereis quite aded that you don't seem to know. How aman of



your acumen could have comethisfar in total ignorance of what you were attempting, is something | shall
never understand. | can only assume that your overwhelming avarice completely blinded you to the red
issues”

"Damnyou! | wasnot in thisaone. Y ou, too, wereinvolved.”

"For the very good reason,” said the Monitor, "that | knew there had to be something morein the scheme
than appeared on the surface. There was ahell of an undercurrent at work and | wasjust waiting for one
of you to show your hand. | must confessto being mided in thinking that the operation was directed
againg Failway. Only recently did | redlisethat it was not Failway but Daroi who wasthe target.”

"What the hell do you mean?'

The Monitor smiled grimly. "That'sright, Baron! Continue to proclaim your innocence. Frankly, your life
dependsonit. Let me ask you, do you know what Failway i1s?'

"Yes, it'sabig busness proposition — dirty but highly profitable.”

"No," said the Monitor. "Failway isnot what it seems. What you seeisonly the facade. But afacade for
what? That'swhat | needed to know. And suddenly ... it'sdl clear to me. Failway isatrap— a
Goddlmighty trap laid with terrible jaws set to catch afew certain gifted individuas. It isbaited with the
most irresistible of lures— power, corruption and oppression; who set it up and who designed it is
something | have yet to learn. But itsintended victim | do know. They were after Daroi. And with the
connivance of your committee weve thrown him to the wolves”

"Thisismadness"

"l wishit were. Did you never ask yourself about Daroi, how he came by that immunity to murder? Did
you never think any further than that?"

Before Cronstadt could answer, the communicator on the Monitor's lapel sounded briefly.
"Monitor."

"Communications Lab, Sir. We have the radio recaiver down here which was removed from Gormalu's
laboratory. It's imilar to asub-etheric set but it won't tune over the usua bands. There'sashoal of
dationson it the like of which we've never heard before.

"Damn!" said the Monitor. "'I'm coming down to have alook."
"Trouble?" asked Cronstait.

"I don't know yet. Y ou'd better come too. Weve had ateam stripping Gormau's place. There's stuff in
there which will take all of twenty yearsto understand. Gormalu got out of there so fast he didn't even
bother to arm the mines he'd | &ft in the basement. That seemsto be ameasure of the panic which Dalroi
had induced into everyone connected with Failway. Gormau must have been avery frightened man.”

" till can't understand how we let him take usin so completely.”

"My dear Crongtadt,” said the Monitor, "none of usis beyond suspicion. | don't think Gormalu isthe only
traitor. Y ou yourself are on record as once having bid for the Failway monopoly. Predey isfirmly
convinced that it's an antechamber to hdll, and Hildebrand ... "

"What are you going to do about Hildebrand?"



"l don't know yet. Shoot him probably ... and how many others also? I've had to place my trust in some
very imperfect material. It would only take me about an hour with any of you to cometo thered truthin
your hearts— but | fear you'd be very little use to me by thetime | wasfinished. Y ou'd be incurably
insane”

"You're agtrange cuss yourself," said Cronstadt, unabashed. ™Y ou don't even have aname. What do we
know of you and your ambitions?'

TheMonitor laughed lightly, dmost boyishly, and pushed back the lank hair which disturbed his brow.
"Count yoursdlf lucky you know neither. It doesn't pay to be too curious about the hierarchy of the Black
Knights. It isan estate which is entered through avery smdl doorway."

"So I've heard,” said Cronstadt dryly.

When he came out again through the door of the Communications Laboratory, the Monitor's smile was
gone and his confidence was ripped to shreds.

"My God! Crongtadt! What have we got ourselvesinto? At arough guess theré's around haf abillion
stations broadcasting on bands covered by that receiver and not one of them comes from Earthside. It's
like awindow into another sort of universe, alittle keyhole where you can listen in on something which
cannot possibly exig. It'sunholy, and | don't mind admitting I'm frightened.”

"There must be somerationd explanation.”
"Thereis. That recaiver is picking up transmissions originating from somewhere in transfinite space.”
"That'simpossble”

"You think I don't know that!" said the Monitor. "Ask any scientist and hell tell you that there are only
seven even remotely habitable trangtion levelsin transfinite space, and Failway hasthem dl. Therearea
series of equations which prove quite Smply by means of progressive variablesthat no other levels
through to infinity can ever contain anything which we can consrue aslife. | tell you now thet those
sub-radio transmissions represent not only life, but life on a scale such aswe can only dimly concelve,
There must be whole galaxies populated and jabbering a each other on sub-radio channels which we
don't even know how to tap.”

"Isthat so shocking? Weve never doubted the possibility of intelligent lifein our own cosmos. Isit so
terrible that thinking beings should exist in some other continuum?”

"Only," said the Monitor, sickly, "when you hear one of them speaking in English, issuing ordersthat the
destruction of Ivan Daroi must be accomplished absolutely regardless of the cost.”

"Fendsin Hal!" said Crongtadt. " And this gpparatus belonged to Gormau?

"Yes. | just wonder how many more there are around, how many other people | sometimes haveto trugt,
St at home at nights and receive their orders from the other side of nowhere. Y ou know, Cronstadt, there
aretimeswhen | hate the whole bloody human race. Thereisn't one of them who wouldn't sell his soul for
money or revenge or martyrdom or whatever their petty spirits crave. The whole raceisrotten with the
pursuit of chegp excitement.”

"I've never doubted it," said Cronstadt. "May | hear these transmissons?’

"Help yoursdlf,” said the Monitor wearily. "For dl | know they may be intended for your ears anyway."



When Crongtadt turned from the gpparatus his face was the colour of putty. "You'reright,” he said.
"Werein trouble. Daroi versus Failway was odds enough to shake the Devil: but Daroi versus whatever
livesin thetrandfiniteirrationa planes could be sheer disaster. What the hell will he have to contend with
now?"'

"I don't know," said the Monitor, "but whoever engineered this played amasterful hand. The whole
set-up was designed to get Daroi where they wanted him — and like bloody fools we played aong.
Héll, if Ddroi redly cutsloosethey're going to haveto settlehim inabig way.”

"But if that hgppensin Failway it'll be the biggest catastrophe of the age.”

"And if it happensout of Faillway it won't be a catastrophe, it'll be extinction. I'm going to war: | don't
have any option any more. The pogrom we sought to avoid is being thrust upon us, so | don't have any
aternative. I'm going to take atask-force and sedl off Failway Terminus so tight amouse won't be able
to get hiswhiskersin or out unless| say so. And if you don't know any prayers, Cronstadt, you'd better
learn some fast because unless | miss my guess we're so far out of our depth that we'd better become
amphibiousfadt if were going to survive.”

It was a heavy meta door, gas but not pressure tight, and fitted with aflux lock. There were ways of
tricking the magnetic tumblers of such locksif the sengtivity of the reading-heads had fdlen sufficiently
low. Ddroi had amagnetic pick-lock in hiswallet. He inserted it into the lock and tapped the end with a
gmall magnet. Once. Twice. Theferriterod of the pick-lock read the resdual magnetism in the tumblers
and the magnet cycled the magnetic flux to produce the characterigtic hysteresis.

He pressed the rod into the reading position and waited. The relay went over with areluctant click.
Kicking the door to upset the tumblers, he pulled sharply, broke the sedl's, and seconds later was through
into the terrain beyond.

Under apale, blue, artificial moon lay afield of black mutation poppy, avast seaof broad-petalled
poisonous blossoms upturned to an imposs ble sky — the source of the cepi on which the Failway dave
empirewas based. Daroi swore.

The cepi was at once more potent and more degrading than the opium from which it had been mutated. If
thiswas a sample of the dmost legendary cepi fields of Failway, then its masters could easily produce
enough narcatics to bring the civilised world to its knees. With this ample source of raw material Failway
could afford the multiple essentia ditillationsto produce the rarer drugs which, once experienced, were
impossible to withdraw without madnessintervening.

He moved into the field and examined the broad black petals without touching them. The rare fullness of
the growth was surprising, for cepi does not take kindly to cultivation; in this he redlised the sgnificance
of the ultraviolet moon hanging on atracery of girders perhaps two miles above his head. These were
unnatura plants growing in unnatural conditions under an unbelievable moon. All the shifting madness of
transfinite space had seemed more natural than the dien ddliberateness of this one field of terrible flowers.
Again he sensed something incredibly wrong.

He was amost on top of the pickers before he saw them, so well did the colour of their skins match the
hue of the brown foliage. He thought at first he had come across a company of negroes, and it was
severa seconds before anguished redlisation told him that the blue-brown of their skinswasthe result of
prolonged exposure to the blue, atrocious moon.

Most were nearly naked, some completely so, and they squatted on their haunches, Asatic style,
between the die-straight rows, eyes staring ahead, apparently unseeing, while their hands gathered the



cepi. Everyone was in an advanced state of cepi hypnosis. Dalroi might have been wrong, but he could
have sworn that among the nearer group of degraded faces he could identify at least two of the members
of the fact-finding group he had started out to trace. He shrugged. There was nothing he could do for
them now.

There are many ways to gather cepi. The best way isto puncture the sac beforeit isfully ripe, and to
alow the sap therein to dry in asmall, milky tear on the outside of the growing pod. Such an operation
needs to be performed with care, for the un-dry liquor is barbaroudy addictive and induces raw
hallucinations completely without the restraint of prepared cepi. It iseasily absorbed through the skin.
Those who gather cepi tears with unprotected hands either die or are forced by the power of the drug to
remain pickersfor therest of their short, befuddled lives. To gratify such an addiction aman willingly
entersa date of davery on acepi field, and, sincelikedl cepi derivativesthe drug was specific, only that
source could satisfy the craving.

Ddroi reconnoitred carefully. There were no guards that he could see; none would be needed, for cepi
kept its own narcotic watch on pickers who attempted to default — but aline of sheds and lights on the
edge of the shadow suggested an encampment where the pickers dept. Humidifier heads dotted about
the rows argued that part of the cultivation process was a heavy drenching of the foliage. The two facts
taken together suggested adaily routine or cycle of events. Daroi became thoughtful.

Cepi was the kingpoint of the Failway dave empire; destroying the cepi destroyed Failway, but it would
a o bring death or madness to thousands dependent on Failway drugs. It would be a difficult decison to
make.

"If Failway can be broken it can only be by one man who can't be touched by force or guile, fear
or pity; one man whose frenzy is such that he could bear a million murders on his conscience
without snapping; a man whose terrible thirst for vengeance would lead him on where even
dedicated madmen fear to tread." Cronstadt had said that to him.

And: "It had to he somebody tough and somebody who was not afraid to kill; it had to be
somebody with a passionate and relentless hatred of Failway and with a mind strong enough not
to burn out under the strain ... whose innate capacity and ruthless determination ... transcended
all other emotions.”

"A highly intelligent gutter-rat,” said Ddroi to nobody in particular. "That'smel”

The sound of hisvoice shocked him, for hewas not in the habit of talking to himself. An aert part of his
mind tripped on the incident and andysed it. The answer was worrying. Somehow the subtle vapour from
the blossoms was affecting his thinking. Knowing the soporific effect of cepi on anon-addicted person he
redised that if he wasto take any effective action againgt the field he had better start quickly. Within an
hour the vapour would have robbed him of his purpose; after two hours he might not bother to leave. ...
ever.

Aganavoice swvamin hismind. Thistime hisown: "Failway grows like a malignant cancer ... you
can't remove such barbarous poisons ... you have to take up a knife and hack out the rotting flesh
... cauterising the wound with red-hot iron and cooling the iron with tears of pain.”

"Damn!" said Dalroi. The decision was made. He looked for apoint asfar away from the cepi as
possible, where he could do some serious destructive thinking. Outside the sphere of light from the
ungodly moon avagt, dark plain lurked in black bewilderment. There was no indication that morta foot
had ever travelled or explored except where the blue moon shone. Dalroi walked out into the darkness.



FIFTEEN

The cepi field was of earth, declining gently to aflat, glassy surface. Obvioudy the soil for thefield had
been imported and laid over whatever composed the basic plane of the continuum. The idea of
dimensonless plain intrigued Ddroi. It was another of those mathematical abstractions become redlity.
He knelt and tried the surface with hishand. Not hot, not cold; glassy and flawless asfar ashe could tell.
Asto its composition, he remembered Gormalu's paradox: "Nothing insde, and the inverse of nothing
outsgdeit, or vice versaaccording to your mathematica standpoint.”

The picture clarified. The mathematics of Failway projection had located on one side of the theoretica
two-dimensiond figure. On this surface Failway had set its pleasure ingtdl ation walled against nobody
knew what, and outside the wall they had established afield of cepi. Beyond that the plain stretched to ...
infinity’? Unchanged ... limitless.... empty? The notion worried him.

How do you know aplaceisinfinite until you've reached the edge and proved it not so? How do you
know it isempty until something comes out of the darkness and provesthat it isnot? It isunnatural for
men to live on the very edge of the unknown and not be eterndly curious.

A sudden dip in theillumination behind him broke the chain of thought. The moon was growing paer and

duller with the passing seconds. He returned to the edge of the field and studied the position. The pickers
had |eft the field, and the humidifiers were sarting their saturating micro-spray. Here was achangein the

cycle. Now, if ever, wasthe time to make hismove.

The haf-plan forming in hismind crystallised to completeness. Centradly in thefield stood four towers
which, drawing together as they ascended, supported the incredible spire on which burned the ultraviol et
moon. That the structure was two miles high awed Dalroi not abit. He was moreinterested in the fact
that theillumination was controllable.

Searching carefully he located the cable-run to the towers, and, near the edge of thefield, he found the
control cabin, asmall blockhouse which stiraddled the cable channd. Dalroi gpproached it warily, finaly
throwing aclump of earth at the meta roof. Nothing happened, so he guessed the technician responsible
for dimming the moon had aready |€ft.

The door was unlocked, so he entered and closed it behind him. The cabin was warm and vibrating with
the surge of power even though the moon was only at quarter intensity.

The controlswere unfamiliar but argpid analysis of their functions extracted aguiding principle. Much of
the equipment concerned primary ignition, and this he ignored. He was not so much concerned with
extinguishing the moon aswith taking it to such intengity that the radiation became intolerable to the cepi.
The task could prove dangerous. A meter graduated in novemdecillions, function unspecified, made the
hair rise on the back of his neck. One false move when juggling with such power could well roast him
where he stood.

With taut hands, and his brow dripping with perspiration, he turned the energy up. Needles climbed
scaes and approached and passed red warning limits without incident. The hum of power sang through
the cabin like the tune of athousand bees.

Thelight increased not in linear proportions but exponentidly, rising to swift brilliance and il increasing
amog asfast asthe eye could adapt. The artificial moon became a sun, spilling bluefire. Searing
radiation cut into the land and into the dark foliage with mercilessintensity. Ddroi drew the shiddsasfar
as he could while balancing the contrals, the next best thing to a prayer hovering on hislips.

The colour-shift of the radiated light told him that the delicate balance of the eementsin the sun had been



destroyed. Thevigble light shift was towards the red end of the spectrum, and the heat rising fast asthe
energy entered the infra-red band.

If thiswasasmpledrift of the radiation frequencies, the whole energy output might well enter the E.H.F.
radio band, with unpredictable consequences. If, however, the sun was spreading itsemissions over a
wider portion of the €lectro-magnetic spectrum, part of the energy would excite radiationsinto the X-ray
and gamma-radiation bands. The control cabin had athin lead shield but thiswould be no protection
againg concentrated hard radiation, nor had he any means of knowing when he had received afata

dosage.

It was arisk too grave to take. He punched the power off fast, hoping that it had achieved its purpose,
and waited for the brilliance to subside. He had to time his movements carefully. As soon astheterrain
outside was tenable the police squads would be coming out to get him. If he stayed too long he was set
fair to be cut down by the local security force; if he moved too quickly he was chancing an unknown
density of hard radiation with equally deadly results. Only ... aglance at the heavily-blued monitoring
window shattered his cal culations with anew problem which made the others paeinto insgnificance. The
radiation outside, far from decreasing, had grown tenfold initsbrilliance. The artificial sun wasgoing

nova

He had heard of such things from the days when artificia luminaries had been sent into orbit about the
earth to eiminate night. One such device, doubtless contaminated by cosmic debris, so went nova. A
large continent called Africachanged its contours overnight; but that was along time ago and nobody had
dared to try it Snce. Now the hectic plasma-furnace high above his head had started a similar reaction,
consuming the very eements which strove to contain it, and continuing without need of the energy input
which had brought it into life.

Ddlroi hagtily brought the shutter over the window. The door was dready shut fast but the light outside
was S0 intense that the mere scatter rebounding from the crevices between the door and the frame
flooded the interior with aleve of radiation which hurt his eyes. An examination of the walls and roof of
the cabin showed him that the structure offered but meagre protection, being merely to shield the
technicians while the sun was being first run up to criticality. No provision had been made for this sort of
catastrophe; indeed, it was doubtful if any sort of protection was possible.

Hewondered idly how long the tower would last in the face of the heat which was till building rapidly. A
rough caculation assured him that most of it would vaporise when the hyper-critical stage was reached.
At about that time aso the lead shielding of the cabin would be faling in slvery driblets soon to be
followed by the molten stedl of the framework. The point was hypothetica. Ddroi figured he would be
dead and dry long before the metals came to pouring point.

The temperature rose mercilesdy. Already the walls were too hot to touch and the ventilators were
admitting asmoke-laden fug which told of the fire ravaging the cepi inthefield. Daroi shut the ventilator
tight. Though he badly needed the air-change he had to avoid the stupefying cepi fumesfor aslong as
possible. Only asalast resort would he welcomeits release from pain.

Dull thunder rocked the structure and knocked him on to the floor. A rising, continuous scream, like the
voice of athousand rocket jets, savaged his ears. Everything vibrated as though caught in the teeth of a
mighty, rocking storm.

Thatisit! thought Ddroi.

Something coming: a million banshees swooping down; ten million expresstrains driving down a
vertical shaft; a hundred million intercontinental rockets converging on the same point at the



same instant. Upheaval: fire spitting, earth shattering, winding, clawing, driving,
universe-shaking cataclysm ... the terrible removal from disorientation to something worse and
back again with soul-twisting transition. Time lapse! Time relapse! Time collapse!

"Did" sadtheliving fire.
"Hate!" sad Ddroi. "Hatel"
CONCEPTION! DECEPTION!
TRANSCRIPTION! ABSTRACTION!
HATE! HATE! HATE!

Bruising shock; boulder upon boulder; shoulder twisted; knee where backbone used to be. Flesh
afire, forehead flaming, eyes incandescent.

He could sméll hisflesh scorching as he struggled to hisfeet only to find his shoes were burning. Suddenly
thelight was gone. A swift shift from yellow into red, and he was standing in a hel pless darkness that
snored like agiant. He fought the shutter from the window, ignoring the blistering hest of the metal. Dying
radiation sauntered in.

The sun had disappeared. Before him, far across the wasted field was a young vol cano whose dopes
conceded the wanton pit which the sun had burned for itself in faling. Somewhere far below, the sun ill
lived and spewed gouts of red-hot porridge into the loud and dying air. The crisswas over. Only when
he naticed the ruined instruments under his hand did Daroi redlisethat he had no right to be dive.

He moved. The door was buckled beyond repair but he crashed it savagely and the weakened metal
buckled and broke. The terrain outside was afantasy painted in red and black. The cepi was charred
black ash, brittle charcod tracerieswhich fell congtantly with minute rhyming tinkles on to the brick-faced
soil. The only light was the blood-red radiance from the pit, degpening and dying even as he ran out into
the darkness. It was a grotesque shadow-play, a macabre pictorial comment on a contemporary scene of
destruction.

Ombudsman Rhodes |ooked up asthe girl entered. "Y our name is Zdenka?"

The girl frowned at the hospital dressin which she had been attired. "What businessisit of yourswhat
my nameis?'

"It'smy job to ask questions about peoplein trouble. One of my assistants pulled you out of theriver.
Y ou were S0 giff with drugs he didn't know whether to call an ambulance or ahearse. That soundslike
trouble to me. Have you anything you'd like to add to the story."

"Goto hdl!"

"Soon," said the Ombudsman patiently, "but first | have afew questions. Y our identity tablet lisssyou as
working for Ivan Ddrai. I'd have thought agirl could get into enough trouble around town without
associating with someone like him."

"Ddroi'sdl right," said Zdenka. "It's just that he goes out and looks for trouble before it comes round
looking for him."

"He seemsto have found enough thistime," said Rhodes criticaly. "If we're going to get him out of it |
need every scrap of information | can get.”



"What happened to him?"

"He bulldozed a sizable piece out of the Sde of Failway Termind by diverting an expressinto the
unloading bay, and was last seen heading into Fallway, purpose unknown."

"That's Ddroi!" Zdenkasaid. "He was dl set to tear the place gpart.”
"Oneman?"

"Ddroi's not one man. He's akilo of fissile uranium with agrudge against everybody who doesn't seelife
the way he seesit. Failway enticed his girlfriend away, and he means to make somebody swesat because
of it."

"Asan individud, he can only do so much damage before hefdls.”

"Then you don't know Ddroi. Daroi'sfights are awell-known loca phenomena When he getsin atight
corner he goes mad. | don't think he knows it himself, but nobody can touch him, and ... "

"And?" asked Rhodes.

"I don't know," Zdenkasaid. "I've seenit but | don't believe it. Somehow he — jumps. One second he's
being threatened with agun and the next second he's holding it. Y ou can't see him go. His reaction speed
isfantadtic”

"That agrees with my own information,”" said the Ombudsman. "How much more do you know about
what's going on?'

"Not much. Dalroi was working for the Cronstadt committee, but he never takes anybody'sword as
gospd. He wanted to know more about the committee itself. | located an ex-journdist named Harry
Dever and took him to the cabin at Passfidds for an interview with Daroi. Somebody attacked us at the
cabin and Harry Dever was shot. | think they must have used a hypo-gun on me because the next thing |
remember was awakening on the river bank with your assistant trying to persuade me back to life."

"And you remember nothing of what happened to you between the time you were at the cabin and when
we found you?'

“Nothing, why?"

"Y ou'd been treated with avery full measure of asomewhat exatic truth drug normally available only to
police laboratories. Somebody very much wanted some information out of you and didn't much careif he
killed you to obtain it. When held got what he wanted he dropped you in the river. Y ou were lucky ...
The drugs dowed your metabolism else you'd have died from exposure even though you didn't drown.

Y ou were never intended to come out of theriver dive. Have you any ideawho did that to you?"

"I — I can't remember anything. It'sal ablank.”

"Very well," said Rhodes, "but try. Theré's an unseen war going on which could bresk out into the most
bloody massacre of the century. What it'sall about | can only guess, but Daroi'sin the middie of it
somewhere and if heisn't dead dready then it'sonly amatter of time. Failway against Daroi isthe sort of
odds which makes my blood run cold, and I'm not even sure the situation is as Smple asthat. If you can
remember anything at al which might help you've got to let me know."

"Just before Dever and | were attacked he started to talk about Gormalu.”



"Anything es?'
"Dever said the Black Knights were looking for Dalroi — asking questions.”

"Yes," said the Ombudsman quietly. "I rather imagine they would be. There's aloose association between
the Cronstadt committee and the Black Knights, but they make strained and unhappy bedfdlows. It will
be interesting to see what happens to Democracy when the bonds of expediency break down. 1t will be
even more interesting when they learn they've been fighting the wrong battle. Between them they have
conspired to put Ddroi precisaly where his opponents most wish him to be. In the name of Humanity I've
got to help Ddroi inany way | can. That'swhy | till think you can help me."

"So helpme, I'vetold you dl | know."

"I don't think you have. Y ou've omitted one person from the story — somebody who could bevital. I'm
familiar with the tactics of Failway and of the Black Knights, and it was neither of their teamswho
attacked you at Passfields, else | scarcely think you'd be diveto tell the tale. Neither of them have need
to useriversto dispose of unwanted bodies. | can only conclude, therefore, that the attacker was afriend
of Daroi's— and that raises the question of what he wanted from you. Tell me Zdenka, why did you kill
Harry Dever — and who wasit caught you in the act?"

Her outraged reaction was gillborn, nullified by the Ombudsman's swift horror a something behind her at
the door. He reached for the gun at his knee, but the plate glass of the door shattered and agas shell
cracked against the wooden desktop before he could complete the action. Asthe vapour fanned out the
paralyss wasingantaneous. He stiffened and fdll, hisfeatures|ocked in outraged amazement and his eyes
fixed glassly on the black masks and cowls of the intruders.

SIXTEEN

Daroi madeit back to the greet wal while there was still enough light to give him bearings. He turned
away from the door through which he had come and headed into the darkness. Shortly he ran down the
earth ramp and on to the glassy basic strata. Thelight failed completely and only the occasiond touch of
his fingers on the concrete gave him his bearings.

Hewas careful. If helost contact with the wall there was areasonable certainty that he could wander
forever on the black plain and never find anything but darkness and the black, flat floor. He was playing a
hunch that somewhere on the perimeter of Failway Two there was another door, one at which hewould
not be expected. Against him were the facts that there need not be another door, and even if there was
he could easlly missit with hisfingertips.

He remembered the infra-red gogglesin his pocket and snapped them on. Very, very faintly the wall
stood out in contrast to the glassy plain and enabled him to speed his progress. He stopped abruptly
when he saw the light.

It was no ordinary light, but aform of dark-lamp with a pencil beam. Approaching cautioudy he saw the
chain of reflectors on rafts some fifty yards out, atypica beam-trap for those who walked in the
darkness.

From this he knew both that there was a door close by and that he was probably expected. The goggles
enabled him to pass the beam trap without springing the darm, and the door was easily opened. He
entered, half expecting a more maicioustrap, but found none. Apparently, complete reliance was placed
on thealarm, and this he had avoided.

Hefound himsdlf inatunnd built through the greet outer wal of Failway Two. It wasSmilar to thefirst



through which he had passed to find the field of cepi. At the other end was a hdl corresponding to the
one where the giant generators had been, but this one was concerned with building. Prefabricated

pal aces and panoramas, constructed with amazing imagination and relism, stood awaiting the craftsmen's
find touch. Everything from furniture down to the daintiest bowl was here assembled and matched for
amosphere and authenticity before being introduced into the pleasure world beyond. Thiswasthe
property department of Failway Two.

The scale of the project was staggering. Fully awhole new town of oriental wonder being assembled ina
way no Prince of Orient could possibly have imagined. At this moment the lights were low and nobody
was about, asif therewas alull between working shifts. Daroi moved swiftly between flights of marble
steps and gilded minarets towards where he judged the pleasure-ground to be.

Another door, and he was back in the world of make-bdlieve, afurtive figure dinking in the corner of
bazaar and dley inthe dim twilight of a mock-oriental evening. The shock of Gormau's unofficia night
seemed to have been forgotten by the throng in the plazas. The cafés, dancing rooms and temples of
love, were doing good business. Outwardly everything was running as norma but the tensenessin the
Failway staff betrayed the scent of manhunt. Dalroi realised he needed adisguise if he wasto remain long
undetected.

A lonefigurein adeserted dley gave him anidea. He closed swiftly and struck once, dragging the limp
figureinto adoorway. Before he could begin the exchange of clothesthere was ayell from somewhere
overhead, some witness to the assault. Briefly a Siren sounded an alarm and men came running. Dalroi
cursed and decided to get out fast. He headed up the dley away from the running feet, skidded round a
corner and scattered arow of bystanders, adding to the rising confusion.

He had turned into amain thoroughfare, and the pavements were crowded. He plunged through crowds
of amazed pleasure seekers, scattering them like skittles by the sheer force of his powerful shoulders. At
the next intersection he nearly fell into atrap. Security men had been aerted and waited with drawn guns.
He saw them in timeto dive into an open door and up aflight of stairsto abacony. The bacony ran
round to the back of the house and from there he legped down through ornamental trellis entwined with
creeper and decorated with lanterns, ssumbled through aluminescent fishpond and was away over the
wallslike abresth of wind.

Only luck had saved him from the first screaming bullets, but it was slaminaand desperation which
enabled him to clear the closing mantrap. The walks were suddenly aive with running men. Whether or
not they knew hisidentity, Failway was taking no chances. The bulletswere intended to kill and no
surrender was offered or made possible. Daroi escaped the only way he knew; by running further, faster
and over obstacles more daunting than his pursuers dared assay. Soon he cleared the more thickly
populated zone and broke into the quieter, more select and even more exotic areas which lay beyond.

Inadlent reet where the scents of luxury were so strong they held admost alife of their own, he paused
to regain his breath and to analyse the situation. Time was running out on him. Shrill whistlestold of the
hunters not very far behind, gathering reinforcements with the passing minutes. By thistime thewhole
areawould be surrounded and the net would be closing remorselesdy. Only aradica rethinking of his
tactics could save him.

A door opened nearby and agirl looked out along the pavement under the flowering trees. Dalroi caught
his breath and pressed into a shadow, but as she turned, the lamp-light glowed on her face and tresses
and the name burst involuntarily from hislips

"Berind" Theirony of the situation made hismouth go dry.



"lvan!" She gave agasp of surprise. "What are you doing here?"

"Looking for the reason why Faillway wanted you in particular.”

"Isit you they're after?"

"Nobody €lse" said Ddroi.

Shelooked wildly up and down the street. Nobody wasin sight. "Quickly, in here.”

He hesitated and then followed her through the door into an atmosphere rich with warmth and fragrant
with incense. The dwelling was decorated with orienta luxury, overwhelming with its charm and grace.
Magnificent drapes, and screens of the finest hand-worked tracery contrasted brilliantly with couchesand
redwood furniture of such delicacy that it seemed the lightest usage would make them fly asunder. Here
was acool symphony of seductiveness, refined, poised, exquisitely timeless and unredl.

"Bitch!" said Ddroi, looking round. "I loved you with a different kind of love than you dispense here.”
Shelooked at him with a certain puzzled wonderment. "1 hadn't thought you'd remember melong.”
"Does the moon forget the sun?”

"That's rather awonderful thing to say. Isit possible that you loved that much?'

Daroi scowled. "Loveisacatayst. Thefinest things and the worst a man discovers are dready within
him. Loving you was an indispensable hell. Such an experience isawindow to anew world. Even
afterward the sense of longing continuesto corrode the soul.”

"My God!" said Berina. "'l never even guessed you had a soul.”

"How could you, not having one of your own. That kind of pain has no physical andlogue. Nothing is ever
quite the same again.”

"Say withme"

"No," said Ddroi. "That'samistake I've made before. It cost me agreat ded to learn to live with myself
again. I'd sooner face what lies out there."

She looked up, her mouth pouting with rare amusement. "I can make you stay if | wish."

"Not any more,” said Daroi. "Once I'd have falen a your feet and wept at the opportunity. Now | can
resist even the temptation — so much can aman lose of himsdlf."

"Poor lvan! Do | detect another pallid romance? What's her name? Has she the charms of a sweet
Seductress? Is she skilled in thefiner arts of love?”

"You don't understand.”

"Can she play your emationslike aharp, as| can; or give you the taste of rare sensations such asyou
never knew existed?"

"Y ou don't understand!” Ddroi's anger flared. "My present mistressis afar more constant courtesan. Her
nameisVengeance: vengeance againg Failway, againgt the pressure, the bribery and the blackmail;
vengeance againg the rot that has got everything, againg the system that took you from me.”



"Stay with me," she said. "Don't you hear the whistles? The Security men are coming. They're combing
the Streets.”

"I'll take my chances. I'm getting out.”
"Y ou don't haveto. They won't search here. | can see that they leave this house done.”

"What kind of promiseisthat?' asked Dalroi. "Those men out there are killers and they're out for blood
— my blood."

"l haveinfluence..."
"I'll bet you have. The influence of the cheese in the mousetrap. The oldest bait in the world.”

She struggled to her feet in fury. ™Y ou never change, do you? No timeisinappropriate for the vicious
gibe or the stab to the heart.”

"Y ou've played mefase before, remember? What makes you think I'd trust you now?"
Shethrust herself between him and the door. "Don't be afool!"

"Get out of my way!" said Ddroi.

"No, you must not go out there now." She threw her arms about his neck and kissed him.
There was a sudden crash as the door burst open, kicked violently from outside.

"Anintriguing Stuation,”" said Peter Madden, entering, gun in hand. "I rather thought I'd find you here.”

SEVENTEEN

"My God!" said Peter Madden. "Y ou've agreat ded to answer for. If killing you wasn't a matter of prime
urgency |'d take you to the Security wing and extract that much vengeance from your body before you
died."

Ddlroi looked at the radiation pistol and at Madden's tunic stresked with charcod and il acrid from the
lingering smoke of the ruined cepi fidd.

"Looking down the wrong end of your gun is becoming ahabit,” he said. "It'savicel can afford to do
without."

"The cureis permanent and guaranteed,” said Madden. "1 shall shoot you if you dare to move an inch.
Evenif | didn't kill you you'd not be much use without achest. Y ou're adanger to yourself and to
everyonedse. | can't take changes." Hisfinger tightened on the trigger.

The explosion of adug pistol shattered the silence. Madden stared at his hand in disbelief and agony, and
the radiation pistol clattered to the floor. Berinakept him covered with her till-smoking gun.

"Thankd" said Ddroi. "Hewasjust mad enough to try it"

Madden's eyes were full of cold shock. "That was very foolish, Berina. If | had killed him | might have
overlooked the fact that you sought to harbour him. Even yet | might give you a second chance."

"Since when did you ever give anyone any sort of chance?' asked Berinaquietly. "Live or die, your
whole damn organisation is starting to collapse. I, for one, intend to help it onitsway."



"You'realittle premature,” said Madden. "I'll surely break you for this. Y ou know how well I can do
thet."

"Yes" She spat vehemently in hisface. "I've seen what you've doneto the others. Do you think that
entitles you to anything but hate?'

"The biter bit," said Daroi pleasantly. "But now we're due for ashort session of questions and answers.”

"Don't waste your breath," said Madden. "The squad will be here looking for mein amoment. Under no
circumstances can you be permitted to escape.”

"Neverthdess" Daroi picked up the radiation pistol and adjusted it to low intensity meaningly, "I think
weéll try. | don't need to tell you what this weapon can do to the eyeballs, so | advise you not to become
tongue-tied. There's something I'd rather like to know: exactly what's the urgency to see me dead?"

Madden glanced down at the cepi-ash streaks on histunic. "Consedo, Failway goods-yard, and now this
— and you gtill need to ask? You'reahel of afellow, Daroi! When you're around | don't deep so well
a nights™

"Thefedingismutud,” said Ddrai, "but you've dodged the question. Y ou had me measured for acoffin
long before Consedo. From the first moment we met you've had it in for me. Who gave you the
ingructionsto kill me, Madden?'

"The didike was purdly persond. | took exception to your face."

"No," said Ddroi, raising the pistal. "There's more to the story than that. Securing my desth was your
prime objective. | want to know on whose decision and why the urgency?'

Hisfinger moved imperceptibly but sufficient. Madden clapped his hands over his eyesin sudden anguish.

"Takeatip," said Ddroi. "Never defy aman who has nothing to lose. He tends to forget the niceties of
something cdled far-play.”

"It isn't that easy," said Madden. "Evenif | wanted to | couldn't talk. There's a psychosomatic trigger
planted in my brain which prevents me from answering most of the things you want to know, no matter
what pressures you use. Y ou can't get information from a corpse.”

Dalroi shrugged. "I'm not particular which way you die. Tell me about Gormdu. | dready know heian't
humen.”

Madden crossed and uncrossed hisfingers with agitation. "1 don't think you are either, Daroi. Not quite.
But you're dangerous, Ddroi, far more dangerous than you know yoursdlf. Y ou're adanger to al of us.
Gormalu knew that and wanted you killed quietly if possible. In his own twisted way he was quite a
humanitarian. Y ou see, somebody wants you dead and alot of people areliable to get hurt by the very
act of your execution. Y ou have no idea how desperately they want you dead. Why the hell don't you die
ressonably?'

"Because | choose not to,” said Ddroi. "I don't scare easily, either. Not any more. I'll see you both and
Gormauto hell, and it won't be in easy sages.”

"| doubt if that'strue, but if it was only us you had to contend with you'd stand about one per cent chance
of living through the next twenty-four hours. Asit stands you've more trouble coming to you than you
could dream of in alifetime's nightmares. | don't give you one chance of survivd ininfinity raised to the
infinite power. Therés no hope for you, but if humanity means anything you'l try and arrangeto recelve



your execution somewhere pretty londy."

"Kegp taking," said Ddroi. "Who'sbehind dl this?"

Madden pressed hisknucklesto hiseyes. "If | eventried to tell you, my heart would freeze."
"Letit," sad Ddroi. Histrigger finger tightened again.

"Ddroi, for pity's sakel"

"Fallway killed dl the pity that wasever inme"

Madden's eyeswerefilled with misery and fear. His words stumbled awkwardly as he stroveto pick his
meanings without sumbling over the mentd trigger which would freeze his heart.

"Failway leve ... isaspot of three-dimensiond redity inserted into a pattern of stabilised chaos ... withan
electronic rope ladder which lets you in and out. No mind can grasp the universes beyond ... but things
live out therein the multiple darknesses ... things which are beyond our knowing.”

"Isit things who so much want me dead?'

Madden opened his mouth to speak, but his eyes dilated with sudden horror. He fought back a choking
sob and clutched at his chest. Breath rasped in adry throat and he tottered and dumped to the ground.
Then for asecond herdlied and hishand sought Daroi's.

"Dadroi, you've got to stop them! For Humanity's sake! Stop them!”
"Where?' said Ddroi. "How?"

"Go to Failway Six. Careful. They're waiting for you there. That's the only way to get a them. You can
doit..."

Thelast sentence choked away into a half sob. Daroi knelt and examined the prostrate form.
"Ishe dead?’ asked Berina.

Ddroi laid his head on Madden's chest and listened to the heart. " Almost. Whoever laid that mental
block forgot to take into account the effect of years of addiction to cepi. He might even liveif heisan't
moved."

Berinaheld out the dug pistal, but Ddroi thrust it aside.

"No. If heliveshe's earned it. Toward the end he was genuinely on our Sde. He sacrificed hislifeto give
methat last answer. Now | haveto movefadt. If thissituation isone half asbad as1'm thinking, there's
going to be such hdll let loose as would make Madden's police state ook like a benevolent ingtitution.”

"What are you going to do?'
"I'm going to keep an gppointment — on Failway Six."

"Areyou crazy?' Berinastared at him aghast. "Y ou can't go into Failway Six! Don't you see, that's what
they've been waiting for. Madden said so himsdlf. That's where they want you to go."

"l don't much care" said Ddroi. "I'velost dl capacity for that kind of thinking. Either they'll get meor I'll
get them. It's a question that hasto be resolved.”



"But why do they want to kill you, in particular?’

Ddlroi fet hishead. Deep indgde he fdt the throbbing rhythm — not heartbesat, but something vastly more
powerful — quieter now, but the same pulse that flared sometimes to activity and drove him crazily to
achieve thingswhich werefar beyond his sanest comprehension.

"I don't know," said Ddroi. "There's something living ingde of me, something bigger than al hell and
twice asugly. But it's something which belongs. | think it'sthat they're afraid of, so afraid they're
prepared to lose al Failway and damn several million soulsto seeit destroyed. Don't you see, they know
what itis, but | don't. | haveto go into Failway Six in order to find mysdf.”

"It'syour funerd!"

"You know," said Ddrai, "even that phrase haslogt its sting. Isthereaway | can get into Faillway Six
without going back to the terminus?'

"There's a service shuitle connection direct, but it's not designed for theliving.”
"Wherecan| findit?'

"l don't adviseyou to.”

"Why not?'

"Wecdl it the graveyard service. If anyone diesin Failway the bodies are consigned to Failway Six via
the graveyard service. Don't ask me why the hell. | assume they've a crematorium down there. Do you
want to sart out looking for yoursdlf by travelling in acoffin?'

"I don't have much choice," said Dalroi. "How can | get aboard without attracting attention?”
Berinashrugged. "If that'swhat you want | can arrangeit”

"For heaven's sake do that," Dalroi said. "'l should hate whatever's coming to happen here. Too many
people around. If they're waiting for me on Failway Six then I'd better not keep them waiting. | only hope
they've chosen to do battle in a place where they can do the maximum amount of damage to the minimum

of people.”
"Y ou think you stand a chance?"
"They'reafraid of me," said Daroi smply. "There has to be some reason for that.”

Together they left the house. No security men were in the immediate vicinity and people were returning to
the streets now that the search had passed. Berinaled the way and Daroi followed at a discreet distance.
Near the outskirts of the golden city the oriental camouflage gave way to the functiond lines of aservice
area. She motioned for him to loiter while shewent ingde.

Minutes later she returned and beckoned him to follow into what herightly surmised to be amortuary. A
clammy chill hugged his skin as he followed between rows of surgica white dabsto the door wherea
man with awhite gpron and pallid skin waited with ametal casket. Daroi looked into hiseyes. The
fellow wasin an advanced state of cepi hypnosis, obeying Berinasingtructions with aleaden dullness
which branded him as nearer automaton than human.

Berinalooked at Dalroi and at the coffin, and there was agony in her eyes.

"Y ou haveto do this, don't you?'



"Yes" sad Ddroi. "Y ou know me."

She nodded. "I thought that's what you'd say. | wasafool ever to comeinto Faillway. Y ou know that,
don't you?'

"No," Ddroi said. "l don't think you had much choice. Y ou see, they planned it that way, hoping I'd
follow."

"My God!"

"That's asample of how they manipulate people. That'sthe reason | have to go through with this. It's
them or me, and they aren't going to stop pushing people around until either they've won or until | stop
them.”

"Givethem hdl, Ddrai. If ever you loved me, give them hell!™

Ddlroi climbed into the coffin. She placed one kiss on hisforehead then arranged the lid. Darkness. He
felt therollers spin as the coffin moved aong the track then the firm vibration as the load was picked up
by abelt en-route for the graveyard shuttle and the unknowns of Failway Six.

The loading was automatic. The coffin hit the end of the capsule with aclang which made hisearsring.
Then the nerveless excitement of the speeding track and the dimensionless agony of shooting the matrix
field. In his confinement, Dalroi screamed. Such was the nature of the stark fantasy and claustrophobia
which the journey induced that he was gill screaming when the coffin reached Failway Six.

From his nightmares he disentangled two stimuli which had direct referenceto redlity. Thefirst wasan
overwheming drowsi ness caused by near asphyxiation, the second was a vibrant roar which shook the
very fabric of hisenvironment. He kicked open thelid and sat up to find himself suddenly at the mouth of
hell. He was nearing the hearth of afurnace the sze of which made him gasp with amazement. The
inexorable black stedl belt seemed destined to ddliver him into the incandescent chamber which roselike
the nave of some small cathedra charged with blinding radiance.

Swinging out rapidly, he balanced for precious seconds while he tried to gauge the hazards of ajump,
then kicked off into the darkness. It was ablind drop, for the intense light of the furnace robbed his eyes
of the ability to differentiate thingsin the heated gloom below the hearth.

He landed some twenty feet below, one foot striking the casing of something which may have been an ail
pump, and twisted himself clumsly. Agony burned into a sprained knee. Hewasin aworld of pumpsand
boilerslike the engine room of one of the wickedly powerful tugs he used to stow away on when, asa
youth, home life became particularly intolerable.

For many minutes he stood in the darkness under the hearth and listened to the pulsing pipes and
savoured the richness of hegated oil while he rested his knee and recomposed his nerves. The drop had
shaken him more than he had supposed; more, in fact, than had his passage through trangfinity.
Something about the environment was gnawing a hismind. My God it is! See now, oil feed compressor
... gauges ... feedlines ... balancer ... jets ... injectors ... Oh My God! Gear like thiswe used on the
Vagrant Curlew ... only there we fed turbines and here they feed crematoria. Nobody in their right
senses would use this set-up as a meat fryer ... unless... unlessit was put here especially for me!

His sensesreded in the thick heat. Psychologica warfare! Somebody had stolen amemory out of his
mind and built it into apit at the back of nowhere. The e ements of madness built into the equipment.
These boys aren't missing any tricks! Dalroi, what the hell isin you to make them go to this
trouble? Only the black belt above hishead with its occasiond sted coffin destined for the fire kept him



intouch with redlity. There was an unbearable feding of terrifying dien-ness about the wholeideawhich
made his bones ache degp inside.

What the hell have | got myself into?

Helooked for away out, and found it. A deserted corridor, dim and brown like that of a school he once
had known, stretched away to aflight of concrete stairs. He didn't need to count the steps to remember
their fed. Another part of life, another memory trapped in concrete, out of context, an idle snapshot
turned to redlity.

Insanity must be something likethig

EIGHTEEN

A door gave on to a dtreet, and as he stepped through the whole weight of his dismay and anguish fell
upon him. It was night, damp and chill, and the street was acomplex of al the wasted and crippled
dreetsthat ever had torn his soul under the dim lamplight.

If he had hoped to find himself alone, as he had so often been alone, he was disappointed. Figures
moved, asfigures dwaysdid, forlornly along the dark pavements caling or talking to others, or singing to
themselvesin consolation, or walking the roads unseeing while contending with someinner misery. If this
was the place of his execution then his hopes of dying aonewere not likely to be redlised.

In the incredible fiddity of scene and atmosphere the wonder was horribly complete. The property-men
of Failway possessed an artistry dmost lost to the outside world.

Given amood for aparticular areathey interpreted it into aredlity of bricks and paint, light and shade,
artifact and object, with askill which was phenomendl.

No panoramawastoo large or detail too smdll for their attentions, and the whole scheme was blended
by adiabolica understanding of the whims and foibles of human nature. Asawork of three-dimensiona
art aFalway ingdlation wasincredible; as an interpretation of the human soul it was clever to the point
of insane genius.

The Elysan-fidds of Failway One drew the finest fancies from mythology, and the mind and body
became transported to aminiature world of light and wonder, modelled on the grandeur and the dreams
of ancient Greece and Rome, Failway Two took the splendours of everybody's dream of orient, and in a
blaze of gold and contrast wove a new magic, such that the mightiest of eastern princes would have cried
in awe and amazement.

So aso with the turbulent wilderness and excitement of Failway Three, the soft, sweet seductive
sensudity of Fallway Four; and the brash, brazen passions of Failway Five— complete, insandy
accurate and believable dream-worlds of fantasy, pleasure and escape.

Only here, on Failway Six, did the unnatural cunning of the grand deception shock the mind into
awareness of the inhuman genius which controlled the whole design. Just as Failway interpreted with
quiet precison every dement of gaiety, wonder, awe, excitement, and the thousand human emotions, so
did they dso interpret the dark and the sordid. Daroi, with his quick appreciation of atmosphere and
intent, was shattered by theimpact of the world into which he stepped.

He stood dmost blindly for afew moments, forcing his mind to accept the truth of what he saw. Failway
Six wasaclose analogy of al the scenes and places where, as aboy, he had known fright, anger,
confusion, hate, hunger and uncontrollable dismay. It wasamirror held up to his soul. He fdt asforlorn



and dirty asthe gtreets on which he stood. Failway Six was acity of inhospitable streets, callous dum
tenements and crud, soul-destroying gloom. It was the environmenta influence straight out of Dalroi's

psyche.

It took him afew momentsto convince himsdlf that this unholy place was not the unfortunate byproduct
of gpathy, time and vicious economics, but had been deliberately constructed, brick by sorry, blackened
brick, to some Satanic, detailed master plan. High-riding over the narrow streets and aleys an ancient
electric locomotive hauled atrain of filthy, dilapidated carriagesin fine with the rooftops, shattering the
brittle slence with an unkempt roar. Humidifiers, amulating rain, laid afine carpet of condensation over
the scarred and unwashed roads, and from scraggy curtained windows of a dozen lighted hulks of
buildings flowed shafts of discordant jazz, or bawdy voices raised in acoholic song or anger.

Ddroi savoured the atmosphere carefully. Being a connoisseur of the moods of men he could appreciate
thefaithful reproduction of the sordid and the desperate. The setting was perfect, he reflected sckly,
down to thelast dark puddle and the floating grains of dirty chaff therein. Anything could happen in such
ahateful place.

He moved ingtinctively into the shadows, avoiding theillumination of the greenish gasflares, and carefully
picking hisway from door to door, exploring the mood and trying to understand the depth of the genius
behind it. Everything fitted too nestly into place: from the worn steps and the dirty, blistered paint to the
patched fanlights and the greasy hdls, the effect exactly matched the credible.

Heturned to an dley undercutting the railway and was not amazed to find it lined with cracked ceramic
tiles and rotting bricks. Desolation was complete and accurate even to the dight st actite of awater drip
through the concrete up above. Thiswas the aimosphere of black despair that drove the humanity out of
aman and led him down to the gutter by the shortest available route. Here were al the eements of crime
and loneliness and violence brought to redlity by the most vivid and ruthless piece of scene-setting that
ever exised.

Daroi moved warily ahead, uncertain now of his next move and il trying to capture the implications of
this atrocious place. Breaking free of the damp, black tunnels, he moved out into a cobbled street where
the lights shone through the windows of abar and the hot breath of liquor and coarse voices spilled out
on to damp pavements. The subtlety of the scene closed round him like adead hand clutching. He
laughed mirthlesdy asthetrick unfolded in hismind. This place wasinhuman, dien. It wastailored with
minute precison to key into the memories and habit pattern of Ivan Daroi! They had brought him home
todiel

Hefdt the dmost masochistic lure to encounter the pangs of past hopel essness, to dip back into the mire
of shades and secrets which had characterised his youth. He entered the bar and scanned the assembly,
knowing before he looked that every sorry character would be in place. He ordered splitzalaced with
white spirit, as he dways had in the Old Town, and savoured the colourless fire asit trickled down his
throat.

The atmosphere was ingdious, working itsway down insde him, filling haf-forgotten needswith an
amogt soporific exactness. Detail by detail, with exquisite finesse, the place seeped into the voidsin the
dark side of his soul. There was no doubt about it now — this was the place gppointed for his execution.
Somebody had congtructed it ddliberately, with ruthless knowledge of the workings of hismind. These
were the streets of Hell.

He studied the occupants of the bar carefully. Nearly al the men were Failway patrons, drawn by the
inexplicable urge to spend their vacations in the squalid shadows of Failway Six. These were the haunted
men, the men drawn inexorably back seeking to rediscover the fatal fascination of some dark hour in their



liveswhen they had acquired the taste for passions which only the skillful demimonde of Failway could
unfailingly supply. Here and there were sail ors back from the vicious waterfronts of half ahundred ports,
tainted with subtle vices from the orient and restless gppetites from the tropics. Thiswas the place where
the cold-eyed thirgting could find its daking and where the d egpless agonies of wanting found alittle brief
relief.

The women were painted with alavish imprecision which stamped them for what they were. These were
some of the legions of hostesses employed in hopeless bondage by Failway to cater for the patron's
wants. Failway training and selection, ever meticulous, matched the women to the particular class of
clientele. From the naive nymphs of Failway Oneto the oriental coquettes of Failway Two, the pattern
traced wearily down. Failway Three, with it sharp-eyed, sophisticated adventuresses was replaced by
the skillful seductresses of Failway Four and in turn by the gilded, padded courtesans of Failway Five.
Failway Six dispensed with dreaming and smacked the hateful cast of cold redlity over the souls of men.

The more he thought about it, the more the wrongness grew to a certainty and the certainty to astifled
panic born not of fear of death but the proximity of the completely unknown. The immaculate exactness
of the environment betrayed the skeleton of dien intent by itsvery fideity. No man, being morta and
therefore liableto error, could have designed Failway Six in dl itswretchedness. The whole degrading
work was of ahigher order of art and perception than any human genius could attain — and its very
existence denoted aleve of skillsand technology which left him gasping. He ordered more splitzaand
settled into a corner. There was nothing he could do but wait.

With the gradud drift of evening the bar dowly emptied as patrons and hostesses turned away into the
night, singly or together, moving like shadows back into the enfolding shadows. Nobody bothered Daroi
and he bothered no one, nor did he notice one curious glance nor any hint of the eyeswhich must surely
be watching him. For half an hour he drank aone, becoming finally aware that even the staff had deserted
to leave him in sole possession of the bar, lit and open and in every way credible except for the complete
lack of life other than hisown.

If Daroi experienced anything at dl it was an ache of loneliness, the abhorrent vacuum of enforced
solitude, the antithesis of security. He accepted the fury gathering above him as undterable and
unavoidable, and in hisquiet fataism he forgot even to be greetly afraid. A growing silence over the
atificid city attracted his attention and puzzled him, for though it was long into the smulated night even a
deeping city normaly hasitsdight auraof sound. Unable longer to restrain his curiosity hefindly |eft the
bar. At first he encountered only completely deserted places, but as he turned a corner the reason for the
accumulating slence became apparent.

Dark vehicles, like those of aforbidden army, were traversing the streets. Everywhere aquiet and
orderly evacuation was taking place. Teams of figures were entering the buildings and waking the
occupants, conducting them to places on the trucks swiftly and without fuss. The essentid urgency of the
occasion was overruled by theimperative need to avoid panic. Dalroi mentaly saluted the organisers of
Failway. They were caterersfor every need including the need to evacuate silently an entire city.

Carefully he moved through the streets towards the trandfinite passenger shuttle ingtdlation. Again the
precise bonds of organisation were apparent. The immense shuttles did away at one-second intervals,
programmed for Failway Termind, and the fleet of vehicles kept coming with asteady stream of hastily
awakened deegpers, many of whom were obvioudy under cepi hypnosis and had no idea of the nature of
their nocturnd journey.

Later the Security men began to comb the streets, looking for stragglers, but the search was perfunctory.
Ddlroi climbed to the roof of agroup of deserted flats and lay out of sight while the search went past. The
weight of exhaustion and deepless hours bore down on him, and, unwillingly, he dept.



When he awoke the whole city was empty and abandoned. He reconnoitred the silent streets and probed
into the buildings without finding trace of any remaining soul. So far as he could tell he wasthe only living
thing in thewhole area of Failway Six. Although it was now timefor the artificia morning the plasma-sun
remained dark, and asinister silence held deep over the unofficia night.

He grew uncomfortably aware that the sky was growing lighter, not with the stained greys of the artificid
morning which would never come, but with amercuric blueness only just out of ultra-violet. Checking the
chargeintheradiaion pistol Daroi climbed down from the high roof to the murky streets, dim crevasses
intheunlikely dawn.

The city had been abandoned with al services still running and as he touched the pavements he
experienced atwinge of incredible londlinessthat behind the dimly lighted windows no deepers stirred or
lovers moved or cried or sang or wept. Only his footsteps blunted the quick silence.

"Make no mistake," said Daroi to his unseen persecutors. "If | survive I'll hunt you to the far corners of
infinity."

Therewas awhite flash, brilliant, eclipsing vision with adynamic blankness. It filled the whole atmosphere
and coruscated and burned on corners and projections. Daroi himself became the centre of a shaft of
living white firewhich ate a him with tongues of cold flame and then asrgpidly was extinguished. The
white firesflickered and died; nothing was burnt, or was scorched or showed any sign of difference.

Ddlroi's skin crawled. Thiswas anew phenomenon, of unknown potency, but presumably it was
designed to be deadly. In what way? His attention fastened on the radiation pistol in hishand, an
incredible fear forming in hismind. In verification he squeezed the trigger. The gun mashed under his
fingers and disintegrated into crumbling powder. Stupidly he watched the particlesfall.

Metal! Fear flashed sharply. Something happened to the molecular binding forcesin the metal. All
metals? Heturned to alamp standard and smoteit sharply with his hand. The blow cataysed some
reaction and the standard broke crigply and fell in untidy, crumbling shards before his feet. Not only
metal! Glass, ceramic, plastic — every substance the lamp had contained crumbled to sickening dust
under his probing toes. My God! The whole damn place is made of dust!

His shoes disintegrated with a sudden exotherm which made him jump. The fibres of his clothing
shredded, unwillingly at firgt, then with growing impetus, and the particles dusted asthey fell from his
body, leaving him naked and unarmed. He looked in bewilderment at the tall empty buildingswhich
surrounded him. Such lights as had shone were dowly going out as the filaments fatigued. How sound
were these gpparently solid walls and the hideous banks of masonry?

Somewherein aclock apivot broke, causing an escgpement to jam. The pendulum swung with just
sufficient momentum to jar the mechanism. The catalysistouched off, and the mechanism crumbled into
powder. The pendulum fell through the bottom of the case on to amarble mantel-shelf, and a seven
storey tenement crumbled into ahesp of noisy dust. A bursting fuse shettered its cartridge and aline of
tawdry shops became apile of flowing particles; acistern burst and two blocks disappeared.

Thelast of the lights collgpsed and died, but in the artificia Sky remained the weird blue fluorescence, an
ungodly aurora, and it was by thislight that Daroi moved. As his bare feet touched the ground the
pavements crumbled into bowls of dust under the impact. Sewers collapsed like dusty degthtraps, and on
ether sdethetdl buildings began to totter and wave as some small impetus touched off achain reaction
which led to complete disintegration.

Hewashdf afraid of choking in the dust, but it settled swiftly by some eectrogtatic charge, though
severa times he sank deeply into drifts of crumbled brick dust and nearly suffocated on that account. Of



the unknown enemy he saw no sign, but they had in one incredible second robbed him of wegpons, of
cover, and of everything outside of hisown body which alifetime of fighting had taught him to use for
sef-preservation.

Somebody wants me dead! ... So badly they don't measure the cost in ordinary terms. Hell! What's
so special about me? I'm Dalroi ... and I've got something burning at the back of my brain ... and
sometimes | get almighty mad ... and do things | never quite remember. What isit a man can have
which makes him so special they'd tear the universe apart to see himin hisgrave? And if he hasiit
... how does he recognise it and use it to survive?

Something blew up with ajet of fire, and awhole quarter of the artificid city did into oblivion. Behind the
dusty desolation the quick, trim lines of the transfinite passenger shuttle ingtdlation cameinto view. He
waded through the dusting rubble, knowing what he would find yet unable to resist the faint hope that the
ingtdlation was untouched. A bright shuttle capsule mashed like arotten tin and turned to dusty driblets
as he touched it with his hand. With eyes|ong past astonishment he watched the matrix coils powder to
brown and copper and gold on the crumbling floor. On atottering girder a solitary notice hanging over
what had been the passenger bays crumbled itstopica legend:

NOWAY OUT
"Y ou can say that again!" said Daroi sourly to nobody &t all.

He was trapped on atrandfinite level, and out there— out in the multiple darknesses dl around —
waited the something which so desperately wanted him dead; something whose power and maice wasto
be feared with more than ordinary dead.

Trapped! He had been trapped in transfinity before and managed to escape. How? No memory of that.
What happens when | touch the limit of endurance? What comes over me that's all fire and fury
and crazing bitterness and anger? Oh God! What untapped power becomes unleashed? What isit
that livesin me in the dark side of the mind?

Nothing happened.

Why don't they come out and get me? Are they biding their time before the final punch —or are
they afraid? Afraid? That's a laugh! | might just manage a good spit at them if the damn dust
hadn't made my mouth so dry. Why should they be afraid of me? I'm Dalrai ... | wasborninthe
Old Town precinct ... and a little bit of the Devil has got into my brain. Isthat the sort of crime
that shakes the Universe? |s that why they want me dead?

Something happened. The remnants of the city crumbled, not spasmodically but in a continuous stream,
tumbling like dry water. Wallstottered and splintered and were dust long before they hit the ground. The
whole dim landscape writhed and trembled and dissolved, striving to form one bare, flat waste of
powder, like shifting, unclean snow.

Then he felt the tremor benegath hisfeet and knew, sickly, why the rest of the city wasfdling. Vibration,
terrible and deep, of ever increasing amplitude, was shaking the terrain bodily. In afew moments no
features were left; only apae, shifting waste under the ungodly blue radiance which dwelt above.

Thisisit! Thisisthe moment they've been waiting for. How isit to come— thisthing called death?

In the dim distance the black plain held its secrets. No lights, no movements; nothing but the harrowing
certainty of eyeswatching from the darkness, of unknown unknowable power being concentrated and
focused on one solitary morsel of humanity called Daroi.



How isit to come? In afire-flash ... heat, searing, scalding ... or aslightning, to cinders... or
radiation ... high velocity projectile ... by pressure, vacuum, gas ... starvation, paralysis... or a
new way of dying ... Watch it, Dalroi! Your paranoia's showing! You're on the wrong end of a war
of nerves!

The vibration stepped up, tearing a hisfeet, creating warmth by frenzied friction. God, it hurts! Likea
seaaround him the livid dust rose in a hurling turbulence, shocked into such pitch of vibrant activity that it
flowed and eddied like atide of water. Fluidised by the pressure of colliding particles, it expanded up to
hiswaig, then to his shoulder; amonstrous flood in seething flow; adrowning, bitter sea of heated
drynessin which he had no hope of swimming to survival.

And it burned. He wasimmersed in aboiling shot-blast of hot grit. Where hisfeet touched down on the
denser layers beneath, the vibration tore at his naked feet, trying to tear the skin off, and producing
friction burns. He legped, partly to draw clear breath above the swirling grit-storm and partly to ease the
agony of standing; and each time he leaped the lower part of his body descended again into excruciating
fire

And thefire and the tearing vibration reached steadily higher and higher. He felt he wasin aboiling bath
that wastrying to tear the flesh from hisbones; he felt he was plunging into boiling lead, into vats of
smmering ged ... into the sun ... Agony beyond endurance which had to be endured; pain so intense that
it was no longer pain but a synaptic short-circuit which funnelled al his awarenessinto one vast pit
illuminated by black lightning. Then something sngpped within him.

Desperation piled on desperation, resol ution on resolution; the megaton impulse of the unconquerable will
to live pulsed in his brain. Fury more brilliant and more destructive than anovacharged his bloodstream
with afantastic plasma derived from the core of creation.

Somebody will pay for this! God, I'll make them pay!

Anger burst over him like astorm but he could still recognise the diabolica nature of the trap. No matter
what effort of will or desperation he achieved he could never hope to wade clear of the boiling

mael strom. Inflammable dust motes were bursting into spontaneous points of fire and it was only amatter
of time before the whole mass became incandescent. His mind and hiswill might live, but it was amatter
of minutes only before his body was burnt and torn to dust.

Ashes to ashes and dust to dust. Not this way, thought Daroi. Not this way and not now.

For afragment of asecond he blacked out, but the lifeimpulse pounding in his brain reset the tripped
circuit-breakers of hismind and forced him back to scalding consciousness.

There had to be some way ouit!
VIBRATION STRICTION RELAXATION
AMPLITUDE FREQUENCY
There had to be an answer!

There was an answer. The vibration was a standing wave, adjusted to place him at the anti-node so that
the punishment would have full effect. If he could only reach the noda point ...

He could see it now that he knew what to look for. The pattern of standing waves was traced by the
activity of the dugt, like sand on avibrating tray. At the nodal points the lessened activity was marked by
avdley inthewhirling flood. Here aman could stand in the midst of the fury and escape dl but the



incidenta effects. Hethrust himsdf forward. Within seconds his feet touched down on cooler surfaces
and the dust rose no higher than hiswaist. Before and behind him the barbarous dust rose higher and
hotter like the waves of some monstrous time-locked sea.

NINETEEN

Hisrelief was of short duration. Whether it was deliberate or some quirk of the harmonics of the place he
never knew, but suddenly there was arapid mode-change which plunged him into an anguished wave
now well above his head. He founded, and more by luck than judgement broke out to a new node point.
He pressed swiftly dong the channd formed by the standing wave, intent on reaching the limits of the city
meaterid, beyond which there would be nothing in which to drown or burn.

Something ese dammed into the fabric of the nightmare terrain, another frequency from another
direction, besting with the first then locking into synchronisation an octave above. The node channdl
began to twist and dissolve, breaking into patterns and diamonds like a monstrous living quilted
ederdown. Progress became amatter of timing and placing, awild dance through shifting red-hot
quicksand with agony the reward for amisplaced foot or amigudged tempo. Daroi was dancing the
Devil'sbdllet, with desth as the most critica of audiences.

The unknown enemy must have guessed what he was up to, for the vibration patterns changed again. The
immense dunes began rolling, huge as houses, and the uncertain valeys shifted even ashetrod. The
synchronisation escaped him, and for a second he knew he was roasting dive, but suddenly he was on
the edge of the city that had been, ssumbling down awegk, vibrating incline on to aplain of cool black
darkness. His eyes were wide with terror, not from the narrowness of his escape from death but with fear
of the thing which burned in the dark side of hismind. The last haf mile he had not walked ... he had

jumped!

The conflict smote him with the force of aphysica blow. He had jumped — projected himself across half
amile of space without intention and without knowing how. The trouble was that he knew the sensation
was familiar to him. He had jumped before, many times, but where and how he could not quite recal. It
was apart of those things his mind refused to admit, adark shadow chained deep in the dungeons of the
subconscious.

Only once, on the web, could he recall conscioudy breaking through into the redlms of self-projection.
He could remember breaking free of the web, but after that al was confused nightmare and blankness.
He had woken in a hospital just asthe doctor was signing his degath certificate. Of hisjourney to that
peculiar circumstance he had no knowledge a all.

| must have jJumped ... Only ... Hisblood ran cold. Gormalu jumped too — and Gormalu's not
human!

| had his neck under my fingers and he jumped — clean out of existence. When | was trapped on
the web —and just now — 1 also jumped. God! Don't tell me I'm not human either: I'm Dalroi, |
was born in Old Town ... my mother was a tramp and my father was an alcoholic ... and between
them they hadn't enough energy to roll out of bed, let alone jump.

The vibration died unwillingly. The dust behind him collgpsed in ribbed patterns on the bedrock, and
Ddroi searched carefully around the black terrain seeking the signs of his persecutors. He was naked and
his skin was raw and inflamed and burned as though he Lad been bathed in vitriol, but he believed now
what he had refused to believe before: he had an immunity to murder, apainful kind of ersatz immortaity.
How or why was an academic point, but for the moment he clung to it with an animal belief. Nothing else
could have brought him out of that hell dive.



But, he conceded grimly, it was not himsalf who needed to be convinced. Whatever was out there was
not going to be as eadly persuaded. They might never succeed in killing him — but he was having ahell
of apainful timewhilethey tried. And then again, perhagpsthey knew precisdly ... how to kill animmorta

What next? They must know that | escaped the trap. Perhaps that was just a softening-up
process. They were dead right! Much softer and I'd go right through a jelly-sieve. But they didn't
go to all that trouble just to baste me turkey-red and then let me escape. | wish to hell | knew
what was coming next. | have a feeling thisisthe finale.

He saw the beam swinging towards him, its path detailed by dust motesin the air, and he flung himself on
to the floor. The beam halted and locked over him, flooding the areawith a D-line sodium yellow glare.
Another projector lashed out from behind, then another and another until helay centraly inacircle of
gpatlights. Surprisingly, nothing hurt. He rose warily to hisfeet and, shieding hiseyes, he walked
experimentally along the floor. The projectors were locked on to him with elegant precision, for he
moved no nearer to the edge of the brilliant circle.

"All right?' said Ddroi to the bright darkness. " So what do you want — atap dance?”

The position wasinconcevably bad. While he was bathed in that illumination anyone out in the darkness
could hit him with dmost anything without fail. A rifle, arevolver, aradiation pistol — ahand grenade
even. It was a Situation that needed to be rectified as soon as he could decide how to do it. After ten
minutesit did not seem as though anyone was going to hit him at al, and theincongruity struck home.

Why a sodium light? These people must have progressed well past the stage of fluor-atomics, and
a sodiumdischargeis not particularly efficient even by our own standards. Hell, have | made a
mistake? I've been waiting for a brickbat from out of the darkness when maybe it's something in
thelight that is the danger.

Theideagrew to acertainty and the certainty to arisng panic. Daroi was never one to underestimate his
opponents capabilities and the circle of light put him at agross psychologica disadvantage.
Experimentally he tried to jump, but without the crazing fury and desperation seething in hisveinsthe
effort was usdless. Jumping was grictly asurviva reaction and this particular peril was one in which the
surviva threat was carefully obscured. He needed to be teetering near to the essentid brink of
destruction before the trigger flung him clear in aburst of wild madness; he had to know the bresth of
death before he could evoke such superhuman talent.

My God! Suppose | don't know how before it's too late!

He concentrated, exploring the senses of his body, trying to detect the first impulse which would tell him
how he was supposed to die. He waswell aware that a heavy dose of hard radiation could damage him
beyond recovery without his being able to detect it, but hefdt in his bonesit would be something more
virulent, more painful and more swiftly effective than blood cancer. He primed hismind to react to the
first microsecond of pain, knowing he would have no time to make a conscious decision.

He nearly did not makeit.

The nature of the threat, the pain and the reaction were as near instantaneous as his senses could
measure.

SODIUM! SODIUM!

Thewords shrieked through his mind. The supposed lamps were ion projectors seeding his body with



molecules of metalic sodium. Sodium reacts with moisture in the body ... exothermally ... produces
hydrogen ... spontaneous combustion ... produces sodium hydroxide ... eatsflesh ... fatdly toxic.

Smultaneoudy hisflesh burt into flame and hejumped ...

No sudden trangition, this. They were waiting for him with some fiendish understanding of trandfinity. His
progresswas arrested by the dam of awall of solid energy which he struck with amomentum that would
have killed him outright had he been moving in anorma space-time continuum. He jJumped again. Again
force dashed out and beat him back ... burning ... burning ...

Hejumped once more. Thistime the whole megaton impulse of thefirein hismind flared with
unbelievable intengty. Anger, hatred and desperation came together like triple components of sub-critical
mass uniting to form the ultimate of chain reactions. Uncontrolled, uncontrollable, the power punched
through hisbody and hisbrain. He was Dalroi ... theirresistible force ... and he had the power to
destroy the universe! Theirresstible force closed again with the immovable wal his antagonists had set
around him. Thistimeit wasthewal| that had to give.

Trandfinity shuddered. Streamers of light speared away into the black depths and thewall of energy
collapsed back on its creators like a sheet of mad lightning. Daroi, spinning like atop, toppled into a pit
of reined darkness, wondering how much more punishment he would have to take before his antagonists
redlised they werefighting alost bettle.

Even as he broke through into the next strata of transfinity he knew his persecutors had no intention of
caling the battle lost. No matter how hisbody burned it was his mind which wasto take the brunt of the
shock. His eyes refused to focus on the kaleidoscope of impossibilities which passed before his agonised
gaze. Shapes and forces seethed before him, geometrical idiocies, non-Euclidian absurdities; an ebullient
configuration of seven-dimengona images both living an inanimate.

The gross nightmare bore heavily or his powers of reason. Sound, too, held al the acoustic unredlity of
something which reason declares cannot possibly exist. Daroi wasthe intruder, an object inflicting as
much curiogity and fear as the sudden appearance of aone-dimensional man in a crowded shopping
centre on a Saturday afternoon. He felt the waves of terror and consternation besting back at him asthe
unimaginable entities skittered insanely in an inconceivable number of directionsto leave him standing on
an abgtract and impossible plane.

I'M BURNING, said Daroi. CAN'T YOU SEE I'M BURNING.

If they understood at dl they gave no Sign. Fear begat anger, and the atmosphere crackled with hostility.
Entities gpproached, winging quickly on mind-splitting trgectories which would have driven abaligics
computer into screaming hysteria.

BURNING! BURNING! BURNING!
The sweet smdl| of intended murder seeped into Dalroi's nogtrils.
CANT YOU SEE I'M BURNING!

Encouraged by his passive res stance the entities wheeled to press an emboldened attack. Sounds
stuttered and stammered and his mind groped for patterns of sound asthe only possible substitute for
intdligibility.

CUT! CUT! CUT! SPLITTER! CUT! said the sparkling chaos.

"Hate!" said Ddroi. "HATE!" Hiswords were a blaze of gold on blue, hazed against the keen brilliance.



His mind twisted between rgection of the seven-dimensional images and an attempt to resolvethemin
three-dimensiond terms. In neither case was he successful. His position wasthat of ablind idiot without
legsengaged in arapier dud with a practised swordsman. He could neither see the enemy, follow his
manoeuvres nor know where the next blow wasto fal. The chaotic patterns seethed before his eyes,
evoking impossi ble pergpectives and mind-twisting matrices of things materid, thingsimmaterid and
things which were different from either. Sanity teetered dangeroudy on an unstable pivot.

SPLITTER! SPLITTER! CUT

Hisleft arm drooped with athousand agonies which were overlaid with anumbing dullness. The limb felt
asif it had become encased with lead. He knew hisarm had been hurt, but by what or how badly it was
impossibleto tell, for the multiple refractions of the mediain which he moved distorted even hisown
image beyond recognition. More terribly, he sensed he was beaten. His eyes and brain had no way of
interpreting or responding to aseven-dimensiona configuration, yet he sensed from the waves of
immorta panic which splintered and phased around him that he was more terrible than they.

BURNING! BURNING!

Hisonly chance wasto fight them on their own ground. He had to learn how to manipulate a geometry
which could tolerate seven lines each at right-anglesto the rest; and this he had to do in the face of an
attack as vehement asit was abdtract. He forced his mind to grapple with the cascading irrationalities.
The violence with which his mind withdrew told him that he could never do it and remain sane enough to
be objective.

S e cut

h e cut

Triangl es w d SPLI TTER cut
Ydlow was acrid in hismouth. "Hatel" said Ddroi. "HATE!"

Fire sang like soft sted splitting over apiercing tool, tumbling into troughs of boiling light. Movement was
an echo which had no origin; pain was ared dimens onless haze; atitude was a concrete substance which
rippled off the tongue like an ecstatic prayer.

Sound, SOUND that he could touch, taste, smell, eddied like smdl explosive clouds of coloured maice.
Timewas ashrill wind, echoing isolation, discreet quanta, astring of numbered knives to be separated
and re-digned.

SPLITTER! SPLITTER! CUT!

Madness seized him. Desperation more desperate than the mere laws of preservation charged him with
an awful strength. Intelligenceswere al around him, moving in, trying each to press a separate hurt. In the
face of Ddroi's new burgt of inspired spite they drew back in apparent congternation. Warmth wounded;
light loitered loftily, shapes spun and shattered; sensations shivered. Time cut like afine edge of awhetted
blade. Entropy moaned with anguish.

TOOTH! NAIL! WILL! SPITE! HATE! FIGHT!

Ddroi turned on his persecutors with amaniacd fury, the dark thing in hismind burning bright like a



thousand beacons. The furious furnace within him burst into his blood with amarvellousflood of intrinsic
contempt and barbarism. With every ounce of hisbeing vibrating he hurled a hisadien adversariesavast
tide of corrosive, vitriolic hatred.

Something snapped.

Therewas aperiod of blindnesswhich had nothing akin to lack of seeing, and agulf of pain which had no
correspondence with sensation. There was searing heat without warmth, pressure unfelt, amoment
locked in transtempord stillness and afold in time which would have ruptured the most carefully
constructed clock.

When the bright darkness cleared he gazed aghast on the twisted discords which surrounded him. He
took up ablack triangle and counted the sdes. Twenty-four now. God, what have | got myself into?

TWENTY

The dilemmafazed him temporarily. Seven dimensions had been trid enough, but this— thiswas
madness. The chaotic geometry had been smashed apart and replaced with chaos upon chaos upon
chaos. Dimensiondity waslog, criteria had run amok. The avesome blast of maicious fury which hed
burst from him had destroyed the tottering reference frame of this hideous universe, and no geometrical
concept could begin to grasp the formless groping after new order which dominated the nightmare scene.

Atomstoyed in meaningless associations, radiations strayed looking for finite laws of nature; raw energy
abounded, harmless, having no anathemawhich to attack or repel, raw intelligence, dien and sans
corpore coaesced into frightened spinning whirlpools of spluttering light. Dalroi stood trying to collect his
mazed senses and to grasp the enormity of the havoc he had wrought. He had no doubt of what he had
done. He had knocked a complete dimensiond level straight into atransfinite loop, the absurd
mathematica shriek from which no undistorted form had ever returned.

The quas-universefel apart. Hefell like apart of the rainbow, blazed like the sun on a spring morning,
howled like the wind through amillion keyholes. He was spreadeagled across the rellms of null, racked
by the waves of atideless sub-atomic sea. He was aloose codlition of atomic particles caught in
trandfinity's deadliest trap, yet the raging thing in the dark side of his mind was a binding force which
locked his molecules together and maintained areasoning being in the midst of unchartable madness.

He knew now beyond doubt that the fabric of transfinite space was amenable to control by thought. He
had within him the power to create chaos or end it, to project himsdf through the transfinite lattices or to
bend them to hiswill. It was dl aquestion of ... formulation. One had to know what to manipulate, and
how and when. Given that, some specid act of resolution or despair was sufficient to catalyse the
reaction.

Right now he wanted a particular destination for a particular purpose. Caught up in the maddening vortex
of atransfinite |loop he worked desperately to find the formula. Somewhere it was forgotten ...
ddiberately repressed. He had to have that information even if he went through his mind with an
atomic-hydrogen torch.

The secret yielded under the ruthless self-analysis. From the shadows he culled the coordinates he
needed, a meaningless string of symbolism. With effortless, inhuman reaction he computed the unreaedy
mathemeatics and without the luxury of hesitation or wonder — he jumped.

BURNING!
BURNING!



BURNING!

"Korch, what's the present pogition at Failway?'

"Panic," said Korch dryly. "To give them their due they seem quite as baffled about dl thisaswe are.
They've sent aboomerang shuttle into the Failway Six stratum. They haven't developed dl the
photographs yet, but first indications are that the entire installation has been blasted flat. I've never seen
anything likeit. Therésawaste in there which looks as though it's never been occupied since eternity.”

"That checks," said the Monitor. "Whatever they did to Ddroi they'd haveto doin abig way."
"Y ou think they got him?*

"I don't know what the hell to think. Thiswhole affair has more loose ends than the average sheep.
Somebody on the other side of nowhere wanted Daroi's head and | don't think it was for ahunting
trophy. Asfar as| can judge the whole reason for the existence of Failway wasto act asacombined bait
and execution block for Dalroi or somebody like him. Does that make senseto you?"

"Not abit," said Korch.

"Nor to me. Themore you look at it the more insane it becomes. Cdculate the cost of putting in the
Failway ingalation and figure how long it would take to get that investment back. Don't bother. I'l tell
you the answer — it's seventeen hundred years. Hardly an attraction for a get-rich-quick merchant, and if
itsmerely the bait for a GodalImighty trap then it adds up to an awful ot of wanting for somebody's
in."

"Or an awful lot of fear."

"That seemsto be the answer," said the Monitor, "but it still doesn't make sense. I'll swear Daroi never
knew of their existence before they started on him. We're missing the whole point somewhere and it's
imperative we catch up fast."

"How can we do that?"

"Perhaps we cant, but just supposing they don't get Dalroi? Suppose he manages to get back ... What's
heliableto do?’

"Start looking for the oneswho set all thisup for him, | suppose. And arare job hed make of it too!"

"Precisaly, so I've collected agroup of prime suspects which well invite him to find — on our own
ground. I've put them in the cells below here and left enough clues so that Daroi will know whereto
come looking. There's Cronstadt, Hildebrand, Predey, and Ombudsman Rhodes, who asks dl the wrong
questions about dl theright people.”

"I don't see how Rhodesfitsin?"

"Neither do I, but Harry Dever was one of his men. Y ou can take it from me that Rhodesisin the thick
of this somewhere. Rhodes knows alot more than he's saying and | have afeding that if Dalroi came
back wed start getting afew straight answers.”

"Butwith Ddrai ...! Youretaking ahdl of arisk. Remember Consedo?"

"I don't think thiswould be another Consedo. | suspect Daroi's vengeance may be alittle more persond.
Therésanother point aso. Whilel intend to let Ddroi inif he comes, | have no intention of letting him out



agan.”

Korch congdered thisfor amoment then whistled softly through histeeth. "What makes you think you
can hold Ddroi if Fallway can't?'

"A certain cylinder labelled X47 Neurogaswhich | saved from World War Three."

"X47's banned under the Td-Aviv Humanitarian Convention.”

"You think | don't know that? But | don't think we're dealing with humanitarians either. There are forces
involved in this struggle which could wipe out the entire human race without so much asasdeways
glance. Ddroai isone of them. Regardless of who or what he'sfighting | don't think we can let aman with
powerslikethat remain at largein our society?”

"A hypothetica point,” said Korch, "since Daroi has not and never may return. But supposing he did,
you il can't localise X47. Release one milligram of that in the vicinity of the cdlls and you'd affect
everybody inthe entire area.”

"The fact had not escaped me, but you cannot have atrap without bait, and bait, is, dmost by definition,
expendable.”

"My God!" said Korch. "Y ou must want to get Ddroi badly.”
"l do," said the Monitor, "I certainly do."

At one hour past midnight the brittle clatter of the alarm bell shattered the Slence degp in the
subterranean H.Q. of the Black Knights. The Monitor was activating his communicator button even
before it toned his persona summons.

"Korch here. Chief. | think you were right. The eectrified fence just went down. The control board's
fused solid asthough it got mixed with athousand-KV power line."

The Monitor took adeep breath. "Nothing short of adirect strike by lightning could fuse that board
slid."

"Uh! So wewere struck by lightning out of aclear sky and clean through theion-cloud umbrella. That
sort of coincidence | don't like. My money says Daroi's arrived and he's not being too gentle about his
means of entry."

"Anything on the screens?’

"There's enough mush to write alove lyric but nothing which isidentifiable with Daroi. Therés some
extremely broad-band interference chewing into our circuits somewhere. Effectively were blind. If that's
Ddroi he'sgot someraretricks up hisdeeve.”

"That'sDdroi dl right, and | don't imagine we've seen all of histricksyet. Upgrade the dert to yellow
imperative, and be prepared for anything. The next haf hour could be decidedly rough.”

"What about the A.F.l. projectors?”
"Turn them off. We don't want to burn him on theway in. Only if hetriesto go out again.”

Silencefor long seconds. "Too late," said Korch, just ahint of hysteriain hisvoice. "The A.F.l.'sjust
fused. Load resistance died somehow. The magnetrons went up like fireworks. Hell, are you sure you
know what you're doing, |etting Ddroi in here?"



"I don't think 1 could stop him even if | wanted to. Y ou're sure that everyone knows what to do?’

"Pogtive. I've checked them through it half ahundred times. Dalroi comesin but he doesn't go out again.
If he doesit'll be over abig pile of dead bodies.”

"Don'tjoke," said the Monitor. "It could even happen that way. Give me the full range of video pick-ups
inthecdls, | wantto ... Hdl!"

"What's the matter?"

"Thegirl, Zen, she's il in the cellswith the others. Thereés no sensein her getting adose of X47 too.
How much time do you reckon I've got?'

"If Ddroi'sonly just through the A.F.I. range 1'd say about four minutes. The Devil take dl blind
personnd -detecting ingruments!™

"I'm going down to get the girl out,” said the Monitor. "Signa meif he getstoo close before I'm through.
I'll leave my communicator open so we can compare notes.”

"Check!" Korch closed hiseyes. He did not like last minute rearrangements.

By the time the Monitor arrived the doors of the individua cells had been opened and the prisoners had
congregated in the wide passage that |ed through the cell area. There was no doubt that they took this as
asgn of their impending release and they came forward eagerly when the main doors broke open to
admit the Monitor. But when the great doors seded behind him the atmosphere grew dectric.

"Something's happening,” said Cronstadt. His face was ashade of grey from the contagiousfear. "Y ou're
expecting some sort of trouble.”

"I'm expecting Ddroi," said the Monitor tonelessly, "and that tends to have the same effect. | don't know
what he wants, but | suspect it'salittle spectacular vengeance. If anyone here has anything on his
conscience held better figure out afew good explanations. Daroi in avengeful mood doesn't bear
thinking about."

"Y ou'reletting him comein?" asked Crongtadt. Fear and disbelief stood high on hisface.
"Frankly | don't have any way to stop him."

"Speed it up!" Korch's urgent voice came over the communicator. "'l guess he's nearly here by now.
Thingsaretoo damn glent.”

The Monitor started to say something then thought better of it. He caught Zen by the arm.

"Y ou'd better come out of here. For the next half an hour anything goes. Ddroi's after the blood of one of
theseidiots and I'd sooner watch it on the screen than in person. Y ou're not involved. Wed better get
out of here before that rampant boy friend of yours starts tearing the whole bloody place apart.”

Zen stood her ground. "Take your hands off me! I'll take my own chances. Y ou're as much involved as
anyone in what's happened to Ddroi. Suppose he startslooking for you?"

"Speed it up,” said Korch. " Something's starting to happen.”

The Monitor had no use for finesse. He chopped Zen savagely with his hand and swung the sagging body
over his shoulder. Asthey passed through the door the solenoids clamped down, locking the dab with an



ominousfindity, leaving Cronstadt, Predey, the Ombudsman and Hildebrand looking a each other with
mutua unquiet.

The Monitor signdled the guards to abandon the cell area. He set the tripsin the recess wherein lay the
cylinder of X47 neurogas and its attendant controllers, then turned to go up the stairs. Ashedid so
pandemonium broke out. The speaker system cut in with astring of conflicting orders which terminated in
ashout. In the background somebody was screaming with hysteria. The Monitor's face paled. The men
who were breaking down were seasoned Black Knights, conditioned to the toughest deeds and scenes.
Whatever they had contacted had broken mind and spirit with singularly shattering effect. Nothing had
any right to be as horrific asthat.

"Korch! For Christ's sake what's going on up there?’

Korch was amost incoherent. "My God! Oh my God! He suddenly appeared ... and he'sburning ... My
God! He'sdl onfire”

"Hell!" said the Monitor. "Don't you crack up on me."
"I tdll you he's burning. | never saw aliving man on fire before. God, | fed giddy!"

The Monitor cut the connection impatiently and pressed on up the sairs. As he reached thelanding a
wave of giddiness hit him too. He threw it off with a puzzled frown and continued for five more paces
before his sense of baance went haywire and the floor rushed up to meet him. Hefdl heavily, indinctively
cushioning Zen's head asthey hit the ground.

Cursing wildly he sat up and nearly overbalanced until hisfingers contacted the wal. He gripped tightly to
the corner of apand and tried to analyse the situation. The corridor gppeared to be revolving wildly. He
felt he was on amad merry-go-round with himself at the centre point. He knew that something was
affecting both his eye muscles and his sense of balance. The swinging, shifting disorientation tied his
stomach into knots and filled him with a profound nausea. He tried crawling, but the floor seemed to
buck and twist beneath him so darmingly that he had to rest every few seconds to reassure himsdlf that
he wasin no danger of being spun helplesdy down the corridor by centrifugd force.

The communicator fell from his pocket and clattered to the floor. In recovering it he thumbed the button
and Korch'svoice camein chanting: "Burning ... Burning ... Burning!"

TWENTY-ONE

It said much for the discipline of histraining that the Monitor was till capable of logical thought.
Something was affecting them al, and, with Ddroi in the vicinity, it was certainly no casud misfortune.
The question was, how was it done. Carving arcs above his head was aventilator louvre. That made
sensel Hemoved himself giddily out of the immediate air-stream and the whirl-around grew dightly less.
He even climbed to his kneeswithout faling, though the gyrations still spun the usefulnessfrom hiseyes
and limbs. Whatever it was, then, it was coming in through the ventilator shafts. A logical move where
onewished to paralyse an entire underground ingtallation. Only ...

Thisreveded the strength of Dalroi's hand with a shattering clarity. The air conditioning plant was
equipped with batteries of filters, electro-static precipitators, scrubbers, charcoa beds, UV sterilisers,
low-temperature condensers and every device that science could provide to ensure that what was
happening could not possibly occur. In someway Daroi had contrived amethod to make molecules,
indistinguishable from those of normd air, which would carry the seeds of this gross disorientation
through the most critical of treatment plants. The hair prickled on the back of the Monitor's neck. He had



grosdy underestimated Ddroi's capabilities.
"How can aman burn?* asked Korch plaintively through the communications set. " All going round!™
"Shut up!" said the Monitor. "I haveto think. Do you suppose theres afit man anywhere in the place?!

Korch said nothing so the Monitor drew his own conclusions. Things were working out al wrong,
catastrophicaly wrong. He tried the communicator again.

"WheresDdroi now?'
"He's coming down and ... God, you should see the way he's burning!”

"Keep himin view on the screens,” said the Monitor. "Use acamera. | want to have arecord of
whatever itishe does.”

Heleaned back and tried to think. When he closed his eyes the nausea overwhelmed him with such
violencethat hefdt he was being drawn insde-out; with his eyes open the spinning environment charged
him with such insecurity that panic and self-preservation destroyed objective thinking. The disorientation
was growing worse. There was nothing to do but wait.

Shortly the expected began to happen. From the centre of his own particular vortex the Monitor heard
the whine of the elevator descending. Daroi was on hisway. Sickly the Monitor tried to roll himsdlf out
of the fairway, but the giddying whirl defeated his muscle coordination and he merely rocked backward
and forward on hisback crying with frustration. The elevator doors snarled dightly and something
entered the corridor. The Monitor, impelled by fear and fascination, strove to focus his eyes on Daroi as
he appeared.

"Oh, My God! Oh, My God! He'sdl onfire! Daroi's burning!”

The apparition was dimly recognisable as Ddroi, but the face was the face of asoul fire-tormented
through eternity. Satan's kingdom had opened and vomited one of the luckless spawn of Hell. Lines of
agony were etched more deeply than they had any right to be in aface that once had been human. One
arm hung limply by his side and the fire flowed from the naked body like flames from aburning brand.
But it was the eyes which dominated; eyeswhich held aflame of their own, far brighter and more
consuming than the fire which racked the body. It wasfire againgt fire, pirit against combustion, limitless
power againg inconsequentid flame.

The figure moved towards him, and the Monitor nearly blacked-out trying to force his eyes and hismind
to follow its progress. It came close and stopped before the blur which was the prostrate Zen, paused for
abrief examination then lifted her body like ababe, one handed, and came on to the Monitor'sside. The
words, when they came, were more than words. garlanded in flame like the pronouncements of some
ancient god of war.

"I had to come back for her. Revenge will be so very very sweet,” wasal that Daroi said.

The Monitor stroveto Sit up, his mind protesting at the wrongness of the statement, but something gave
way indde him and blackness that closed around spun him sickeningly downward into oblivion.

When the Monitor awoke he was fedling sick and empty and Korch was standing over him dashing
water into hisface.

"What happened to Daroi?" asked the Monitor wanly.



"Gone," said Korch. "It was unholy. | was watching through the screens. Dalroi took the girl and walked
towards the video pickup in the corridor. My God! That face— it haunts me. Do you suppose amartyr
would look like that when he was being crucified?"

"Stick to the point!" said the Monitor quickly.
"Daroi walked up the corridor, then he went."
"Went where?!

"Nowhere. He stepped allittle way into the air and vanished. He and the girl both vanished ... likethe
flame going out on acandle.”

"Jesud" said the Monitor. "I might have known theréd be days like thisl Then Daroi didn't go into the
cdls?!

"No, hedidn't eventry. | got theimpression he only came for the girl."
"Hedid," said the Monitor grimly. "He even told me as much. But why the hell? She had no part in this."

"We dipped up,” said Korch. "I put through a call to Censuswhen | was sure Daroi was gone. There's
no record of that girl."

"Just that. She never was born and she never existed anywhere. Officidly she never even existed. Hell, |
think she was one of them!"

"Get the prisoners back to their cdlls," said the Monitor ominoudy. " Somebody's got to be made to
answer theseriddlesand | think I'll start with them.” He moved downdtairs to the panel to disarm the
cylinder of X47. As he opened the case he swore sharply.

"Korch!"

N

"Don't go near the cdlls. Therésfive milligrams of X47 down there. Did Ddroi get anywhere near that
pand?"

"Nowhere near."

"Then somebody €l se did — somebody who wanted to stop the otherstalking. Give me aview of the
cdlson the screen. Ahyes! | rather thought as much.”

"Giveitto mesraight,” said Korch. "After al that, | guess| can take anything.”

"Cronstadt, Pred ey and Rhodes are obvioudy under neurogas. We may yet get them out intimeto save
them. But Hildebrand — now there'samystery for you! He's completely disappeared.”

Petch Hollow was a damp and moul dering bowl of leaves overhung by tall, dark trees. Nobody went
there now save those, perhaps, with murder on their conscience and the need to find afew days
undisturbed repose for the corpse under the raincoat in the back of the car. Even the hill surrounding was
desperate and uninspired, and in the trees around the hollow no birds sang. It was one of Nature'sforlorn
places with an inbuilt atmosphere of causes lost and unrelieved despair.



It was here that Dalroi stopped. He dropped the girl's body to the ground and paced away a short
distance waiting for her to wake. By now thefirein hisflesh was burning low but he still dared not look at
himsdlf lest the horror broke the block he had set up in hismind to reject the pain which would otherwise
have crazed him. Instead he had to listen to anoise, the throbbing in his skull, a pain he had no power to
regject because it was built too deeply into him. He had to listen, because there was no way to wrench it
out of hismind.

Findly the girl awoke. At first she sat up, bewildered by the dawn and the trees and the dampness of the
ground on which shelay. Then, turning, she saw Ddroi and ingtantly her eyeswere full of fear and
hideous comprehension.

"Ddrai!"

"Yes," sad Ddroi. "Youll never know what it cost me to arrange this meeting. Y ou know what its
purposeis.”

"Revenge!" Shestruggled to her feet, facing him, her face pde and shining in the wan sunlight and
suddenly possessed of a certain otherworldliness. ™Y ou came back to kill me.”

"You set me up for dl this, Zen. Throughout everything you were the one person | never doubted. You
did agood job, too. It was no fault of yoursthat | came through it. Had Gormalu served you better |
should not be here now. Now you're going to tell me why | haveto die. Why the hell doesit haveto be
me? What isthisthing that'sinside of me?'

Mixed with thefear in her eyeswas atinge of compassion.

"Don't hate me, Dadroi. If you knew as much about yoursdlf aswe know about you then you'd seewe
have no option. We didn't choose to play this game. Self-preservation forced usinto it. We have known
bitterness such as even your heart could never art to comprehend.”

"Hell," said Ddroi. "What harm did | ever do to you?"

"You redly don't know, do you, Daroi? God! After adl thisand you till don't know who or what you

are. Deep down insde you're ill the same old Darai. It hurts me even to think of it. Y ou were the baby
with the power to crack the universe, the youth who could ravage the cosmos, the man who had the most
unspeskable taent for destruction in dl the trandfinite strata— and yet you never wanted or tried to claim
your powers. You still have no ideawhat aterrible cresture you are.”

"I'mlearning,” said Ddroi. "Some friends of yours have been giving me some lessons on how to live
dangeroudy.”

"The pain?' sheasked. "Isit terrible? Y ou weren't intended to surviveit.”

"| had the sameimpression,” said Ddroi dryly. "But you still have not told mewhy. What isit about me
that you so much want to see me dead?"

"Itisn't you, Ddroi, but the thing inside of you in the dark side of the mind. We can't tolerate it, and we
can't kill it except by killing you. Under no circumstances can we permit it to live, and itsdlf it will not
suffer youto die”

"What isthisthing of which you're so afraid?’

"It'sthe power that brutaly ravished amillion idand universes; an insane dominance of spirit which
conquers and kills, abuses, breaks, lays waste and despoils everything it touches. In you isthe seed of



Hdl itsdf."
"Whatever itis" said Ddroi, "it belongsthere. | wasbornwithiit.”

"I know," said Zen quietly. "And that'sthe pity. Y ou're an attractive brute, Daroi. Oh, | wishto God it
didn't haveto beinyou."

Daroi's reaction was triggered by the minutest hardening of her eyes. As her fingersraised and the white
fire flashed towards his temple so he jumped. Zen jumped aso. Daroi came out on the edge of the
hollow; she only ayard awvay. Again the whitefire flashed at hisface. He jJumped again and again, aways
emerging to find her just besde him.

Rapidly he weakened. The game was unfamiliar; for him it wasasurviva reaction amost unused, making
great demands on his aready hammered physique. She jumped with an expertise of long familiarity and
control. He soon realised he must reach that microsecond of hesitation which would enable thefireto
grike. The next time he emerged he stood stock il

If he had expected triumph in her face he was disillusioned. She stood before him white faced and
anguished and her eyeswerefilled with profound misery.

Thefire struck and coadesced ingde his brain, short-circuiting the neurones, robbing him of anger and
resolve and consciousness and everything except the imponderable will to live. Thelast thing he
remembered was faling, and as he lay, awhite face pressed againgt his and hot tearsfell on his cheek —
tears which burned with grester heat than the fire which he had carried on hisbody out of transfinity.

TWENTY-TWO

"Will helive?' asked the Monitor anxioudy.

The doctor looked down at Rhodes unconscious body swathed in white. "What do you think?' he asked
cynicaly. "If I could revive aneurogas patient I'd go in for reincarnation in abig way."

"But will hebe gbleto talk?'

The doctor's disgust was unrestrained. "Y es, he will be able to talk. With enough adrendin and the use of
the artificid heart-lung gpparatus | can keep him aive just that long. | can only hope that he has enough
mind left to employ his dying gasps caling down curses on the crimind idiot who left him asbait in atrap
primed with neurogas.”

"Whenwill hetalk?"

The doctor exhaed heavily. " The sooner the better, perhgps. Hismind can't last long with continued
oxygen sarvation." He adjusted his syringes carefully. "I can give you about haf an hour's conversation
with the corpse of the man you murdered. See me when you've finished and I'll give you something to
help you deep tonight.”

"Rhodes," said the Monitor, "can you hear me?"
"I hear you," said the Ombudsman, and the voice rattled dryly through the tube in histhroat.
"Tdl meabout Ddroi? Who isDdroi?'

Rhodestold him in avoice like a creaking ghost. The atmosphere grew tense and still asthewordsfell to
apiping whisper then to asigh like wind among reeds and findly to slence asthe spirit fled away. The



Monitor saluted and paid hislast respects, and fdlt, for thefirst timein hislife, the meaning of humility.
Korch waswaiting for him at the door. "Any luck?'

"Yes." The Monitor mopped his brow. "He put more sense into those thirty minutes than the human race
has into twenty thousand years of philosophy. | went into thereasaman and | leave asan animal.”

"Areyou dl right, Chief?'

"All right!" The Monitor was quick with scorn. "We shdl none of usbeadl right again, ever. Hell, | fed
dirty and sick and tired of it al. Y ou'd better come with me. We have an appointment to keep with our
keeper. How doesit fed to beliving in azoo?'

At firgt Daroi thought he was blind, so peculiar was the quality of the darkness. His eyes and head ached
abominably. Only after, when he had lain staring at the blackness for many minutes, could he discern the
dim outlines of the room. The shapeswere unfamiliar, yet each detail his adjusting eyesreveded
discharged a bolt of emotiona shock. Thiswas a place he did not know, yet every facet was painted
with overtones of remembered fear. It was part of the sequence of things he could never quite remember.

Hefet wesk, terribly weak. It did not take him many seconds to realise the weakness was not natural.
Touching hisface he found with something of ashock, that the flesh was clean and whole, but hisleft arm
was immobile and covered with a heavy plastic dressing. But the weakness ... he could never remember
feeling quite so drained and empty before. His metabolism was so low that hisbody scarcely ticked over.
They had found his Achilles hedl.

The surge of anger which welled up insde him leaked impotently away. Whatever drugs they had used
on him had been remarkably effective. He no longer had the power to raise mountains— he scarcely had
the power to move hislimbs. He sagged back on the soft couch, trying to conserve alittle energy, a
reserve to meet whatever was to come. But even as he lay the weakness grew and cheated him of hislast
vitality. When degth came, no matter what its form, hewould be powerlessto resist.

Footsteps sounded in a corridor somewhere, coming closer towards the dark shadow of the door. Ddroi
propped himself on aleaden arm and looked out from under leaden eydids. Despite a curious enervation
hismind still boiled like acauldron of vaporising lead, extraordinarily aware. He knew now with dreadful
certainty that he had seen this room before. Thiswas the antechamber ... to the other place, the place
where things had been doneto hisbrain ... where horror had amassed upon horror at the hands of
someone whose identity was ashadow. Only, it was not a shadow any more— it was the clear image of
aman, aman of brilliant intensity and purpose who had worked on his brain with a dexterity dightly more
than human.

Raw fear flared up as he began to gather the pieces of the puzzle and fit them into place. Even asthe
pattern became clearer and the door opened to reved his executioner. Hildebrand was there, scowling
while his eyes adjusted to the darkness, awesapon of unfamiliar pattern in his hand.

"Ddroi, are you awake?'
"Goto hdl!" said Ddroi with grest difficulty. Every syllable aconscious effort.

Hildebrand came and stood over him slently. "Dontt try to move. The drug dlowsyou only minimal
reaction. Any sudden exertion would burst your heart. Y ou'd be dead |ong before you could reach me."

"But reach you | would," promised Dalroi.



"l don't doubt that at dl. | have noillusions about therisk I'm taking. | should have destroyed you the last
time | had you under the knife, but | thought | could repair something which is apparently irreparable.
Thistime| shal take no such chances. I've been waiting along time to rectify that mistake.”

"Who are you?"' asked Ddroi. Black shadows tirred in hisbrain. "And what did you do in my mind?”’

"| tried to drive awedge between you and what you were in danger of discovering. | triedto set up a
block between the subconscious and the deep brain. Only that could have saved your life. | did not
succeed. Y ou carry thingsin your head which are more terrible and enigmetic than the weapons of
Crestion."

"Who are you?' repeated Daroi wearily.

Hildebrand stood up straight. I am called Gar Carrana Leodat. My occupation iswatching out for ones
such asyou. | come from a place you cannot imagine and from aleve of civilisation you can only dimly
understand. | am acustodian of humanity.”

"I hadn't noticed,” Ddroi said. "Isthat why you haveto kill me?"

Hildebrand's eyes grew large and haunted with hidden sorrow. "L et me ask you a question now. Have
you any ideawhat hell-fire inhabits you? Do you know who you are, Daroi?"

Ddroi tried to nod, but his head seemed to weigh aton and the movement was till born. "Yes" sad
Ddlroi. "l think | do. We are mutua enemies. One of usisgoing to haveto die.”

Hildebrand sighted the wegpon at Dalroi's head. " Just s0! Y ou must by now redlise that you are no match
for us. What we lack in spite we make up for in persistence and sheer numbers.”

"And what | lack in numbers| make up for in sheer hatred,” Dalroi said. "Nature built us asterrible
opposites.”

"How much do you know about us?' asked Hildebrand.

"Little. I know that Gormau is not human. | know that both you and Zen have no originintheworld |
know. | sensethat Failway has afunction not only asatrap but as a brake on our kind of culture. It was
st there like a cancer to eat the heart out of our species, to delay something in our evolution. Homo
Sapiensis being engineered, manipulated by unseen forceswhich live far beyond our notions of the
trandfinite Srata.”

"Youthink that isaterriblething?'

"A man takes enough pushing around from his own kind without other agencies having apoke,” said
Ddroi bitterly.

"The two things are not unconnected. Don't judge until you know our reasons. | will tell you our story. It
concerns atime and a place beyond even your imagination. Once, among the many civilisations of the
multiple galaxies, there arose arace of upstart creatures more terrible than any who opposed them. The
upstarts were arace of warriors and murderers who ravaged whatever worlds they reached. They were
fanatica killers, who could tolerate the existence of no other species than their own and those on whom
they lived. By any stlandards they were supermen.”

"l hateyou," said Ddroi.

"In self-defence the civilised species of the multiple galaxies joined forces againgt the Destroyers, and put



them down not once, but many times. Y et dways the terrible ones arose and returned with hatreds and
lusts renewed. Whole universes were shaken with their thunder. The civilised ones, in anger and
desperation, decided to end the matter once and for dl, but having the humanity that goes with high
culture they could not tolerate the complete destruction of arace.

"After crushing the Destroyers at terrible costs to themsel ves they took the remnants of the race and
transferred them to afar exilein acorner of transfinity, and built by genetic engineering ablockage
whereby dl theinherited knowledgein theracia brain was|locked down out of reach. But the blocks
grow weaker asthe millennia pass and we have to resort to sdective weeding of individuals who
penetrate their own minds too deeply, and arrange wars and diversions whereby we can can sap the
vitdity of the speciesasawhole.”

"And that isthe predicament of Homo Sapiens?!

"Just 0. Y our raceis descended from those same Destroyers. Y ou carry the ever-pregnant seeds of Hell
inyour souls. Thetruth of thisis salf-evident. If ever there was arace addicted to practisng spite and
vengeance one upon the other it is yours. Bloodshed, murder, rape, war, davery, torture, persecution,
genocide— you namethe crime and you'll find it on your doorstep. From the thumbscrew through to
neurogasyou know it dl."

"Thenwhat am |?' asked Dalroi.

"You," said Hildebrand, smiling weerily, "you're the mutation, the one that didn't breed true. You'rea
throwback. In you the genetic chain grew thin and weak and the pressure of the pent-up life-force
damaged the blocks which kept you from knowing the rest of yoursalf. Something snapped and gave you
accessto alittle of the deep brain wherein lies all the old race memories and kills. It released to you a
little of theflair for destructive science, the hyper-fast surviva reactions, the amazing strength of thelife
force which refuses to accept death asafact.

"Inyou, asplit-hair's breadth beneath the surface isdl the old corroding insanity, al the prowess, dl the
bitter refusal to submit or compromise. Y ou are the potentid killer it is so difficult to kill, the hell-spawn
which has such athirsting for life that it can twist the basic laws of the universeinto apattern for surviva.
Y ou are the virus which could infect the culture. Can you wonder we wish so desperately to see you
dead?’

"Can you prove what you say?' asked Dalroi.

"| can do better than proveit. I'm going to show you for yoursdlf. I'm going to remove the block
completdly, let you seefully dl thethingsthat liein the dark sde of your mind.”

"Why should you?'

"Because | think the shock of dl that hell released a once will kill you. Y ou don't have the old physique,
Ddroi. Y ou haven't been brought up to stand that sort of unrestrained barbarity. Y ou've been softened
by thetaints of your so-caled earthly civilisation. Theré's acertain poetic justice about the idea.”

Ddlroi tried to move, to force himsdf to fight. He actually managed to get hafway off the couch before
the pressurein his chest doubled him up. He toppled and fell to the ground periloudy short of breath and
with his consciousness and will flickering dim under the tide of inhibitorsthat coalesced in hisblood
stream.

"| told you that wasfoolish,” said Hildebrand quietly.



Hewent away and shortly returned with atrolley on to which he lifted Daroi with one trained movement.
Bands of stedly hardness clamped on Daroi's arms and legs and Dalroi's darkened senses were aware
only that they were leaving the room, passing now down acorridor with doors of surgica whitenessinto
an operating theatre pungent with the smell of ether and terrible with the sharp click of instruments being
dropped on atray.

Zen came up and looked down at him. Her face was white and troubled under the white cowl shewore
on her head, and her hands worked at the instruments with a precision dightly more than human. He
wondered idly if her tears dways burned like they had in Petch Hollow or whether they were sometimes
soft and warm and salty like tears of human kind. As she leaned over him atear did fal on hislipsand he
moved histongue with the last ounce of energy Ieft in his body and tasted it, and knew what he wanted to
know. He fdt like crying aso, except there was not enough lifeleft in him evento raise atear.

Hildebrand moved a gantry into sght and on it oscilloscopes phased and wrote with green fingersthe
storiestold by the electrodes they were placing round Daroi's head.

They shaved his scalp and isolated his mind from pain and feding. Then came the part he was dreading.
The saw bit into the skull ...

Irrationd fear ... the ingtinctive need to protect the Snister seed in hisbrain ... overwhelmed him. Ddroi
was no coward and had it been merely life they were taking from him he could have borne the moment
with drugged equanimity. But the panic spread not from his own psyche but from the deeper thing that
flared and haunted in the dread, dark chambers of the brain. Here was splintering fright, shattering
apprehension, harrowing dread ... and as yet they had only bared the brain.

Then came the probes, seeking down through the convol utions of the brain, triggering sights and sounds
and fantasies which had nothing to do with experience. It was amad kaleidoscope of sensory stimuli — a
hand, alight, ascene, avoice, abdl tolling asit once had tolled across a mighty courtyard somewhere
dimly past remembering.

Through it dl came Hildebrand'svoice.
"Know thysdlf, Ddroi. Know thysdlf!"

Searing lightning stabbed, and his mind took awrench which should have passed him into immortaity.
The block was breaking down. His body stiffened as the mael strom blasted out into his conscious mind.

Imagine that the world is made of thunder, that the rivers run with boiling yellow phosphorous ... that the
rain is concentrated hydrofluoric acid dashed to fury by abromine gde ... that dl the birds are blind and
venomous and desperately mad ... take thisalegory and you can gill only dimly visudisetheterrain of
Ddlroi's mind asthe bitter tide flowed out.

Ddroi stood again at the seet of thelife-force, aforce as fantastic as a million motor-generators
over-loaded to smultaneous destruction on the hearths of Hell. Malice was anote on agigantic organ
thrust deep into the inner ear; hatred was a shaft of illumination so bright that it blinded through sixty feet
of concrete. The urgeto kill was ablack, corroding jet of vapour of such velocity and scalethat it could
have countered the rotation of the Milky Way.

Andthenit died ... The pressures faded and fled, folded and dropped. Hildebrand sprang to his
instruments and watched with unbelieving eyes as the writhing traces died on the faces of the 'scopes.

"You'vekilledit!" His voice was high with disbelief and wonder. "Dadroi, do you know what you've
done?You'vekilledit!"



But Ddroi was past making answer. The bitter war which raged through his mind had thrown himinto a
state of degp shock, and if he had any awareness|eft at dl it was focused on the dight sdtiness of atear
which hed fallen on hislips.

The door burst open with a crash and the Monitor entered with Korch at his hedls. Hildebrand signalled
them back with asingular lack of curiosity, and drew the probes from Dalroi's brain and began repairing
the skull. For along time nobody spoke, and Hildebrand worked on with swift fingers of genius aided by
advanced and unknown skills. When he had finished he turned and walked to the Monitor's Sde.

"l seeyou know who | am," he said.

The Monitor nodded briefly. "Yes, | know, and | know now what Dalroi meant to you. Rhodestold me
before hedied.”

"I'm sorry he had to die," said Hildebrand, "but he began to know too much about us. Hewas atrue
humanitarian and aman of great intelligence. He even guessed the nature of Failway. That policeman
Quentain proved his guess by kidnapping Zdenka and interrogating her under drugs. When they redised
how sadly out of depth they were, Rhodestried to cover by pretending held found her intheriver. In his
own way he endorsed Dalroi's execution because he realised we had no dternative. There are hopes yet
for the race who can breed such aman.”

"What are you going to do with us?' asked the Monitor.

"With Homo Sapiens? We shdl continue to watch you aswe have dways done. Y ou are thejuvenile
delinquents of the multiple galaxies. One day, perhaps, you will come of age and we shdl welcome you
home again. Inthe meantime.... "

" ...inthe meantime," said the Monitor, "you will manipulate us and organise our wars and our disasters
just to keep us out of mischief."

"Certainly. Can you think of abetter control than |etting you work off your spite on yoursaves? Asan
exercisein Stellar ecology, Fallway was an instrument not without merit. A pity you discovered it o
soon. My comrade Gormalu provided the technica advice, but al the misery it evolved was purely of
your own devising. What toys can we give you which you will not turn into wespons of oppression?
While creatures like Madden and Cronstadt and yoursalf continue to strut and threaten and coerce we
have no dternative but to protect ourselves from your physchopathic rat-race by any meansat our
disposa. Y ou would not do otherwiseif the position was reversed.”

"No," said the Monitor sadly. "I don't suppose wewould."

"We'releaving now," said Hildebrand, nodding to Zen who had remained at Daroi's side. "Our task of
eliminating the danger of Ddroi isfinished. Perhgps another fiedld man like Gormau will be with you
shortly — perhaps he's dready here. Look to the centres of war or disaster, or anywhere that aman
controlsthe destiny of many, and there you may find him encouraging you to be bestid to yourselves.
Look to your tyrants and dictators, for he will be there somewhere. And one day, perhaps, you'll be too
grown-up to listen to him — but oh, you've ahdl of adistanceto travel yet!"

"l wonder," said the Monitor, "what our history would have been like without your hand forever pushing
usover the precipice?"

"Short, sharp and brutish,” said Hildebrand/Car Carrana Leodat. "We push the forces of destruction
inward on themsalves before any become too powerful. But we have nothing to gain and agreat ded to
lose by leniency, so don't push your luck. Remember we can dedl you anew Dark Age at any timewe



choose, and only another like Daroi could stand against us.”
Hildebrand/na Leodat nodded to Zen. "It istime we were going.”

She looked at the form of Daroi then back to him quickly, an ungpoken question in her eyes, but na
Leodat shook hishead. Then the two of them stepped upward as though on an invisible stairway, and
abruptly vanished from sight.

The Monitor gazed thoughtfully at the sudden emptiness for afew moments then walked to Ddroi's sde
and stood asif regarding a corpse. The dight throb of aveinin Ddroi's temple attracted his attention and
he redised for thefirst timethat Daroi till lived.

"Korch, fetch me aheavy blaster.”

"What you going to do, cremate him?"

"Asnear as| can,” said the Monitor. "l shan't rest easy while helives.

"But he must be harmless now or they'd not have left him."

"Isthat arisk that you're prepared to take? Could you live in the same world as Daroi now?"

"| take your point,” said Korch. "Theres ablaster out in the truck. Wouldn't apistol be quicker?”

"| said aheavy blagter, damn you! Nothing less than asheswill convince methat thislimb of Satan won't
reach down at me out of the darkness. Nothing lessthan ... " Helooked round, but Korch had aready
gone about his errand, suddenly infected with the Monitor's more than mortal fear.

Something coming back to life ...

TheMonitor did not know, could not have known that Daroi was already conscious and listening —
listening to thefirgt pulses of athrobbing rhythm deep in hisbrain. Y et with some unknown, unknowable
perception hefet the growing eddy and flow of menace, cold and chill upon his brow.

"Korch, where the Hdll's that blaster?"

A growing pulse of something coming back to life ... something incredible ... something terrible ...
something ... God! How they underestimated the old cunning!

"Korch, for Chrigt's sake! HE's coming round!™

Something coming back to life ... the re-lit flame in the primeval furnace ... the fantastic chain
reaction of bitterest passions in the multiple galaxies ... growing ...

"Korch! My God, Korch! If we don't kill him now we're lost for sure.™

"Heresamark seven," said Korch, returning, "and God preserve our eyebdlsif you fireit here a this
range.”

... growing ... tinged with all the old corroding bitterness and stealth, all the hatreds and the lusts,
all the bright, untarnished fury, all the unrestrained barbarity ... all the mammoth resolution to
survive...

Ddlroi stirred in the bondsthat held him to the trolley, and attempted to sit up. In that same ingtant the
Monitor fired the blaster at point-blank range. The back-flash deprived him of hissensesand it was afull



minute before he and Korch were able to crawl and grope, with damaged eyes, through the wreckage of
the room. The further wall had mainly collapsed and the roof was torn asunder. In the room beyond were
the remnants of thetrolley, burnt and shattered. Of Dalroi there were no remainsat al.

Korch began praying to adeity the name of which he had not used with reverence since achild. The
Monitor sat staring through the grey mistsin hiseyesto asmdl part of the damaged roof through which
broke a shaft of sunlight asif through awinter's sky.

"He'sgone," said Korch findly. "Do you think he's going to come back?"

"Who can tell?" asked the Monitor dowly. His face was stiff with the mask of some unknown passion.
"With that sort of hell inhim | shouldn't think there's much mischief here which could gratify his appetite.
But | wonder if the people out there believe in aGod, consoling and benevolent. | have afeding they're
goingto need alittle solace ... ™




