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There they were, up ahead-the Trees at the Edge of the Sky. That's what Winnie cdled them. Other
people called them different things: Kerr-Tipier objects, tollbooths, noncatastrophic singularities, portal
arays...

| cdled them cylinders. That'swhat they were, big ones, some as high asfive kilometers. They were lined
up on both sides of the roadway like impossibly huge fenceposts, their color impossibly black, blacker
than the interstellar space they bent and twisted and warped to their creators ends, and to our benefit.
Everything about them wasincredible. They were said to be spinning at unimaginable speeds, though their
featureless surfaces gave no perceivable confirmation of this. A few experiments had been done on them,
measuring Doppler shifts of infaling particles and Hawking radiation flying out. But the Colonid Authority
had along-standing ban on the publication of dataand even theoreticd studies concerning the portds.
One only had rumorsto go by. And the rumorswere: The results wereimpossible.

Their rotational speeds worked out to be faster than light. It couldn't be, but that's what the numbers said.
"Wheat's our speed, Sam?”

"Oh, we're moseying dong nicdly. If you'd care to move your eyebdls afew millimetersto theright,
you'd seefor yoursdlf."

"You know | can't read instruments and drive a the sametime.”

"Good Lord, and | was just about to offer you some chewing gum.”

"Oh, cut the merte, Sam."

"|sthat any way to spesk to your father?' Then Sam guffawed, in that scratchy/liquid synthesized voice of
his-if the oxymoron can be forgiven, it'sthe only way | can express what the sound islike. In no way
does it resemble my deceased father's voice, except in emotiona tone and inflection. | didn't have a
recording of Sam to pattern the waveforms after when | ordered the voice-output software for therig's
computer.

Sam went on, "We'reright in the groove. Forget the numbers, I've got her on speed lock.”

| glanced a the digitd telltaes, the array of numbers suspended inthe air at eye level and at about thirty
degreesto ether sde of my line-of-sight straight ahead. Positioned so asto hidein the retinal blind spot,
they were unobtrusive until looked at directly. | usualy had them turned off; if you moved your head alot
they seemed like pesky firefliesflitting about. "' Okay, fine. Everybody strapped in?"

Roland Y ee wasin the shotgun seet. "Check," he said.

"I think we're al secure back here," John Sukuma-Tayler reported.

| chanced alook back. John, Susan D'Archangel o, and Darla Petrovsky nA-e Vance were in harnesses
in the back seats. The cab accommodated five comfortably. | heard squabbling in the aft-cabin-alittle
living space useful for long hauls.

"Hey, Carl!" | yelled. "Is Lori strapped down back there?'

"Liketrying to hog-tie a-give me your damn arm!-like trying to wrasde ashe-cat!"

"Lori!" | shouted. "Beagood girl!"

"I'm okay, for God's sake. Let me-"

"Gotchal"

"I'm okay, I'm telling you!"

"L ook, you had aconcussion,” Carl told her. "Now, behave, or we wrap you in confetti and ship you
with the rest of the load."

"Oh, get folded.”

"Think | don't know what that means? Should be ashamed of yoursdlf.”

"Punk you!"

"Such language! And from. ameredip of agirl, too."

| had insisted that Lori be strapped to my bunk during porta trangitions. Sheld taken a nasty whack on
the head back on Splash, during our escape from the ship-seamongter Laputa.-| wanted to take no
chances, shooting an aperture can be rough sometimes, and it wasn't: at al clear whether Lori was



completely al right. She had been complaining of headaches. Normal enough, but | wanted to be sure.
She needed to be looked over. However, we had to leave Splash in ahurry, and the next planet up,
Snowball, lived up to itsname. No one and practically no thing lived there. We were now on what
Winni€s Itinerary Poem caled "The Land of Nothing to See” (per Darlastrandation). You caled it,
Winnie. The planet-or this part of it-looked like the old photographs of Mars| used to pore over asa
kid, aplace of vast rock-strewn plains with sand sifted in between the rubble, kilometer after endless
kilometer of it. Except the sand was a crappy gray-green ingtead of an aluring, dien red. But there were
beings here. Probably humans, if the occasional mail-order pop-up domes far off the road were any
indication.

These were the Consolidated Outworlds, amaze of planetslinked by the Skyway, but with no way back
to Terran Maze. No way home.

But | waan't thinking of that just then. One of my pesky hologram readouts was blinking yellow. "What
the hdl'sthat, Sam?"

"It'sthat damn |eft-front roller, Jake. We get aydlow every time we go into portal-approach mode. Been
getting onefor, oh, couple of months now. Y ou'd know that if you'd deign to take alook at your
indrumentsonceinawhile.”

"I didn't noticeit. You'reright, | fly by the seat of my pantsalittle too much. Think we should stop?”
"The book sayswe should."

| looked out over the blesk terrain. "And do what?"

"I'm only telling you whet the book says.”

"Wdll, well haveto risk it. It's done okay up to now."

"Fine. But if she goes sugar-doughnut on us while we're shooting a portal, don't say I-"

"-didn't warnyou," | finished. "Right, Sam, you're covered.”

"It'sdl the sameto me, you know. I'm aready dead.”

The road ahead was ablack ribbon leading straight through the cylinders. They towered above, their
tops festooned in wispy clouds againgt agreenish sky. Their color was black, utterly black, their surfaces
sucked clean of light. It dmaost hurt to look at them directly; not just physicaly, but philosophically. To
gaze upon an Absolute is discomforting. We're too used to fudging, finding refuge in the interstices of
things, content to see the universe in shades of gray. Y ou could see dl sorts of frightening possibilitiesin
that categorica darkness, if you stopped to ook and think.

Onething you don't want to do is stop and philosophize near aportal. Y ou might achieve atota and very
unpleasant oneness with your object of contemplation.

"Darla, what's Winni€'s description of the next planet up?'

"Um...'A Land LikeHome; but It Isn't." | think."

"Doesthat mean jungle? Y eah, well, | guesss0," | answered mysdlf. "I just hope there's some kind of
civilization. | want Lori to get checked out."

"Does Lori know anything about this part of the Outworlds?" John asked.

"No;" Darlasaid. " She told me she hasn't seen much besides her home planet and Splash.”

"Wdll," | said, "shewon't have too much trouble getting back to Splash, if she wantsto go. Unlessthisis
apotluck portal." | looked & the rearview monitor. Traffic was till behind us. "But | can't believe dll
these people are following usinto oblivion. This portal must go somewhere.”

"WEell dl have some decisions to make about where were going,” John said. "'Once we stop.”

"If theré'saplaceto pull over up aheed, I'll doiit,” | told him. "We can tak things over."

"I'd just love to get out and stretch my legs,” Susan groaned. " Seems like weve been driving for ages.”
"Those were unusualy long routes between portds,” | sad. "Wonder why?"

"Judging from the gravity,” Roland put in, "and the apparent distance to the horizon, I'd say both
Snowball and this place are big, low dengty planets. Maybe portals have to be positioned so asto
balance out the planet's mass." He shrugged, looking over at me. "Just awild guess.”

"Maybe," | said. "I've been doing alot of thinking about portas|lately ... the Skyway, the cylinders, how
the whole system works. Never redly gave it much thought before.”

"Everyone takes the Skyway for granted,” John said. "Simply part of the landscape.”



"We can't be so complacent,” Roland said ruefully. "Right,” | agreed.

"If I never seethisdamn road again. .." Susan grumbled, shaking her head.

"I'min sympathy with that,” John said. "'l think we're dl road-weary &t this point.” He chuckled. "Except
for Jake, perhaps. Do starriggers ever get tired of traveling, Jake?"

"Y ou bet-but after afew years, you just get numb. Mogt of thetime, though, | likeit. | like the road.”
The commit markers were coming up. Here, they were just white-painted metal posts on either sde of
the roadway. The Roadbuilders hadn't put them there-it was up to local inhabitants to mark the point
beyond which it was unsafe to stop. Back in Terran Maze, and in most mazes I'd been in, the markers
were more elaborate-flashing lights, holograms, and such.

| checked over the instruments. Everything looked fine. And just as| shifted my eyesto check the ydlow
warning tag, it began flashing red.

"Jake," Sam sad quietly.

"l seeit. Too late to stop. Damn.” "What atimefor it."

"Trouble, Jake?" John wanted to know. "A little. Well be okay, though.”

| hoped fervently. The flashing red didn't mean the roller was going sugar on us-suffering an ingtantaneous
crystdlization that could turn the supertraction tread into white congealed powder-but it did mean it could
go at any moment. Maybe now, maybe two days from now; there was no way to predict.

We were past the commit markers and racing for thefirst pair of cylinders. The safe corridor, anarrow
land bounded by two solid white lines, rolled out &t us. Cross over either of thoselinesand you've had it.
The rig shuddered and groaned, caught in the delicately balanced gravitationa. stresses around us.
"Keep her steady, Jake," Sam warned, "and be ready for a sudden jump to theright.”

Therig shook and buffeted usin our seats.

"Thisisarough one," Sam commented. "Just our luck.”" | felt thetug of an unseen hand, dragging therig
to theleft. | corrected, and suddenly the hand let go, sending us precipitoudly in the opposite direction.
But | wasaveteran a this; | hadn't overcorrected, overreacted. This portal was abit hairy, but | had
seenworse. If only theroller would hold.

The cylinders marched by, astately procession of dark monuments. Between them-1 knew but couldn't
look-the view of the terrain was refracted into crazy, funhouse-mirror images, work of the powerful
gravitationd fieds

Ahead was the apertureitself, afuzzy patch of nothingness straddling the road. We shot straight into it.
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We got through.

Theailing roller was till intact, but the flashing red warning stayed on. | shut off the holo array. Then |
lowered our speed to 50 km/hr, took my crash helmet down from the rack behind the seat and put it on.
| rarely wear it, though | should. The bulky thing is more than asafety helmet; it has submicron chipsinit
for just about everything-CPUs, communications, shortrange scanning, even encephal o-tel eoperator
circuitry, though | never did buy the rest of the hookup. i prefer to operate machinery hands-on. The
thought of just Stting there, steering the rig on awhim and an aphawave, makes me alittle nervous.

We had arrived on aworld that didn't look much like Winni€'sjungle home, and | was beginning to think
that her Itinerary Poem contained some misinformation, until the Skyway plunged from the high plateau
wewere on into aseries of hairpin turns, winding itsway down arange of heavily forested mountains. |
worried about the roller al the way, taking the curves at acrawl, not wanting to juice up thetraction to
high grab and aggravate the condition of the bad one. At full charge and maximum traction, | could have
roared down there at 80 kmv/hr, had | awild hair up my fundamental aperture.

The forestation was luxuriant, but not tropica. The trees|looked vaguely Earthlike from a distance, but
thefoliage wasradicdly different, and the colors varied from deep turquoise to brilliant aguamarine, with
lots of stray pinks and reds mixed in. The effect on the eyeswas dightly disturbing, colors shimmering
and shifting astheretind cdls vacillated over what wavelengthsto tekefirst.

| didn't have much timeto look. The curves were getting dicey, and | had my handsfull. Everyone else
gaped out the ports, marveling at the strange palette of colors.

| did notice that the trees were enormous, with thick straight trunks shooting up as high as ahundred
meters.

"Grest logging country,” Sam said.

"I hopethereareloggers,”" Susan said, "and | hope they have restaurantsto eat in, with clean restrooms,
and | hopethefood isgood, and | hope ther€'s a place to stay with nice, big beds, and-" She broke off
and sighed. "Don't mind me."

"We could al do with abresk, Suzie," John commiserated. Lori yelled something from the back.

"What wasthat, Lorelei?" John caled.

"l said | haveto piss so bad my back teeth are swimmin' !"

"Hey, Carl--" | began, then realized something. "Hey! What the hell isyour last name, anyway?'
"Chepin."

"Oh. Why don't you let Lori up and let her usethe ... oh, hdl. Suzie?

Suzie started to unstrap. " Sure.”

| dowed down amost to astop while Susan went back to make sure Lori didn't re-bang her head on the
way to the john. Chapin came up front, as there was no privacy back there.

He had joined our group rather recently; last night, in fact. Since that time he'd kept pretty, much to
himsdlf, when not keeping an eye on Lori. | didn't know if anyone realy knew who he was, or why he
was with us. For that matter, | was not completely straight on the facts mysdif.

The trip across Splash had taken most of the day, and the trek across Snowball and Nothing-to-See had
eaten up therest of it. Everyone had been trying to get some deep, and there had been little conversation.
Wheat there had been, Carl had not participated in beyond pleasantries, except when cussing out Lori.
"About time you were formally introduced to everyone, Carl. Don't you think? Have you met everyone?!
"I remember you from somewhere," he said to mewryly. | smiled. "And | seem to have adigtinct
recollection of steding your buggy.”

"Oh, my God, that car," John remembered, dapping hisforehead and rolling hiseyes. "Wherein the
name of al that'sunholy did you get that thing?"

"That's John SukumaTayler," . | said. "John, meet Carl Chapin.”

"Hello. A little belated, but nice to meet you."

"Don't get up. Niceto meet you, too, John. And ... it'salittle late, but thanksfor the help last night.”



"Y ou're very welcome. But Roland, here, was responsible for engineering it.”

Roland unstrapped, got up, and took Chapin's hand. "Roland Y ee. It's a pleasure. Where the hell did you
get that car?' Chapin laughed. "1 get asked that alot. | bought it from a custom vehicle manufacturer.”
"Alien, | suppose.”

"Yesh"

"Who?' Roland asked pointedly.

"Wdl..."

"The technology was fantagtic. Y ou couldn't have gotten it from any known race on the Skyway."
Roland's tone was atrifle accusing.

"Roland," John interjected, "I think you're being a bit-"

"I'm sorry," Roland was quick to go on. "It's just that our whole experience with your vehiclewas ... well,
disconcerting to say theleast.”

John nodded. "To say thevery least.”

"l canimagine," Chapin said, "but you shouldn't go around stedling things that don't belong to you.”

"| goleit, Carl,” | said. "They were kidnapped.”

Chapin winced, a bit embarrassed. "Oh. Sorry."

"Naturd enough mistake,” John said good-naturedly. "Y ou couldn't possibly have known."

| had pulled off toward the side of the road and had stopped, waiting for Lori to get squared away and
for everyone to decide to continue the chitchat sitting down and stirgpped in. Findly, everyone did. We
were short a seat and harness for Chapin, but he wedged himself in behind my seat, squatted on atool
box, and hung onto a handgrip. Suzie even managed to persuade Lori to bed down again. Lori didn't
protest thistime, not much anyway.

Something occurred to me. "Wheres Winnie?' | hadn't seen her in hours. | ydled for her.

We heard the sauna stall door open. Winnie cameinto the cab, rubbing her eyes, scratching her furred
tummy, and giving usdl agrimace-amile. "Here! Winnie here!”

"ThisisWinnie," | said to Chapin, twisting around to him. "Winnie, Carl."

"Hi, Winnie"

"Hi! Hi"

Chapin held out his hand and Winnietook it, her doublethumbed grip enfolding it warmly.

"Where are you from, Winnie?' Chapin asked her. Winnie extended an arm aft, making afar-off motion.
"Way back!"

Everyonelaughed. We had dl come along way.

Winnie sat in Darlas|ap, but when she saw that Darlawould have some difficulty bearing up under the
weight, she jumped over to John's, hugging him. Winnie's compactness was deceptive; she had agood
dedl of bulk on her.

"Y ouve met Carl, then?' John asked Darla

"Yes, wetalked last night. But | didn't get much out of him." She smiled at Carl.

"Neither did I," Susan said, Strappingin.

"| notice he made a point to meet thewomen,” | commented.

"Don't mean to be so secretive,” Carl said. But heleft it at that.

"Herewe go," | announced. | goosed the engine and eased the rig forward down the steep incline.
Traffic whizzed by, two roadsters hot-rodding through the curves, braying annoyance at the big lumbering
rigintheir way. A little farther down, the curves got easier to handle, and | got a chanceto look at the
scenery. The sky was dark with athick covering of greenish-purple clouds. Here and there, big winged
creatures soared just above treetop leve, dighting now and then on lofty branches. No other large
lifeformsin sght.

It wasdl very pretty, and very dien. Theroad bottomed out and went straight, following along tree-lined
corridor. Between the massive black tree trunks, undergrowth grew thickly eveninthedim light. And a
few linescametome....

The woods were lovely, dark, and deep. But | have promisesto keep,



And milesto go before | deep ...

If road yarns contained any truth, | had light-yearsto go. For some unfathomable reason, | had become
the protagonist of the wildest Skyway story yet. | knew only the outline of it; no one had related it in
detall. It wasthe tade of aman, yourstruly, who followed the Skyway clear out to the end. And came
back. But in doing 0, | returned paradoxically before | |eft.

Therewas moreto it. | had come into possession of an dien artifact, the Roadmap, which delineated
clearly and for dl time the extent of the Skyway system and revedled a path leading to thelost civilization
of the Roadbuilders and the secrets of their phenomend technology.

Anawhere did the Skyway lead, if followed out dl theway to the"end"?-Asif an interconnected road
system could have such. It led, so the stories said, to the beginning of the universe. Not to the end, mind
you, in either sense-not the physica limit of the universe, or itsfind destiny, but to the beginning.

When | heard that (from Jerry Spacks, an old friend and former member of the Starriggers Guild), |
asked if there was agood mote there.

The beginning of the universe. Bang.

Pack your sunglasses. And bring plenty of suntan Iotion. That primeva fireball can bum you right through
your pretty new beach outfit.

Asfafetched asit dl was, | had every reason-now-to believeit. True, | had only Darlasword that she
had met me before-ameeting | did not remember-but | aso was now in possession of avery strange
object, the nature of which was not clear even to Darla, who had given it to me. | had the Black Cube.
That was all it was, apam-sized cube, black asthe devil's heart, origin and purpose unknown. It might
be the Roadmap, or it might not be.

There was other evidence. Back on Goliath, | had made good my escape from the Colonia Militiawith
the very timely help of what could only have been my doppelganger, my paradoxicd sef. | wasfairly sure
of that. | had seen him ... me. True, atiny wisp of doubt still clung to that image of my own face hovering
abovemeas| lay in my cell, being administered the antidote to the effects of the Reticulan dream wand...
| sat up in my seat. Where did my double get the dream wand he had used to knock out everybody at
the Militiagtation? | opened the glove box under the dash. There it was, ashiny green shaft with abright
metal ring around one end.

Of course. That'show "he" got it. | haveit now! | closed the box. Jesus, it was spooky .

Maybe there was no doubt after all. "Hooray!"

A sign beside theroad.

6KM TO THE

FRUMIOUS BANDERSNATCH!

EATS

GET DRUNK!

WE MAIL YOU HOME, KEEP YOUR KEY
ROOMS, NOT TOO SORDID

TURN OFF SKYWAY |IKM

FOLLOW RT. 22 EAST

"Oh, God, abed,” Susan said dreamily.

"Thedgn'sin English,” John said. "Oh, heresthe Inter system one. Odd, it'snot asfriendly in'System.”
"Frumious Bandersnatch,” Roland muttered.

"Route 22" (I nearly missed it, even going at acrawl) was adirt trail which intersected the Skyway, then
meandered off into the forest. | turned off and followed it, bumping over ? mound and rut, one and
falenlog, for what seemed like 320km with no bandersnatchi evident. Nothing was evident but akind of
hokey enchanted forest scene, asin the animated epics you see in museum mopix programs. Except of
course

there was nothing ersatz about it; thiswasthered, otherworldly thing. Out there was the demesne of



elves, dryads, unicorns, and nymphs-or their funny-looking aien counter-parts, and they'd be doubly
edritch for that.

We came upon it suddenly. It was a big, rambling threestory building dapped together out of immense
logs and raw ~ board lumber, roofed over with half a dozen gables, a spacious canopied porch going al
theway around, lots of small windows on the upper floors, dl of it anchored by four or five huge sone
chimneys coughing thin black smoke. Therewas abig parking lot hacked out of the forest on three sides,
crammed with unusud off-road vehicles.

All'indl, it had agreat ded of charm. Right then, though, a holey tent with no ground cloth would've
looked like home. Smells of grilled food werein the air-I had been about to check instrumentsfor air
content and quality when | saw two husky fellowsredl bare-headed out the front door and stagger to
their funny-looking land jumper. | let down the port and sniffed. Pleasant odors, some nameless, some
familiar. | rather liked this place aready.

"Anyone hungry?' | said.

"Hold out your arm,” Susan answered, unstrapping hurriedly, "and don't bother with the salt.”

| was pretty tired of hotpak dinners and moldy stuff from the cooler, too.

Wewere dl packed up and out of therig in nothing flat. The bad roller looked pretty grim, afflicted with
leprous white patches of crystalization. From here onin, every meter it rolled would be arisk. No
matter; | wasfairly surethered be agarage nearby. Wed put on the spare, and not give too much
thought to how bad it was.

| stood at the edge of the parking lot, checking out escape routes. Habit. A second highway intersected
Route 22 here, another logging road, or rabhbit trail, | couldn't tell which. Sam had a clear path to leave
on short notice, if necessary,, unless someone parked next to him blocking the road. From the looks of
these vehicles, though, hed have no trouble nudging them aside if he had to. Y ou'd have to see Sam up
alongside your average four-roller buggy to appreciate how big heis.

| opened achannd on Sam's key, an oblong orange plastic box that was a radio, among other things.
"Okay, Sam, | guesswere staying here overnight. Y ou bedl right?*

"Sure, have fun. And cal me every so often. Leave the beeper on.”

"Right. I'll patch you through when we go in to eat and lift afew cold ones. WEIl havealot to talk over.”
"Good. "

| closed the key: Susan was beside me, clucking and shaking her head.

"Poor Sam," shesaid.

"B

"He aways hasto stay behind, doesn't he? It's sad.”

| reopened the key. "Hear that, Sam? Suzie thinks you've got nothing to do al by your lonesome. She's
al worried."

"Hm? Oh, hdll, don't worry about me."

Susan reddened. "I didn't ... | meant..."

"| got astack of crotch magazines| haven't looked at yet, and let's see, there's that modd ship I'm putting
together. . . have to write thank-you notes for the shower gifts ... should wash my hair... and | can dways
wank off. "

Susan scrunched up her facein pain. "Oh, you two areterrible!™ Sheran off, laughing.

"Welcometo Tdltred!"

"Thanks," | told the big-boned, flannd-shirted man at the desk. "Good name.”

Hiseyestwinkled. "We stayed up dl night to think of it."

| looked around the lobby. It was big, fully two stories high with an open-beam celling. The rugswere
sawn animal hides; the furniture looked handmade. The appointments were rugtic yet tasteful. "Quitea
place you have here" | said.

He swdled visbly, and hisgrin was broad. "Thank you! It'smy pride and joy. Built most of it with my
bare hands." Hewinked. "And alittle hep."

"WEell, you did agood job. | was expecting something more primitive on a planet like this"



"Thisisone of the most sophisticated log structures on Talltree," he informed me. He pointed upward. "l
designed those cantilever trusses mysdlf. Y ou can do alot with the local wood, though. Strong as
iron-high tensle srength.”

"Interedting.”

The lobby wasfilled with people, young men mostly, joking, hooting, jostling each other. They drank
from pewter mugs, doshing beer onto the floorboards. The crowd appeared to be the overflow from the
bar, caled the Vorpd Blade.

"l hear alot of English being spoken,” | said.

"Mostly English speakers here" he said. "English, Canadian, Aussie, lots of Irish, afew other breeds.

Y ou American stock?'

"Yes, but it'sbeen along time since | thought of myself as American.”

He nodded. "Time marches on. One day well al be sabra." He turned the registration book around.
"Anyway, | do hope you enjoy your stay here at the Bandersnatch-if you'll agn right here. You all
together?

| signed. "Yes. What'sthe local industry around here?”

Hiseyestwinkled again. "Would it surpriseyou if | said logging?"

"Not ahbit." | looked back at the crowd of burly young men. Everyone seemed cast to type.

He gave me our room keys. They were made of hand-wrought iron. Only two; Winnie and thewomenin
oneroom, the men in the other. It was my idea. Talltree was part of the Outworlds, and my |eftover
Consolidation Gold Certificates were ill good, but 1 wanted to economize. | had only alimited amount
of gold to trade. The nightly room rates were fairly cheap, though.

"Any way of getting abiteto eat?' | asked.

"It'salittle early for the dining room, sir. Our cook's building aflume thisweek. But the Blade hasa
separate kitchen and plenty of food. Most of the guests take breakfast and lunch in there. However, you
might find it abit crowded now."

"What'sthis?' | asked abovethe noise. "A luncheon party?'

"No, today's a holiday. Feast of St. Charles Dodgson.” He gave me aknowing wink. "The celebration
got sarted early. Likethree daysago.”

"Feast of St. Charles.. ." John began, then broke out laughing. We dl did. On the multiple
nationdity-ethnic-religious worlds of the Skyway, nobody could agree on what holidaysto celebrate.
Back in Terran Maze, those officialy proclaimed by the Colonid Authority were scoffmgly ignored,
except by bureaucrats, who took off work. A tradition had arisen to celebrate spurious ones, silly ones,
just for fun. People need excusesto goof off, though the thinnest will serve.

"Soon as you freshen up,” the clerk continued, "you can join the festivities, if you-"

| was looking at the merrymakers, then turned back to the clerk. He was staring at the registry book, into
which | had just sgned my name.

Helooked up at me. "Isthat redlly your name?’

"Thedias| usemogt." When he didn't laugh, | said, "Just kidding. Sure, it'smy name.”

"Y ou're Jake McGraw? The Jake McGraw?'

Again, my inexplicable fame had checked in before | had. "I'm the only one | know of."

"Y ou have an onboard computer named Sam?”

"Yup."

"l see," he said, nodding thoughtfully. He turned away, but kept eyeing me askance, asif he weren't sure
about something. That was his problem. But what he would findly believe might be mine.
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OUR ROOMS ON the second floor were primitive, but again there was antique charm in the rough wall
panding, the quaint lamps, the handmade furniture-beds, nightlamps, armoires, and chairs. The beds
were especidly nice, with smpleflora carvings on the headboards. However, Susan didnt like hers.
"Lumpy as hdl," shegriped, "and the shegtsare gray."

"Be patient, Princess," Roland teased. "WEell get the pea out from under the mattress|ater.”

"Everyonel know isacomedian. Let'sgo eat.”

They dl went downgtairs. There was amirror behind the door to the room, and | paused to look mysalf
over. | waswearing what isfor meforma dress: my maroon starrigger's Jacket with its jazzy piping,
rakish cut, and little pockets with rippers dl over the place. Usudly, my attireis medium-dovenly, but all
my casud clothes had been |eft behind on various planets. Thisjacket and the fatigue pants were about
al | had left, except for shorts and things | wear when lounging about therig. The jacket made mefed
faintly ridiculous. | looked like agoddamn space cadet.

| went down the narrow stairsto the lobby, where the gang wax waiting for me. We started for the
Vorpa Blade. There were even more people in the lobby now, trying vainly to get in. Just aswe hit the
edge of the crowd, the desk clerk intercepted us.

"We have atable for you and your party, Mr. McGraw. If you'l follow me."

"A table?' | said increduloudy. "In there?!

"Yes gr, right thisway."

| turned to my companions, but they weren't at al surprised. So we followed him as he made a swath for
us through the clot of people pressing around the entrance to the bar. He seemed to know just about
everyone he either politely brushed by or summarily shoved out of the way, none too gently, when the
parties concerned weren't immediately cooperative. Hi; size, even when compared to these beefy
loggers, gave hin dl the authority he needed, if he didn't own the place to boof

The Vorpd Blade was dark, smoky, and noisy, redolent of spilled beer and cooking grease. A huge bar
took up one sidc of the room. Thewallswere of barkless log, milled flat on theinside, and the ceiling
joists were squared-off and planed. There were plenty of tables and chairs, but too many damn people
loggers mostly. The decor was gpropos-walls hung with odd varieties of saws, axes, cuiting tools of
every sort, pairs of spiked climbing boots, ropes, and such. It was a sweaty, mus cular,
pewter-and-leather kind of place, awash with good fellowship and camaraderie. Everybody was singing,
includinj the bartenders, and they were busy.

The clerk actudly had atablefor us, with room for al against the far wall near the bar and directly
athwart ahuge stonefireplace. We al sat, and | thanked the clerk. | asked him hisname, silently
wondering if | should tip him. | reachec into my pocket.

"Zack Moore, sr. And savethe gratisfor the help. Enjoy."

"Thank you, Zack."

On hisway out he shooed abuxom barmaid over to usY then waved and |eft.

"Hello, there!l What're you people having today?"

The others started ordering. | was noticing the dien graii of thewood. It was dmaost geometrical, oddly
shot througl with greens and purples, but the overal color was adark brown Didn't look as though the
wood had been stained. | knocked a knuckle against thewall. It felt likeiron. | turned around sat back,
and listened to the group sing-along. Odd lyrics. A group at atable near the bar sang the verses, the rest
of th crowd taking up the chorus, which went something like:

A lumberjack can't take awife.

Such aterribly londly lifel

For alogger'sbest friend isatree
It'sstrange, | know, but it'sdl right by me!



Each verse grew progressively more absurd and off-color Transvestism and other variations were
broadly hinted at. In dividua poetasters stood up and sang their own verses, each more outrageous than
thelast. The crowd howled. After thelast verse, they'd sing it all over again, adding more verses. | asked
the barmaid where the song had come from. She didn't know, but said in so many wordsthat it was most
likely traditiond. She'd been hearing it ever since she cameto Tdltree asachild (last Tuesday, from the
looks of her-but, hell, maybe I'm just getting old).

Weadl listened while waiting for our order to come. By the time the beer arrived, Suzie and John were
convulsed, with Darlaand Roland smiling, alittle unsure. Carl loved it, too. Winnie and Lori weretrying
to talk abovethedin.

The beer was Inglo style, dark, bitter, served at room temperature, but the high alcohol content more
than made up for It. | drained my pewter mug in three gulps and refilled it from the glazed crockery
pitcher.

Only when the food camedid | think about Winnie. She certainly couldn't eat this stuff-braised pork ribs,
roast game hen, fried potatoes and vegetables, diced warm bread with mounds of fresh butter. The
barmaid told us that dmaost nothing cm the planet was edible without extensive processing. All thefare
before us had been raised on local farms.

Lori came over and shouted in my ear. "Winnie wants to go outside. Says she can find something to est.”
"Here?' | shouldn't have been surprised, but | was. "Well, okay, but | should go with you."

"WEell befine. Y ou go ahead and egt, I'm not very hungry.”

"How's your head? Still feding woozy?"

"Nah, I'mfine

"Okay, but be careful.” | was reluctant to let them go, and briefly considered asking Roland to tail them
and keep an eye (inthem, but | knew Lori wasfiercely independent for her age, and more and morel
had come to consider Winnie the equa uf un adult human in intelligence and maturity-maybe even more
than equal. Lori could do very well on her own; however, | ill wanted her to be checked over by a
competent medic, if one could befound. That was aminor problem. The big one was what the hdll to do
with her. With the Laputa either lost or pirated, she had no place to go except to her former foster
parents home on a planet named Schlagwasser, which lay on Winni€s Itinerary. Unfortunately, Lori had
not been on good terms with her foster parents, and had run away.

But it wasn't certain that the Laputa had been lost. Good for Lori ... maybe ... but not good for me. At
least three groups of people and beings aboard that strange ship-anima wanted my blood. In regard to
the dien party, that could be taken quite literally. The Reticulans practiced ritua hunting in bands known
as Snatchgangs, and dispatched their captured quarry by ceremonid vivisection. If Corey Wilkes, their
human dly, had survived, heéd gtill be teamed with the Rikkis to get the Roadmap from me. And then
there was the L aputa's master, Captain Pendergast, who had been in cahoots with Wilkes and Darla's
father, the late Dr. Van Wyck Vance, in ascheme to run antigeronic drugsinto the Outworlds. To those
who wanted to keep these Consolidated Outworlds isolated from Ten-an Maze and independent of the
Authority, the Roadmap represented a threat. Doubtless Pendergast viewed it as such, but he might yet
be unaware of Wilkes betraya; Wilkes wanted the map to give to the Authority in return for, among
other things, amnesty for his part in the drug operation. Pendergast was not lonein hisdesirefor afree
Outworlds. He most likely shared it with every inhabitant of this maze. After dl, everyone here had taken
adesperate gamblein shooting a potluck portal to get here. There was away back to Terran Maze by
Skyway. Problem was, it went through Reticulan Maze, where few humans, or any rational human who
wanted to keep his skin intact, dared to go. But it was afair possibility that abold or foolish few had
braved the trip back and had lived to tell of what was on the other side of the potluck portal on Seven
Suns Interchange, though that might be only one of severa portasleading into the Outworlds.

The upshot: if the Laputa had made it, the problem of what to do with Lori would evaporate, but | just
might, too. Problems, problems.

What would the Teleologists John, Susan, and Rolanddo now? That would take priority on the agenda,
after we had eaten.

The food was greet-ribs spicy and done just right, the game hen crispy-skinned and juicy insde. The



bread was golden brown with athick crust, flaky and tender. And the vegetables were there to passthe
time between bouts of wolfing down the entrees, with draft after draft of beer to duiceit dl down the
pipes. If thiswas bar food, | wondered what delights the dining room offered. The waitress kept bringing
sde dishes, compliments of the house, she said. Along with free rounds of beer came bowls of diced
pickled beets, onions, pickled eggs and cucumbers, multi-bean salad, assorted condiments, and piles of
bread and butter.

On the down side, we were getting stared at. It wasn't our table manners; in that regard wefit right in.
Word had spread, | thought, asto who | was-which immediately brought to mind the question of just
who the hell | was. Jake McGraw, Olympian god-type, who came back through time to bring the secret
of the Roadbuilders to mankind? Just a man around whom acloud of wild rumors had settled? Or was|
being confused with someone else?

No, the latter two possibilities were out; the Black Cube, the paradox of Darla, and other redlities spoke
volumes about the rumors being true. Some of them, anyway. That |eft the Olympian hero. Anybody got
afigleaf?

Findly the singing stopped, and dl the food was gone. | wits stuffed, and hafway drunk. | don't like
doing things hafway. We ordered more beer.

"My God," John breathed, Stting back and massaging his btmnuch, "I can't remember ever eating so
much a onetime. | lope | won't-" He burped liquidly. "Ohhh. Excuse me."

"Bring it up again and well vote onit,” Lori said, returning with Winnie.

"I can't believe you found food," Darlasaid.

W innie smiled and waved ahandful of plum-sized pink fruit with blue speckles al over them. Lori
dumped apile of leaves and stems down on the table, and sat down.

"Eat up, folkd"

Everyone groaned. "Here, honey, | saved you some chicken,” Susan said, diding a plate toward her.
"Kindasmdl for chicken, but thanks."

"It'sgamefowl, Susan," Roland corrected. "Raised dontanticaly."”

"Whatever."

"How did Winnie know ... ?* John motioned vaguely at the pile of vegetation.

"How does Winnie know everything," Roland countered, "including accurate descriptions of planets she's
never vigted?'

"Il haveto talk it over with her," Darlasaid thoughtfully. " Apparently there's more information in that
poem of hersthan I've been ableto get out.”

"Maybe the poem and the map and thiskind of information,” John offered, "what to eat aong the way
and that sort of thingmayhbe you could condder it dl a... well, what would you cal it? A tourist guide
kit?"

"Very good, John," Roland said. "Very good.”

"Boy, those woods out there are spooky,” Lori said through amouthful of game hen. "Kept getting funny
... | dunno, fedlings."

"Did you see any white rabbits?' Roland asked.

"Nah, didn't actudly see anything. Hey, thisisgood."

"Y ou should egt, honey,” Susan said motheringly. ™Y ou haven't teken abite dl day."

"I'm edting, I'm eating!"

"Sorry, Lori. | didn't mean-"

"Oh, it'sokay. I'm sorry."

We watched Winnie take atentative bite of fruit and roll it around her tongue. Not bad. She chewed it
briskly and popped the rest into her mouth.

Wedl looked at one another and shrugged.

John leaned back. "Well," he said, asif to start something off.

"Yes, well," Roland seconded.

"What are you folks going to do now?" | asked.

"I've been thinking," John began.



"Thought | smelled something burning,” Lori mumbled. | think she had John pegged as somewhat of a
suffed shirt, which hewas.

Susan tittered, and Roland smiled before he said serioudly, "I'm for keeping with Jake. | think if you
examineal our options, it'sthe best one."

"Hold off, now," John cautioned, raising ahand. "Why don't we examine them al and see?’
"Thelinkages are there,”" Roland asserted. "Everything seemsto have gone according to Plan.”

"I'm not so sure of that.”

"It'sfarly obvious”

"Not to me, I'm afraid,” John said gently. "Forgive me, Roland.”

Roland sghed. "'l suppose my task isto make you see the overdl design.”

"l want to learn from you, Roland. | redlly do. But... please, let's make it an exchange. Agreed?’

Roland nodded. "Y ou'reright. | have been doing alot of pontificating lately." He gave John aconciliatory
grin. "Let'sgo over our options.”

"Well, for one..." John dapped the table. "We can try to find the planet where the Ryxx launch those
starships. We may be able to get back to Terran Maze that way."

The second way to get back from a supposedly one-way portal: go through normal space. Back in
Terran Maze, nobody knew of this, and the Ryxx must have taken great pains not to let on, probably in
order to protect their monopoly on trade with the Outworlds, though they could have had other reasons.
| knew of no other race who bothered to build starships; the Skyway made them superfluous. The Ryxx
would probably hold their monopoly even if everyone knew they were doing it.

"That may beworth exploring,” | put in, "just to satisfy your curiosity and cover dl bets, but | wouldn't
hold out any gresat hopesfor it. How much money have you got?'

John gave me adour look. "Jake."

"Sorry. Just trying to point out that passage on a sublightspeed starship hasto run high. Even if they do
take passengers, which | somehow doubt, there could be along waiting list. From thelittle | know of
starship design, weight and space would be critical.”

"Didn't Wilkes say hewas going?' John asked.

"I wouldn't take anything Wilkes said without a truckload of sat. He may have been lying, maybe not.
Keep thisin mind. Hewas, or isdtill, for dl | know, avery well-connected man. He may have cut a
Specid ded.”

"Maybe. . ." John drummed the table with spidery fingers. "Wadll, | don't know, maybe we could get jobs,
work up our passage money, approach the Ryxx and make adeal ourselves. Plead our case.”

The corner of Susan'slips curled sourly. "We have agreat sob story.”

"I'm amply outlining the dternatives, Susan.”

"Oh, go ahead, John. Don't mind me."

"Bear with me, please. Now, back on Splash---"

"I wouldn't go back there," | said.

"Maybe not Splash. Some other place. Hero, for instance. There's always the option of settling here, or
on some world where we can get acommunity going.”

"Thethree of us?' Roland said skepticdly.

"Three, or two, or even one, Roland. |sn't that what Teleologica Pantheismisdl about?"

Roland acknowledged the point with atilt of his head. John ruminated for amoment, then went on, "l see
what you're saying. We'd be cut off. No funds, no communication with our group on Khadija, or with the
organization back on Terra. It would be difficult.”

"Rather. No money, no immediate prospects of getting any, no place to stay, except with Jake. We need
suppliesand literature to stock areading center-"

John turned to me. "I think | told you we do no prosalytizing. But one of our chief functionsisto open up
and run areading room and consultation center. That's what we were about to do when we had the
mishap with the Militiaback on Goliath. After visiting our colleaguein the hospita, we were going to see
about renting alittle storefront in town."

Susan had been thinking. "What about sending a message back by starship? If we could only let Sten or



somebody know what happened to us.”

"Yes" John sad, theideadawning on him, "yes, that'samarvelous thought! Don't know why | didn't
think of it. We smply must get word back somehow. If we could et our community know that there's
something here on the other sde...”

"Agan," | sad, "you cantry, but again | doubt it would work. The Ryxx don't ssem to want anyoneto
know about the Outworlds. They may have been willing .to take Wilkes back, but that might only have
been because they were in on the drug operation. Anyway, i serioudy doubt whether they're in the mail
John and Susan looked deflated.

"I wouldn't give up hope,” | hastened to add. | didn't want to be too hard on them because what | had to
tell them next would be pretty rough. "We know nothing for sure. And the most important thing we're not
clear on iswhether any of us are safe anywhere in the Outworlds."

Susan's face blanched. "What do you mean, Jake?" Although | was nearly drunk, | had been giving the
whole matter some thought. "First of dl, we don't know what became of the Laputa” | turned to Lori.
"What would've happened if the Arfie pirates had taken over the ship?”

"I don't know. It never happened before."

"Y ou have no ideawhat would have become of the passengers?”

"No, but | wouldn't put it past Arfiesto do something terrible. Some of them are okay, but others..."
"But the ship has dways managed to begt off these attacks. Right?"

"y egh”

"So," | went on, turning back to John and his confreres, "there's every possibility that everyone aboard
that ship who was hot on my tail isaive and well and desirous of my blood. All of you arein danger
because of your association with me. And that goesfor Lori, too ... and Carl."

John shook his head dowly, exasperation in hisvoice. "But surely theré's somewhere in the Outworlds
we could hide. | smply can't believe-"

"Hide? From the Reticulans?’

Thethree Tedies|ooked grimly at me, then at each other. "I hateto bring it up,” | said, "but we're going
to have to proceed on the assumption that all of us are sacred quarry.” That put adamper on the
conversation for awhile. | remembered | hadn't checked in with Sam.

"About time"

"Sorry. We were discussing what we should do. | think we've agreed that everyone should stick together
for now."

"A good idea."

"And we should try to get word on what happened to the Laputa. |sthere anything onthe ar herein the
way of news?"

"No commercia or government stations, but there's an extensive skyband and amateur radio network.
I've been monitoring al channels. Nothing on the Laputaso far."

"Well, theré'salot of traffic between here and Splash, and that ferryboat served avitd function. If she
werelog, it'd be big news. Something should turn up.”

"Right, I'll keep monitoring. Leave the key open, okay?"

"Sure." | put it on the table and activated the microcamerato give him something to look at.

"Nice place. Thefood any good?"

"Great," Darlatold him.

Someone in the crowd had stood up and was speaking. He was like the rest: thick-thewed, long mussy
hair, dressed in aplaid flannd shirt and dungarees.

"Gentlemen, gentlemen! And ladies, if | may use both terms so loosaly.” He leered and stroked hiswiry
red beard.

Rude noises from the crowd.

"I now call thisjoint, plenary meeting of the Brotherhood of the Boojum and the Sorority of the Snark to
order!" Shouts, jeers, gpplause.

"Order! 1 will have order! Sergeant at Arms, will you please seeto it that any objectionable behavior is



dedlt with according to the bylaws of this organization?”

Something hulking in asheepskin jacket ood up and surveyed the crowd menacingly. He got no takers.
Everyone shut up.

"Thank you, Brother Haherty." The hulk sat down as the one with the red beard took along pull from his
mug, draining it. "The bar isnow closed!" he pronounced, banging the mug down on the tabletop.
"Booo!"

"Be reasonable, old man!”

"Who cares? We got three pitchers.”

Heignoredit. "I now call upon Brother Finch to read the minutes of the last meeting.”

Another logger lurched to hisfeet. "The bloody stupid meeting was called to order by Acting-President
Brother Fitzgore. The minutes of the last bloody stupid meeting were read. Weren't any old business,
weren't any new business. The bloody stupid meeting was adjourned and we all got drunk as bloody
skunks." Brother Finch sat down heavily.

"| thank Brother Finch for that succinct, bare-to-the-bones summation of the salient devel opments of the
last meeting. Do | have amotion to accept Brother Finch'sreport asit stands?!

"l so move!"

"| sacond the mation.”

"The motion has been made and seconded to read Brother Finch's report into the record without
emendation. May | now assume that the membership will assent to do so without avote? Are there any
objections?'

Someone stood up. "I object to the minutes of the last meeting being exactly the same as the minutes of
the preceding mesting, and the one before that. In fact, they're always the same damn minutes!”

Fitzgore raised an imperious eyebrow. "Do you take issue with the contents of Brother Finch's report?”
"No, the report isaccurate asit stands. | merely object to hislack of origindity and literary style.”

"It isnot Brother Finch's duty to be origina, but to record the facts accurately and without bias!™ Fitzgore
bellowed. Hetook adeep breath. "And asfor style, | think Brother Finch's proseisamost Homeric inits
brilliant use of epithet.™

"Almog whet?'

"Wheét the hdll's an epaul ette?!

"Atany rate," Fitzgore continued airily, "your objectionisoverruled.”

"Thisisnot acourt of law. | demand that my objection be entered in the record.”

"So beit," Fitzgore acceded. "Let it be noted in the record that Brother MacL aird has objected to
Brother Finch'sliterary style, or lack thereof."

"I ain't got abloody pencil,” Brother Finch said. Someone threw apencil a him. He caught it neetly,
snapped it in two between thumb and forefinger, and threw it back.

"Who the hell arethese weirdos?' Sam said.

"Isthere any old business?' Fitzgore asked.

"l go' aboil on me bum!™

"Any new busness?'

"l ill go' aboil onmebum!” Laffs.

" move we adjourn!" someone shouted.

"Since no new business has been brought up by the membership, | would like to call the following matter
to the membership's attention, if | may be permitted.”

"According to the rules of procedure, the Acting-President must dways entertain amotion to adjourn
from any member!”

"Not," Fitzgore retorted, "when said Acting-President can beat said member's arse to abloody pulp any
time he so desires”

"Y ou and what regiment of the Home Guard?' Cheersfor the Home Guard.

"This matter can be settled later, but asfor now. . ."

"Outgdein five minutes, Fitzgore."

"l will be honored," Fitzgore acknowlodQed. "As| was saying-"



"Oh, not again. Last time they were to snockered they couldn't see to swing at one another.”

"Asl| was saying!" Fitzgore roared. Then he cleared histhroat and wiped his forehead with adeeve,
"Brothersand Sisters," he said quietly. "It isnot often ... rather | should say, it is unprecedented for usto
have among usasaguest.. ." He paused for effect as heads turned, searching theroom. . . . afigure
of-how shall | put it?-A figure of such epic Sature. But that isthe case."

"Who?' someone wanted to know, but many eyes were on me.

"The Skyway," Fitzgore continued in stentorian tone, "abounds with legends, myths, tal tales, apocrypha,
and genera foolishness, dl of which areto be taken with agrain of sdt, if not the whole bloody cellar and
the bloody mineit came from.”

"I think im going to puke," Sam declared.

"But it israre that one has the profound honor, the exhilarating pleasure, of meeting a protagonist of one
of these sagasin the flesh. However, that is our honor and our pleasure this day. Brothers and Sigters,
may | present to you-and would you join mein drinking atoast in honor of-"

"Y ou closed the punking bar, you dolt!"

Fitzgore refilled hismug from anearby pitcher. "Then | openit again!”

Everyoneraised hismug.

"Join mein atoast to that giant of legend, that king of the Skyway, the man who drove into the raging
firesof the birthing universeand lived to tdl thetde-"

Heturned to face me.

"Ladies and gentlemen, may | present to you ... Jake McGraw!"

2 4

| frankly can't remember al of what went on that night. | know agreet dedl of acohol found itsway into
my system. Events, as| perceived them, becamerather ... diffuse. Fitzgore and his compatriots turned
out to be very good drinking companions. Excellent drinking companions. They bought dl of usaround
of drinks. We bought al of them around of drinks. Everybody bought everybody around of drinks.
Serious drinking then commenced. At some point, | found in my field of vison the wavering image of a
gtein of beer fully three hands high. They caled it the Brobdingnagian Thunder Cup.

| drank it.

That was quite late in the evening-I think. Before that, we did alot of talking. They wanted to know
everything about me, about the Roadmap, about everything. | introduced them to Winnie. She'sthe map,
| said. Fine, they said. Let'strot out pencil and paper and see what she knows. Pencil and paper were
trotted out. Winnie proceeded to show her stuff, looking like akindergartner learning the rudiments of
writ, pink tongue protruding as she executed cramped figures with arduous dedication. Shefilled page
after page with spirals and other shapes connected by lines.

"By God," Fitzgore said, "that'sthe loca group! It must be." He stroked his psychotic growth of red
beard. "Dammit all, if we had alibrary on this planet, we could get booksto check this." He tossed off
half agtein of beer.. "If we had any books on this planet.”

"l think I've got afew astronomy booksin therig. Matter of fact, there should be awhole crate of ‘em.
That right, Sam?"

"Y eah, our manifest shows a shipment of book pipettes. But you don't redly want go back there and-"
"Surel do!"

"Oh, for pity's sake."

"Jake," Roland said, "maybe later, when we're dl sober. Thisarray hasto be the Loca Group. Look,
herere the Magellenic clouds, and ... let's see ... right here would have to be Andromeda and Messier
33"

"Who's not sober?'

"And these two little puffy things are probably Leos| and 1. Over here are the galaxies in Sculptor and
Fornax-"

"Who needs books," atoothlesslogger with a Strine accent said, "when you got this cobber?’



"Roland isabook."

"Thanks, Suzie. And dl theselines," Roland went on, "are Skyway routes. But the interesting question is
this. What isthis mgor route coming in from this direction and going off here? Seemsto beamgjor
road."

"Very likely," Fitzgore said. "L ook at these other things Winnie's done. Could these be galactic clusters
connected by aroad?’

"I should think they were," Roland answered. "And these cloudlike figures. . ."

"Metaclugters,” | sad.

"What're those?' somebody asked.

"Groups of groups. Supergroups of gaaxies, al accessble by amgor road system.”

"Going where, | wonder?' another logger mused. "To the bloody limit, mate.”

"Thewhat?'

"The Beginning," Fitzgore breathed. "The very cradle of what-there-is”

"How'sthat?'

"When you look out at the universe," Roland lectured, his manner atrifle labored-he was drunk= "at faint
galaxies and groups of galaxies, you look back through time. Speed of light, relativity, and dl that. When
you look redlly far out, asfar asthe most sophismicated ... sophifimis=" He burped. "'Scuse me. When
you use really expensive astronomica stuff, you don't see so much out there. Y ou'relooking back to a
timewhen the universe wasin aradically different state from what it'sin now. Before galaxies formed.

Y ou've bumped up againg the limit of the percelvable universe, beyond which anything out thereis
redshifted practicdly toinvishility."

"Youvelost methere

"It'sbasic cosmology,” Roland contended, histone suggesting that any six-year-old child would consider
it old hat.

"Yes, of course,” Fitzgore said, more to himsdlf than to anybody. " Shoot a portal, and you go back
through time. If you follow aroad leading to the farthest reaches of space, aroad that takesyou in
faster-than-light jumps..."

"Youwill ultimately come," Roland continued for him, “to a point from which al spacetime flows
outward."

"TheBig Bang," oneof theloggers said.

"Absolutely, if the Skyway goesthat far.”

"How could it?" somebody asked.

"l have no ides," Roland said, "but that roadbuzz hasit that Jake will find out.”

"l ain't goin' nowhere," | said. "I'm too goddamn drunk.”

Imagine the rising dough of afour-dimensiond loaf of raisin bread.

You can't doit. It'simpossible to imagine afour-dimensiona anything, but it helpsto try.

Asthe dough rises, the volume increases, as does the distance between each raisin. Think of each raisin
asagaaxy-redly agroup of galaxies-and you have the conventiona representation of the theory of an
expanding universe, first proposed about a century and ahalf ago. Now, insde the ballooning volume of
that dough, the farther ayvay oneraisin isfrom another, the faster their mutua rate of recesson-it just
worksthat way geometrically. Inthered universe, it happensthat galactic clusters can be far enough
away from each other to put their recessional speeds at an appreciable percentage of the speed of light.
Dueto the Doppler effect, light from these distant objects, infalling on the instruments of loca gdactic
astronomers, is "redshifted” to great degree, meaning that the lightwaves have decreased in frequency
toward the red end of the spectrum. The same thing happensto the sound waves from a passing vehicle's
warning signd. Y ou hear the pitch change, go down, decrease in frequency. Light comesin frequencies,
too; in thevigble part of the spectrum, blue isthe high end and red the low. Retreating galactic clusters
doppler into the red. Redshift. The farther away they are from us, the more their light isredshifted. As
Roland said, astronomers can look out to vast distances these days, using neutrino astronomy and
graviton scanning. Once you get past the protogal actic core objects, traditionaly called "quasars,” you



don't seemuch a al. Anything out that far is aretreating red ghost, exiting our ken at near the speed of
light. At these distances, onelooks beyond the red limit of the universe. If you can handle the notion that
the universe has aboundary, thisisit. But there is something beyond.

Pick any point of departurein the present-day universe, any place a al. Travel from therein any
direction-you must keep that in mind-at faster-than-light speeds, and you go back in time. Go far enough,
and you hit the edge. Go over the edge, and you run smack into Cregtion.

| pored over Winnie's maps. There was indeed a mgor artery linking metaclusters. Roland and | began
to fit pages together, with Winnies help.

"See, Jake? Theintercluster road comesin here at Andromeda and exits a the same point. Let'scall it
the Intercluster Thruway."

"Andif you follow it," | said, "you go ... wait aminute. Isthe Loca Group associated with other galactic
clusters? Or do we go our own way?'

"I don't know. WEIl have plenty of timeto check this. It may bethat the Intercluster Thruway and the big
road, the intermetacluster one, are one and the same, at least locdly.”

"Okay. So, whatever thisbig road is, we have to take the Transgd actic Extension to Andromedain
order to pick it up. On theway we hit these little globular galaxies. Did you say you knew the names for
them?'

"They'rejust New Genera Catal ogue numbers. Can't remember.”

"Doesn't matter. Okay, you comeinto Andromeda here, presumably with the option of taking loca
routesinto the galaxy or making ahuge jump to the next cluster or metacluster, whatever the case may
be"

Roland refilled hismug. "Y es, that'sthe way it looks."

| sat back and puffed on along clay pipe someone had handed me. It was charged with an untobaccoish
weed. "So what doesit dl mean?’

"It means," Roland said, "that as you travel the main in- termetacluster road, you take backward legpsin
timeinbillionsof years."

"Yeah." | puffed. "Y esh. But are we sure of that?"

"No. But put thisal together with what we know about how the Skyway works, along with the legends
that have grown around you, and it makes sense.” Roland was drunker than | was. A dizzy spdl hit him,
and he shook his head to clear it. "But what the punk do | know," he added thickly.

" think it makes perfect sense,” Fitzgore said. "And | wish to hdll | were going with you.”

"Wheream | going?" | wanted to know.

"To the Big Bang, mate," another of theloggerssaid.

| nodded toward the maps. "I1t's one hell of along way to the end of the road.” | did one sheet over to
Fitzgore and pointed to it. "L ook at the Local Group map. Y ou pick up the big road in Andromeda.
Now, from here, that means you have to somehow get on the Galactic Beltway and go about 10,000
light-yearsto the rim of the Milky Way. How many road klicks would that be?"

"Doesn't Winnie'sjourney-poem give some indication?' Fitzgore asked.

"Darlas gill working on thetrandation,” | said. "Anyway, you then take the Transgal actic Extension out
to thislittle splotch here. Hey, Roland. What did you say this could be?"

"Huh?'

"Wake up. Thislittle cloud here?"

"Oh. Uh, an undiscovered extra burp gaactic star cloud. Makes anicelittle bridge to Andromeda.”

"Y eah, but even with that, the jump isin the neighborhood of amillion light-years.”

"Prally is. Gimmethat pitcher, willya?'

"Sureyou can handleit, Egg Roll?* amountain-size logger said.

"Don't call me'Egg Rall," you tree-humping moron." "Easy, son. Didn't mean anything by it."

"Then shut up and gimmethat pitcher, or I'll teach you some punking manners.”

"Youll find meawilling pupil, mate. Anytime you've got thetime."

"Thetime," Roland breathed, struggling to hisfeet, "isnow. Would you care to take the evening air with



me, Sr?'

"l would indeed."

"Geg, that rhymes," Susan said, nose wrinkling as she smiled. "Would you care ... to take the eve-ning
arrr..." Shehad agood singing voice.

"Oh, Roland," John said. "Sit down. Y our honor has hardly been besmirched.”

Susan laughed.

"“Besmirched?' | said. "How 'bout just smirched?' | took agood inhale on the pipe and let it out. "Never
did understand what the "be' wasfor."

Roland and the logger I€ft. "Wdl, anyway-"

In another part of the bar, someonefell, or wasthrown, over atable.

Fitzgore said, "Y ou were saying, Jake?"

"Huh? Oh, yeah. What | was going to ask was-did you ever hear of aporta jump of that distance?"
"Hardly. But who knows?'

"Just what the hdll isinthispipe, if | may ask?'

"Cruising weed, we callsit," someone said.

"Cruising weed. I've been inhaing this shit."

"Good ides, that.”

"Pretty good shit, actudly.”

"Have some more beer, Jake," Fitzgore said, doshing sudsinto my mug.

"Dont mind if | do, thank you." | relit the pipe with along kitchen match. "Uh, your buddy there ... he's
got at least fifty kiloson Roland.”

"Liam won't hurt him. He'sagood man, Jake. Never hurt anyone, so far as| know."

"Wdll, | guessit's okay, then." | took a deep drag on the pipe. The weed was rather good, in itsown
way. Not smooth on the draw, but satisfying. Rather peppery. At any rate, | was cruising along just fine.
"Getting back to theissue at hand,” | went on. "My guessiswere talking about millions of kilometers of
road, billions maybe, to get to the big road-the whachmacadlit. Red Limit Freeway."

Fitzgore's eyeslit up. "Fine namefor it!" Then he shook hishead. "Not that much, Jake. It would be a
long trek, surely, but | should think it would depend on the distances covered by each jump along the
Gdactic Betway." Heleaned back and hooked histhumbsin his suspenders. "Maybe there's a shortcut
somewhere.”

| nodded. "Maybe. Still..." | took the pipe from my mouth and used it to point at one of Winnie's
drawings. "What about the Red Limit Freeway itsaf? How many metaclusters are there in the universe?!
Fitzgore laughed. "Cosmology's hardly my strong suit. However, 1'd venture to say that the count of
gdaxieshasto beinthebillions.

"I've heard the figure of one hundred billion,” | said. "Somewhere. Wasthat galaxies? | dunno. Anyway,
say it'sahundred billion."

"Probably aconservative figure.”

"Y eah, but let's say one hundred gigaga axies. Okay, let's put the average population of acluster at="
"Dont you mean ametacluster?’

"Right, metaclugter. Let's say athousand galaxiesin ametacluster, on the average.”

"| see where you're going, Jake. But consider this. Red Limit Freeway isaroad back through time, not
necessarily aroad that links every large-scde structurein the universe” "Who saysit's either?”
"Who'sto say it isn't both?' someone put in.

"Good point,” | said.

Fitzgore exhaled and wrapped his meaty arms around his chest. "Well, aslaymen, | suppose dl we can
do ismake points and counterpoints, until somebody in aposition to know comes aong and settlesthe
meatter."

"Or until Roland sobersup,” | said. "He seemsto know something about this."

"Has he had scientific training?" "Can you answer that, Suzie?"

"Roland knows everything," Susan said. "But, | think he studied politicad whatzisin schoal. Political
whatever. Party member, you know."



"Redly? Interesting. | take it he changed politica stripes somewhere along theway."

"Yup." Shegiggled. "Or maybe hesaspy. A plant.”" She giggled again. "Or maybe he'sjust aplant. A
veggie." Thisamused her aswell. Then, suddenly, she sobered up and said, "Would it be al right for a
lady to smoke a pipe?"

"I beg your pardon,” Fitzgore said, taking another pipe from a carved wooden rack and charging it from
the glass humidor. "Rude of me not to have offered. Darla, would you care to-?"

"No, thank you, Sean."

Darlaand John had been unusudly quiet. Subdued drunks. Carl was gabbing with Lori, who al aong
had been downing considerable quantities of beer. She had remained none the worse for wear. No one
in the place seemed to care that shewaswell below legal drinking age. Winnie was still drawingnot maps,
but crude anima figures. Cave paintingsin astrange new medium?

Susan resumed snickering. "A carrot,” she said, enjoying her private joke. Then she noticed me looking
at her. "Roland'smy friend. | like him. But sometimes..."

"l understand,” | said.

She blinked her wet hazdl eyes at me and amiled. "'l like you too, Jake." Under the table, she took my
hand and clasped it. The subtle pressure made it an expression of more than friendship. | didn't know
how | felt about it. | decided to try another mug of beer to seeiif it made adifference. 1t did. | rather liked
it.

Liam returned, dragging Roland acrossthe floor like last week's laundry.

"Could've given mered trouble" he said, "if he'd been half sober. Landed agood kick to meribs, he
did."

Liam yanked Roland up with one arm and plunked him in achair, then poured haf a pitcher of beer over
him.

Roland lifted his head from the table, blinked hiseyes and said, "Someone gimme abeer.” Hewiped his
eyes. "Please.” Liam took another pitcher (there must have been two dozen on the table) and poured him
amug.

"Thanks" Roland said.

It wasthe cruising weed that redly did mein. If the beer had made things blurry, the weed turned the
evening (the day was gone, borne away on asudsy tide) into a palimpsest of haf-recdled events spread
over layersof stuff | couldn't remember at al.

| was dtill trying to imagine that four-dimensiona raisinloaf. Naturdly | never madeit, but | did think of a
cone, athree-dimensiona one, with space represented by the two dimensions parald to each other and
perpendicular to the plane of the base, and time running along the vertical axis. Time past liestoward the
base of the cone, with the present occupying the apex. At the base is the beginning of time, the beginning
of everything, the Big Bang. Here, everything is suffused with abrilliant light. Purest energy. Gradudly, it
wanesto darkness astime progressesin the direction of the apex. All isdark. Then, suddenly, brilliant
beacons flare-quasars, the turbulent cores of young galaxies undergoing gravitationa collapse. Farther
aong, they begin to take on their familiar wheeled shape. The universe expands and cools. Entropy
extractsitstoll, and density decreases. We come then to the point of the cone, and the present day.
Look back from that vantage point, and the past is awidening tunnel whose farthest end glows dully with
faint echoes of creetion. Look in adirection perpendicular to the time-line, and you see nothing. Relativity
tells usthat we can have no knowledge of the universe of the present, since by the time lightwaves
lollygag in with theinformation, it's yesterday's news. But you can look back in time, even to thefirst few
seconds of the primeva flash.

Dreams of theroad ...

| don't know exactly when Susan and | made love. Sometimein the evening, | think, before my induction
into the Brotherhood of the Boojum. It was around dinnertime, and the bar had cleared out abit. We
excused ourselves from the table more or less smultaneoudly, made our way upstairs more or less
following the same trgjectory, and intercepted each other. More or less. We found abed and made a
kind of quiet, groping, drunken love. But it was nice, in afumbling, friendly way.

Then Suzie passed out. | nearly did, but somehow galumphed my way downgtairs again. | wasthirsty.



That, | believe, iswhen Sean announced that | was to be inducted into the Brotherhood. | was asked if |
wishedtojoin. | said sure, what the hell.

Therefollowed aceremony, of which | remembered not much. Candles guttered in sconces, incense
burned. Incantations were muttered. Chanting and genera mummery. | recited something, reading it from
what | dimly remember as a sheep skin scroll. It could have been aroll of shithouse paper. Asto content,
| think it would have been gibberish even if read stone sober: | was then confronted with the
Brobdingnagian Thunder Cup. They bade medrink. | drank.

Next thing | knew, we were out in those weird woods. From the shadows came strange cries, sharp
rustlings. Above the treetops, great winged things flgpped their pinions. Things or persons were watching,
peering from within dark bowers. We cameto aclearing, and | was given asword. My companions then
withdrew, leaving meto face the fearful Boojum aonein the haf-night. | wasto meke acry, thus

Y awkahoooo! Y awkahoooo! | managed to approximate the sound once or twice, then gaveit up.

| sat on astump and tried to think of the time-cone-which wasreally cdled alight-cone, for reasons
which then euded me. And the road. The mad that twines back to the heart of darkness, to the very
core, theimpenetrable fastness of Being. Or Nothingness.

That's how drunk | was. When you start capitalizing words with fuzzy meanings, you're either some
wild-eyed nineteenth century German philosopher in apince-nez, or you're very drank. Possibly both.

| don't know how long | sat there. | thought of Susan, then of Darla, and the distance that had grown
between us. Then the Paradox entered my mind, asit had been doing since thiswhole affair had begun.
But | didn't spend too much time on that. Brain cells were screaming in their death throes. Alcohol, that
great shabby beast one dwaysthinksis securdly leashed, was turning on me again.

Suddenly, something crashed through the undergrowth and barged into the clearing.

| have an image of an anima somewhere between a giraffe and akangaroo, with the head of avery
strange dog. It resembled no other dien faunal had ever seen: Yes, the head of adog ... well, not adog,
redly. It had horn-shaped ears. Horn, asin musica instrument. Sticking out of either sde of the small
head. Must have been eight or ninefeet tall. And it had purple and pink splotches over itsinert yellow
plasticine skin. 1t walked on two legs, and had two prehensile forelegs that dangled spadtically asit
moved.

Now, thisisthe part I'm really not sure about at all.

The beast stopped in itstracks when it saw me. It gave ayawp and said, "Oh! Dearie me, dearie me!
Oh! Oh! Goodness gracious!” Then it turned and ran; disappearing into the trees.

| thought about it awhile. That Boojum, | decided, had been a Snark.

Then somebody whacked me over the head with something.
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| woke up and discovered that ared-hot piece of meta was buried somewherein my head. | waslying
on alow cot inasmal, one-room log cabin. There was atiny window above me; outside it was dark. |
turned my head very dowly and saw two loggers-all the men seemed to dressthe same hereplaying a
listless game of cards at arude wooden table in the middle of the room. What looked like an oil lamp, a
bit offcenter on the table, illuminated their bored faces. One of them, lean and tall with cynical dark
eyebrows and dicked-back hair, looked over at me, then looked back and took atrick.

"He's come around.”

The other onewasfair and fat and everything the first one wasn't, only worse. He glanced over. " Should
wetiehim up?'

"Nah. He'swasted.”

True. | tried getting up. The shard of hot metal throbbed and | collapsed, groaning.

The skinny one chuckled. "Weed and acohol. My, my, my. Bad combination, that."

| had had weed, copious alcohol, and awhomp on the head for good measure. Lethal was the word for
that combination. My mouth ... oh, Lord, my mouth. Septic odors arose from within it, emanating from a
coating of coppery-tasting dudge at the back of my throat. Therewas agreeat bal of linty wool where my
tongue should have been. | swallowed and almost heaved.

"Onething, he can hald hisliquor.”

"Lucky for him. Hewould've choked to death onit." There was achance of that happening yet. Thiswas
not a hangover. Thiswas a catastrophic iliness. My eyes were hot ball bearings turning in their sockets.
They seemed to click when | moved them. | closed my eydids, the insides of which had somehow
become lined with sandpaper.

Thiswas obvioudy abad dream. It was the weed. | couldn't accept the fact that, for what seemed for the
eightieth time thisweek, | wasaprisoner. | did not like these things happening a such regular intervals.
For thefirst timein agood while, | was getting very angry.

Dammit, | wasn't that sick. | cresked up to aSitting position and swung my legsto the floor. The hot
metal fragment became the flame of a plasmatorch performing a curettage insde my skull. | propped my
head up with both arms on my knees. Massaging my forehead, | took deep breaths and tried to will the
pain away. When the throbbing subsided to mere agony, | looked up. The two of them were regarding
medinicaly.

"Whatever the outcome of this," | croaked, "1'm going to kill the both of you."

"Easy," the kinny one warned.

The chubby blond one laughed. "Nasty in the morning, isn't he?"

| sat therefor awhile, head in hands. Presently, nausea began to rise from my middlie on adow freight
elevator. When it got to my chest | started coughing. It wasthe kind of cough that Sgnals somethingis
going to come up and can't be stopped. Thetal one was pointing at something to my right.

"Put it al in the bucket. Get one drop on the floor and you'l lick it up.”

There was awooden bucket on the floor near the foot of the bed. | reached and dragged it over justin
thenick of time. A lot of beer came up dong with remnants of lunch, but it wasn't enough to exorcise the
demon. Dry heaving commenced, with nothing to dredge up but my insdes.

A chuckle. "Didn't have a proper hold on that liquor after al.”

Chubby made aface. "He's making me sick.”

"Ded; will you?'

"Something about the sound, you know? When | hear someone doingit, 1..."

| wassick, but | was overdoing it, not exactly knowing how the ploy would work. But it was the only
card | had.

"God, my somach,” | moaned. "Onfire..."

"Get him some water," Chubby suggested.

"Arewe playing hearts or hospita ?*



"Gimme some water," | begged. "Please.”

They played for awhile. Then Chubby glanced over again. "Oh, let's give him some, Geof."

| did my imitation of asick man until Geof relented. Chubby got up and went to asink againgt the far
wall. On it was along-handled pump that creaked as he worked it. He crossed the room bearing a metal
cup full of water. He approached warily, watching for a sudden move. | was not up to making one. He
et the cup down on the floor about ameter in front of me, and backed away.

| got unsteadily to my feet, shuffled forward, stooped, and picked up the cup. When | straightened up, |
saw Geof leveling adug-thrower at me.

"Thanks," | ragped to Chubby. "No trouble.”

| sat back on the cot and drank afew mouthfuls, then poured some water in my cupped pam and
gplashed it on my face. It felt wonderful. | drained the cup and set it on the small table beside the bed.
"Lieback down," Geof told me, dtill holding the gun. Y ou'll fed better. Also, | won't have to make any
holesinyou.”

| obeyed.

"Good," Geof sad, laying the gun on thetable. "Stay that way."

They continued their game while | lay there thinking. | was beginning to fed the dightest bit better, but
decided to continue the malingering act. After about ten minutes| sat up.

"I haveto takeapiss," | announced.

Another argument ensued. Geof allowed that he didn't careif | wet my breeches. Chubby protested that
it was his cot, and he damned well wasn't going to lose a perfectly good mattress. They bickered back
and forth.

Finaly Geof dammed the deck of cards down on the tabletop. "All right, you take him out if you want to
play nursemaid!" Chubby rose from the table and withdrew asmdl biolume torch from his hip pocket.
"Wait," Geof said. "I'll do it. When he asksyou to shakeit for him, you'll probably give him the gun so
you can use both hands."

He got up and pointed the dug-thrower at me. "All right, you. Out the door, stand on the porch and let
fly."

"| gottado morethan that,” | said.

Geof scowled, thinking it over. Y ou can't argue with nature. "Right," he grumbled. He took the torch from
Chubby, crossed to the front door, opened it and gestured me through with the gun. "March,” he said.

| made it seem quite an effort to get up, which it wasto a degree. | hobbled to the door and went out.
Outside, heilluminated a path through the trees. | took it; Geof followed at aclose distance. Perhapsa
little too close for his own good. The path ended in alittle grove wherein stood an outdoor facility of the
kind | had not seen since we knocked down the one on our farm on Vishnu. This specimen was even
more primitive. Ours had been designed so that the stored biomass could be easily retrieved for use as
fertilizer and energy.

| stopped short, feigning indignation. "'l gotta use that?"

"So sorry, Your Roya Highness. Get moving." He shoved me, then edged up until hewaswalking a my
sde, holding the gun on me aswe drew up to the door.

Geof was atough guy, but not very bright. In facf, it seemed as though he were making it too easy for
me. He stood at an angle to the door such that... Well, I'd giveit atry.

He held the barrel of the gun dmost to my head. "I want the door wide open, now."

| took hold of the cruddly carved wooden handle and pulled. The door swung easily. "Right,” | said, and
yanked the door back hard. It hit his other hand and knocked the torch fromiit.

The momentary distraction was al | needed. | reached out with my left hand, ducking to the right, and
twisted the gun from his hand, dmost taking histrigger finger with it. Luckily, the wespon didn't
discharge. There had been no scuffle. In the space of a second or two, | owned the gun and Geof stood
there in shock, nursing his reddened index finger. | stopped, picked up the torch and played the beam on
hisface.

"Widl, Geof, who are you working for?' He said nothing, shielding his eyes.

"I want to know who you're working for, and if you don't tell me, I'll shoot you dead now."



"Moore," hesaid quickly. "Zack Moore. | didn't-"
"That'sal | wanted to know."
"Please don't shoot me.”
"I'll consider it. I've met your type ... Chrigt, | don't know how many times." | shook my head and
clucked. "Why do you exist? It's dways baffled me."
He declined to answer.
"At the heart of great mysteries” | said, "silence, dwaysslence.” | Sghed. "Okay, Geof, indgde."
Hedidn't move. "Insde." He entered the shack and turned around. "Down the hole."
"What!"
"Another mystery, Geof. Alwayswanted to know if it could be done."
"Youreinsane"
"Possibly. Get down that hole. "I'll never fit down that!"
"Now."
"l won't!"
"Geof, remember what | said in the cabin? I'll kill you right now, and then stuff you down. Climb down,
and | might not shoot you."
"Y oull haveto shoot me."
"Suit yoursdf." | stepped nearer, to make sure of my am.
"Wait!" Helooked. "It'stoo small."
"Do your best."
Hedid his best. After perhaps five minutes, he was hung up around hisrib cage.
"I'm stuck!"
"Y ou're skinny enough. Try harder. Exhde."
The shoulders presented ared problem, but with afew suggestions asto how to maneuver and alittle
brute force gpplied with my boot, he managed to dide hisleft arm down between his sde and the rim of
the hole.
"Uh! ... Uh! ... God!"
"A littlemore. Cmon, inhae and forceit. Y ou can do it, Geof."
After an agonizing minute or S0, hisleft shoulder popped through the hole. | put my hand on top of his
head, splayed my fingers, and pushed.
It was asurprisingly long drop. The splash echoed hollowly. " Geof ?"
No answer.
| took adifferent path back to the cabin.
Peering through the small rear window, | saw Chubby making tea, standing by the rusty wood stove. |
circled to the front porch and waited by the door.
It didn't take long. He came out the creaky front door and stood on the edge of the porch, looking out
into the night. "Hi, Chublby."
He yeped and jumped a hdf-meter straight up. Then he turned dowly.
"Look, mate-" he began.
| leveled the gun a him. "I want the truth from you."
Heswdlowed. "Youvegot it."
"How long were you supposed to keep me here?”
"Until Zack sent somebody for you."
"How long would that be?"
"I don't know. He just said to keep you quiet for now."
"Okay. How far are we from the Bandersnatch?'
"Not far. Two kilometers, abit more."
"Which direction?'
He pointed directly opposite the outhouse. "Take that path. When you come to the road, turn left and go
about half akilometer to the fork. Then bear right. It'll take you straight to the Bandersnatch.”
"How far from hereisthe road?’



"About ten minutes a agood pace.”

"You two carried me dl that way?'

He shook hishead. "No, one of the bigger lads dung you over his shoulder.”

| stepped toward him. " Are you sure about the directions?' He nodded emphaticaly.

"I won't kill you now," | said coally, "but if I've found you've steered me wrong, I'll be back.”

"l swear it!"

"By theway, thanksfor the water. It was mildly decent of you."

Reief made hisface sag. "Well, it'sdl right, redly. Geof isabit harsh sometimes. He's not-" He glanced
toward the outhouse worriedly. "What did you do with him?"

"He'shaving dinner. Tdl me, isthat huge purple creature standing behind you usualy dangerous?”

He laughed, turning around to look: "Don't let that worry you. You'l seedl sorts”

| clipped him with the gun butt and sent him sprawling in the dirt. Then | dragged him back indgde. This
done, my head was throbbing so violently | thought | was hemorrhaging. | wasn't. That teasounded like a
good idea. | wanted to get moving as soon as possible, but | needed to recover abit more. | poured
boiling water from arusty saucepan into the tegpot and put thelid on. A cross-country trek at night
through an dien wilderness would be dangerous, not to say foolish, in my present condition, but | had to
get back to the Bandersnatch soon. | was worried about Darla and the others. Whileit was hard to
believe that Moore could, with impunity, detain or abduct six people and an dien, it was possible that he
owned this planet and had freerein.

No. I knew whose unseen hand was at work here. Pendergast. The master of the Laputawas aforceto
be reckoned with in the Outworlds. The ship must have limped into port. Messengersin high-speed
roadsters would have been dispatched to get word out that | must be found and my "map" confiscated.
Moore must have nabbed Winnie, poor thing. She must be frightened to death. And they'd need Darlato
trandate. Maybe they'd round everyone el se up for good measure.

Tying Chubby up proved to be difficult since there was no rope handy, which | thought strange for a
logger's cabin. Obvioudy Chubby did not work for aliving. | resorted to tearing the bedding into strips
with adull kitchen knife. | trussed him up aswell as| could-hewas still out cold and looked as though
he'd stay that way for awhile-dragged him over to the cot, and dumped him in.

What was in the tegpot wasn't ateal wasfamiliar with, and | don't know why | expected it to be, but it
was good. | drank acup, poured another and drank half. Then | searched the cabin for Sam's key, not
redly expecting to find it. A quick frisk of Chubby turned up nothing. Did Geof haveit?1 hadn't thought
to ask him. Then out of an acohoalic fog came the memory of Darlareminding meto take the key from
thetable as| wasleaving on my ceremonia quest. | had told her to

keepit, | remembered, lest | lost it while running around out in the bush like awacko. Besides, | had
been drunker than a skunk.

But if Darlawas now in Moore's custody ...

Wéll, well haveto see. Timeto get the hell out of here. | finished the te, tucked the gun in my belt, took
thetorch, and left.

These woods were strange, strange. | now knew full well what Lori had meant by "funny fedings." Asl
walked, the memory of what | had seen just before being knocked out grew sharper, though | was il
having trouble distinguishing it from the crazy dream-stuff i had swum through on the way to fulll
consciousness. | didn't want to dwell on it, though. Best to kegp my attention on where | was going.
The path began just where Chubby had said it did. It went straight for afew meters then twined through
the underbrush, bearing generaly downhill. All around, immense tregtrunks stood like columnsin avast
dark temple. | had avague sense of presences lurking among them. | was worried about the torch.
Moore and aband of his men might be coming thisway. A light appearing up ahead then suddenly
vanishing might clue them in that somebody who didn't want to be sociable was about. They'd damn well
guessthat it was me. No, I'd haveto walk in total darkness.

| stopped. Why not test my eyes now? | flicked off the torch.

Moonlight. | could see quite well. | walked afew paces. Down the path abreak in the canopy let atiny
glowing bit of full moon peek through. | sood watching it for awhile. It was so bright it dmost hurt my



eyes. The strange-colored foliage around me glowed spectrally. From the darkness under the trees came
twittering sounds, sharp clicks, rasping buzzes. The longer | stood there the more sounds | heard, coming
from farther and farther away. Everything, everywhere, seemed to throb with life. A whooping cry came
from my right and startled me. It sounded vaguely human. A plaintive wailing began in the opposite
direction. It was along way off, but sounded less vaguely human. | didn't likeit, nor did | carefor the
muffled porcine grunting that came from behind.

| moved forward, telling mysdf that alight would only attract whatever was out there. | didn't believe
mysalf, but walked on into the half-gloom anyway. I'm likethat. | can beared pain in the ass sometimes.
| felt better physicaly. | was no longer certain | was going to die. A garden-variety agonizing headache
had settled in, and the nausea was mild, with gusts up to medium-awful. But | was getting better with
each step. Nothing like abrisk walk in thewoods. The air was pleasant, bracing but not chilly. The smells
were numerous, like an assortment of perfumes, heady and invigorating. Soft, milky moonlight dripped
through the branches overhead. There was no wind. The path was worn and smooth, springing to the
step like abed of moss. The whole environment seemed more like a park than awilderness. | half
expected to see painted benches and trash receptacles along the way. The path turned sharply to the
right, then began agradua climb. | walked on, increasing my pace, trying not to jump at every chitter and
twirp that sounded in the bushes as | passed. Damn, these woods were dive. Insects mostly. Just insects,
he sad, grinning nervoudly.

Thoseaméls... The perfumes of the night. Intoxicating they were, and | couldn't tell whether their effect
was to dampen my trepidations or augment them. Or maybe cause them. Ordinarily | have no fear of the
dark, and while | have dl sorts of respect for the uncertainties of an dien world, I'm not afraid to walk
onedone. I've done it many times before. But there was something about Talltree that tapped into a
reservoir of primd ... suff. Stuff that lies moldering in the human hindbrain. Thiswas the archetypd
enchanted forest. Fearful, yes, but dso magical, preternaturd, dive with ancient mysteries.

Damn, afork. Chubby had mentioned one, but hed been talking about the main road, hadn't he? The
paths diverged into the night and | stood there amoment, trying to tell which one looked to have taken
the mogt traffic. The oneto the left seemed alittlewider. | flashed the torch on it briefly. Okay, to the left.
The undergrowth thinned out, revedling puddles of silver light on the forest floor, beds of pale-petaed
flowers moonbathing within them. To my right and up agentle grade, bluegray shelves of rock paraleed
the path, outlining what may have been an ancient stream bed. | thought | smelled water nearby. Sure
enough, the path descended to aquiet, narrow stream which | took in two hops, using awide flat sonein
the middle as a springboard. The path wound up agentle grade. | still heard the snorting to my rear. It
was beginning to worry me alittle, because whatever was doing it seemed to be following the path. But it
didn't sound asthough it were gaining, just yet.

"Bleu."

| stopped. Someone or something, off in the bushes, had said bleu. Not blue, mind you, or blew, but
bleu, with an admirably correct nasa intonation of the vowe.

"Bleu," came another voice. It wasrather aflat statement, matter-of-fact.

"Bleu," confirmed gill another from a different direction. "Bleu," the first voice agreed.

"Okay, 0it'sblug | said. "Sowhat?" Silence for amoment. Then: "Bleu!"

| started walking again, peering into the shadows. | couldn't see athing.

"Bleu?' It sounded like aquestion. "Damned if | know," | said. "Bleu," another voice Stated.

| walked through this laconic dialogue for two or three minutes, bleu-sayersto either sde. Nobody got
really excited, save for an occasiona bleu! or two.

What had Chubby said? Ten minutes at aquick pace? | was sure I'd been walking for at least that long. |
rarely wear awatch, and now regretted it. Timeto start thinking about doubling back and taking the
other fork. Well, I'd go alittle farther. Besides, that snorting and snuffling did sound alittle nearer now. |
was sure of it. Or was | just getting spooked? Easy enough to get spooked with things bleuing at me out
of the darkness. Sounds | could deal with. It was all the same to me, aslong as the speaker remained
anonymous. | wasn't up to making new acquaintancesright then. | stopped. | thought | heard

splashing.



"Greep."

Thislast was near enough to make mejump. | backed down the path, then turned and began jogging.
The snorting and snuffling was definitely louder and now took on amenacing qudity. Whatever was
doing it was aso grunting, panting, gibbering, and possibly davering.

| ran, setting off achorus of gregping in the undergrowth.

The path went uphill for aways then leveled off. | was soon out of the land of the Gregps and into
neighborhoods where other voices spoke. Warble, chirp, breep, chitter, jubyub, you name it, somebody
was saying it. Theforest was dive with gossip. HE's running! Look at him run! they seemed to babble.
Tremulous cries, frantic war-whoops came from the distance. Word was spreading. The thing behind me
was gaining, its wide snout pushed to my scent. Panicky screeching came from the treetops dong with
the nervousflap of leathery wings. A small, rounded dark shape lay ahead of me on the path. It
sguawked and bolted into the weeds. | heard hooves pounding against the turf off to theright, twigs
breaking in the path of some frightened running thing. That made two of us. The thing behind mewasbig
and sounded asif it were moving on two huge feet. It was running now, chasing me, gibbering maniacally.
The path went into an S-curve, straightened, then went into ahairpin turn to the left, leading up the dope
of agteep hill. | puffed up thetrail, turned into the switchback, listening to the sound of thumping feet
below me. Thething was fast, gobbling up distancein big strides. The hill didn't dow it down. | raced up
thetrail. The soundsit made were nightmarish, half-human. There wasanote of ravenousgleetoitdl, a
fiendish chuckling asif it reveled in the pleasure of the chase.

Three more switchbacks and | gained the top of the hill. Thetrail continued dong aridge, then svung into
thetrees. | decided to make astand. | didn't think | could outrun the thing and the dash up the hill had
taxed me. Getting off thetrail would be agood idea. If the thing were big it might have trouble following
me through the underbrush. | hoped.

Thetrall sivung right and ran along the narrow crest of the hill. The underbrush grew thickly on either
dope. Something big lay acrossthe path ahead-afdlen treetrunk. | drew my pistol, took cover behind
the trunk and took aim up the path. It was coming. | couldn't see anything yet, but it was coming. It didn't
dow, didn't hestate, kept running full tilt, drooling in anticipation, its feet whumping against the mossy
softness of thetralil. It growled, it giggled, it heaved and panted. It made one hdll of alot of noise. All
around, the forest screamed in a mounting crescendo of terror. Flocks of panic-stricken creatures took
wing into the night. Unseen things in the shadows burbled and greeped and went bleu! Voicesin thetrees
shrieked their dismay. Thousands of tiny things stampeded through the brush. The beast shambled
toward me, its breath like blasts of steam. | till couldn't make it out. No good; I'd have to be able to see
it to shoot it.

| got up and ran like hell. | didn't redlly want to shoot it. Y ou can never tdl with acompletely unknown
creature. It might eat dugsfor breakfast. Maybeitsvital organswerein itsfeet. Maybeit had armor
plating ten centimetersthick. What do you do when the thing shrugs off your best shot? Asarule,
shooting at an dien unknown isalast resort. But | wasup againgt it. If | ducked into the brush first |
might never get another chance for aclear shot. | was sure it would follow, thick underbrush or not. My
heart pounded against my breastbone with enough force to crack it. Starriggers it too much to keep in
shape. | was going on pure adrendine; | didn't think my lungswereworking at al.

Light up ahead-moonbeams faling across the path. | ran on through into the shadows on the other side. |
skidded to a stop, turned, crouched, and aimed:

Thething dowed. It stopped just at the edge of the pool of light. It stood there panting and snarling. And
| il couldn't seeit.

| amed for the probable center of the source of dl that nonsense and emptied the clip of the
machine-pistal at it. Brrrrrrrrrrrrrrruppp! Four seconds to unleash ahail of superdense meta pellets. My
best shot: | legped off the path into the brush, thrashed my way through a clump of broad-leafed weeds,
stumbled, tripped, broke through the other side, and rolled down a steep incline. Thorny tendrils snagged
at my jacket, twigswhipped my face, rocks bruised my ribs. | rolled and rolled until | finally got to my
feet, letting momentum carry me up. | jogged down to level ground, dipped, fell and crawled behind a
tree. | listened.



All I could hear was the blood pounding in my ears. Silence. Everyone had shut up red suddenlike.

The hush continued for what seemed several minutes. It probably wasn't that long. At some point |
decided | could start breathing again. | gasped, wheezed, and choked for awhile, then got my bregth. |
kept listening. Nothing moved, nothing spoke. Then ...

"Bork?" something to my left said tentatively. | Sghed, listened for awhile longer.

°"Bork?" it asked again.

| levered mysdlf to my feet and leaned against the treetrunk. - | took adeep breath. "Yeah,” | said.
"Bork." | wiped grit off my face, brushed dirt from my jacket. "Definitely bork."

Another voice borked up ahead, then otherstook the cry, glad the question was al settled.

Sowly, theforest came back to life, but the mood now was subdued.

| rested, squatting at the base of the tree for afew minutes. Then | walked a ong the bottom of the hill
searching for aclear way up. There wasn't one. | wasn't redlly interested in going back up there. The
thing might only be wounded, lying there in the path. Or maybe | had missed the damn thing. | didn't
know and didn't particularly careto find out.

About fifteen minuteslater, | had to admit to mysdlf that | waslogt. | had thought that picking up thetrail
again would be easy-just walk alittle way aong the base of the hill, then push through the underbrush
until I came out on top. | did that, with some difficulty, and found what | thought wasthetrail 1 had been
on, but it couldn't possibly have been because | followed it in the direction I'd come from and everything
was unfamiliar. No switchback trail up the dope, no stream, nothing. | had walked a good distance along
the bottom of the hill, wanting to pick the path up at a point well away from where the wounded creature
could have been, but | must have gone abit too far. The terrain had proven more complex than | had
thought. | had chanced upon acompletdly different trail running aong the same ridge, maybe a branch of
theorigina one.

But it wasn't. | doubled back aong it but didn't find another path intersecting it. In fact, the trail petered
out completely. | was completely disoriented and totaly lost.

| wandered for over an hour. | was calm now. Theforest was familiar territory even though | didn't know
which way was out. It seemed merely magical, not menacing. | heard music, or thought | did. It wasjust
on the edge of audibility. Haunting music. At first | thought | might be near the Bandersnatch, but it was
like no music | had ever heard. What sounded like afema e voice sang with it. Shewas calling to me, |
thought.

| sat on astump and rubbed my temples. Let'snot fdl for that old routine. No siren voices luring me onto
the rocks, please; or, more appropriately, no hamadryads to lure me up atree. What was wrong with
me? | felt high. | was high. Onwhat, | didn't know. Certainly not beer-my God, that was hours ago. My
hangover was completdy gone. | wasfine physicaly, maybe alittle sore dong the ribs and back. |
looked up. | was Sitting on the edge of a clearing on the dope of agentle grade. In the middle of the
clearing was alow mound of moss and ferns. It looked pretty. | looked up. The sky was spattered with a
million gtars. | gazed upward for along while; then movement below caught my eye.

Something on two legs-a pae figure in the moonglowshot into the clearing, made a quarter turn around
the mound, and shot out again. It happened so fast | couldn't get a clear impression of what the creature
had looked like. It hadn't made a sound. | shook my head and shrugged. | got up and came out into the
clearing to the edge of thefairy ring of moss. | looked up again. Stars. No matter where you go in the
universe, the starslook the same: | considered that thought. Profound. | rubbed my forehead. | was il
high.

Something was moving againgt the stars. A meteorite. No, it was traveling up. Strange angle ... couldn't
be.

It exploded, blossoming into starbursts of red, white, and blue, At once, | came down from my high. The
strange dream | had been walking through evaporated.

Sam'ssignd flare! And hewas close!

| took off like adeer through the clearing and plunged into the trees. The gradua dope continued down
to asharp dip, a the bottom of which wasalogging road. | drew the torch from my pocket, flicked it on
and ran to the | eft. | was going home.



Asl| jogged down the road | thought about the nightbeast that had chased me and | was struck by the
total improbability of the incident. Didn't nocturnd predators usudly stak their prey silently? Not that guy
back there. Nothing like announcing your intentionsto the entire countryside. But maybe that was his
dyle.

It didn't make sense, though. There wasthe distant possibility that | had imagined it dl, but | could barely
bring mysdlf to consder it. Just what does"imagine’ really mean? Had | been halucinating? Not one of
my habits. None of it made any sense no matter which way | looked at it.

| loped aong for about five minutes, then saw headbeams sweeping around abend in theroad. | heard
the familiar whine of Sam's engine and broke into asprint, waving the torch.



?6

Sean Fitzgore grasped my hand and pulled me up into the cab. "Takin' awee gtroll, areye?' hesaid. "A
fine evenin' for it." He thumped my back just hard enough to bruise.
John rose from the shotgun seat and encircled mein his string-bean arms. " Jake! Thank God.”
"Wewere at the cabin,” Roland said. "How long ago did you escape?

| plopped into the driver's seat, shaking my head. " Seemslike ages. | dunno, three hours ago. What's up?
What's been happening?"
"Hrgt off,” Sam said, "what happened to you?' | told him briefly.

Sean nodded gravely. "I knew Moore was up to some deviltry. | figured he wanted you, but Darlaand
Winnie-" "Dammit.”

| looked glumly at everyone. Sean'sfriend Liam wasthere, too. Hisright eyewas alittle puffy. "How'd it
happen? When?' | glanced around. "Wait-where's Carl and Lori?' | sat up straight. "And Susan-where's
Susan?'
"They got jumped,” Liam said. "We saw it, so they're safe now." He grinned. "Therewas abit of a
dust-up.”
"Little Lori gave afine account of hersdlf,” Sean told me. "Nearly bit one bugger'sfinger right off."
"That'swhen they got Winnie, we think," John said.
"Where arethey?" | asked.
"With friends," Sean said. " Suzie wanted to come dong with us, but we persuaded her otherwise.”
"Totaly wasted,” Roland said. " Susan doesn't drink often, but when shedoes. . ."
"Y ou were showing full on al tanksyourself,” | commented.
"I can hold my liquor," he retorted stiffly, looking alittle greenish about the gills.
"What about Darla?" | said.
"We don't know," John answered. " She went upstairs, probably to turnin. When | went up mysdlf, she
wasn't there, and we haven't seen her since.”
"Great." | Sghed and dumped back in the chairs. Looking at Sean | asked, "Any ideas?"
""She could be any number of places. We finaly guessed where you were because I'd noticed Geof
Brandon giving you the eye earlier in the evening. We went out to Geof's farm, which took quite awhile,
but then | recalled seeing Fat Timmy McElroy hanging about, too. Damn me for not remembering
sooner."
"Y ou werelong gone," Liam said. " She could be anywhere, Jake. Moore hasalot of lads on histeam.”
"And Winnie?'
"Oh, they'd probably keep the two of them together,” Sean ventured. " And doubtless they wanted you
separated from them, for reasons now obvious. Y ou did well, Jake, m'boy."
"Not nearly well enough,” | said. "'l let my guard down against my best ingtincts.”
"WEelIl haveto take our share of theblame," Liam said regretfully; "pushing you through al that Boojum
nonsense. It was supposed to be abit of fun, but. . ." He shrugged apologeticdly.
"It'shardly your fault,” | said, "but let's not waste time on the issue of who'sto blame.”
"Y eah, let'sdo something,” Sam put in. "Best the living merte out of somebody, likeimmediately.
Anyonell do."
"Don't you think that's rather rash?' John asked.

Roland frowned. "Wéll, we dready put acal into theloca police.”
"Yes," Sean sad, giving amock-polite cough. "They're investigating.' "

Liamsad, "I wouldn't trust them farther than | could spit into thewind.”
"Right," Sam agreed. "So we pay acal on Mr. Moore and beat the living merte out of him until he gives
up Darlaand Winnie."
"Seemsalogica course of action,” Sean said.
"Y ou must have someidea of where Darlaand Winnie could be," John ingsted.
"Someidea, but we could chase wild geese through the woods al night and not find anyone.”



John sat back in his seat and bit hislip.

"Any chance they could be a the hotel 7" | asked.

Liam shrugged. "We searched as many rooms aswe could.” "The place doesn't look al that big,” Sam
sad.

"Wdll," | said. "Let'shead there anyway." | turned to the controls. "1 want to have atalk with Moore."
"It'srather late," Roland said. "Will he bein?’

"He'sawaysthere," Seantold him.

| started the engine. " Anybody know how many other guests are at the Bandersnatch?”
"Therewereafew,” Liam said. "Things are pretty dow on weekdays, though."

John asked, "What do you plan to do, Jake?"'

"Sean, can you guys snesk back insde, rouse 'em up and warn 'em there might be some gunplay?*
"Shouldn't be aproblem. If they aren't cooperative well chuck the buggers out.”

"Moore ownsthat place, right?’

| eased therig over ahuge latera rut. In the light of the headbeams, the woods looked spookier than
ever.

"He's part-owner, | believe. The silent partner isacompany on Seshome." Sean said.

"But he has his own money in the place?’

"Oh, yes. In the 'Snatch and a score of other concerns. Has afinger in many apie, Moore does. But the
Frumious Bandersnatch is hisfar-haired child."

"Then we know where he's vulnerable." We approached a crossroads and | dowed. "Which way here?
"Totheleft," Liam said.

"Do you think you can warn the guests without derting Moore?" | asked.

"That'll bedifficult,” Sean said. "But well stress the necessity for extreme quiet. Shouldn't be more than
half adozen folk, in three or four rooms."”

"There may be guards around the place.”

"Possible, but | doubt it. He doesn't know you're up and about, or shouldn't. The place should be quiet,
mostly, but ther€lll be somereveersleftin the Vorpa Blade"

"It'sopendl night?"

"Never closes.”

"Good. So therell be some activity besides the guests exiting.”

"What exactly do you havein mind, Jeke?'

"I'm going to trade him hishotdl for Winnie and Darla.”

Welet Sean and Liam off about a quarter-klick from the 'Snatch. They had express ordersto see that all
the guests were out of there before we arrived, and to make sure Winnie and. Darlawere not in Moore's
gpartment. | told them to keep quiet and report back as soon as possibleif anything went wrong. After
shooing out the guests, they were to go down to the Blade and chase everyone out of there as soon as
trouble started out front, which iswhere | intended to start same. If the guests refused to open the door
or leave, they wereto be given fair warning. We'd wait afull hour, then movein. If possible, one of the
two was to report back before then.

"Do you think they'll be ableto do dl that without arousing Moore and his gang?' John asked as Sean
and Liam disappeared into the trees.

"I don't know," | said. "They know more about old Zack's habits than we do."

| went back to the kitchen to brew myself acup of coffee. | needed it. John and Roland followed.
"Besides," | went on, "'l suspect Moore's guard isdown. Asfar as he knows, I'm onice and you guys are
scattered. And if Seanisright about hisdrinking habits, we might catch him with his pants down.”

"If his henchmen drink as heavily as he does," John added. "Everybody on this planet drinkslike afish,”
Roland said.

"Your finsareshowing,” | told him.

He sneered a me, then burped. He rubbed his ssomach. "My incipient ulcer's acting up again,” he
groaned.

| rummaged through the medicine cabinet until | found something for him. "Here" | said, throwing hima



bottle of pills. "Cimetidine. Just take one.”

He caught the bottle and shook his head wonderingly. "Is there anything you don't have in that drug
locker of yours?'

"Got everything,” | said. "Ups, downs, highs, lows-you nameit."

"I believeit."

"Never thought I'd raise my kid up to be a pusher,” Sam said.

Liam returned in forty-five minutes.

"Not as many guests aswed thought,” hetold us, "and some of 'em were down in the Blade. We warned
the restthey buggered off with no protest.”

"Any guards?'

"Two were dozing in the office. | suspect Moore has one or two ladswith himin hisflat. They don't seem
to be expecting anything.”

"Good. Where's Sean?'

"In the Blade. Don't worry, when the donnybrook starts, they'll al be out the back door in aflash.”
"Fine. Don't want any innocent casudties. Y ourefairly sure Darlaand Winnie aren't there?"
"Theresachance, but | doubt it. They're likely out in the woods somewhere.”

"Okay."

| fired up the engine and started forward. Brooding boughs swept over us, barely clearing the top of the
cab. Pairs of tiny eyes peered out at us from the shadows-or so | thought, but when | looked at them
directly they disappeared. Was| ill high? No, 1'd come down but | still wasn't sure what was redity and
what wasn't. Which was redlly no change from the usud state of things, when you think about it.
Theroad boreto theright, and lights appeared up ahead. | gunned the engine, making it roar. | didn't
need stedlth or subtlety now; thiswas my grandstand play, and | wanted an audience. | rolled into the
nearby empty parking lot and came to a stop about fifteen meters from the entrance. | flicked on the
high-intensity headlamps and focused the spotlight on the windows next to the hote office. | juiced up the
5,000-watt amplifier, switched the feed to the outside speakers, put on my headset, and spoke.
"ATTENTION, ATTENTION," | heard my voice boom into the night. "I AM ADDRESSING THE
OWNER OF THISESTABLISHMENT, MR. ZACHARY MOORE."

"Mother of God, you'll be waking the deed,” Liam complained, digging afinger into one ear.

"I SAY AGAIN, ATTENTION, MR. ZACHARY MOORE. YOUR PRESENCE ISREQUIRED
FRONT AND CENTER." | gave him twenty seconds.

"MOORE, GET YOUR ASSOUT ONTO THISPORCH, LIKE, PRONTO, OR YOU'LL GET A
MISSILE THROUGH Y OUR BEDROOM WINDOW."

A face appeared briefly at awindow directly off the porch. | couldn't tell who it was.

"Sam, |et's give'em some wake-up music.”

"I've got just the piece, too,” Sam said gleefully.

We blasted the hotel with agtirring rendition of The Golden Eagle March for about half aminute. Then
the front door opened and Moore staggered out, shielding his eyes with both hands. He was barefooted,
dressed in gray long johns.

"Turn that bloody light off!" he bellowed.

| deflected the spot, but kept the headbeams on.

He peered out. He looked half-adegp and mortaly hung over. "What the bloody fuck is going on?"

John said, "I'm surprised he came out.”

"He'sused to having hisway,” Liam said. "He's got brass, I'll give him that.”

| turned down the gain on the amplifier, but not awholelot. "Maybe you don't recognize the voice.

Y ou'retaking to Jake McGraw."

Hetook a half-step backward. "What do you want?"

"Y ou know damn wdll. | want my friends back. Now."

"I'm not respongible for your bleeding friends. | don't know what you're talking about.”

Hewas il blustering, but his eyes betrayed the sudden redlization of hisvulnerability. Hed walked right
intoit. And I'd known he would, too. Hewas just the kind of big pushy bastard who can't imagine things



not going hisway. Didn't even occur to him to look out and see our truck and think, hey, this could be
trouble. He had probably thought it wasthe loca gendarmerie come to investigate the kidnapping report,
and held come out to scold them. How dare they disturb a big cheese-whed like him in the middle of the
night. Y ou lads come back in the morning and well clear up thisbit of nonsense straightaway.

"You know, Zack," | said. "I'm tired. It'slate. I'm not going to argue with you. There's an exciter cannon
trained on your midsection. Y ou are going to stand right there and call out for your flunkiesto go fetch
them whilewe al wait. They'reto be ddivered here, unharmed, within areasonable period of time-say,
one and aquarter eyeblinks. If not, I'm going to cook your kidneys and feed 'em to the dogs for
breskfast.”

He drew himself up and squared his shoulders. "Redly now," he said evenly. "Don't count on ever seeing
your friendsagain.”

"Oh, | see. Suddenly we're on adifferent level of argument. Y ou're admitting you have in fact abducted
my companions and are holding them againg their will?*

"I'm admitting nothing." He cleared histhroat and spat on the wood of the porch. "What makes you think
there'.s been an abduction? That woman is afugitive. "Arrest’ would be the appropriate term."”

"Crap," | sad. "What difference does that make in the Outworlds? If you're telling me there's extradition
I'm telling you you'refull of shit."

"Not aquestion of extradition,” he said. "'Preventive detention’ might cover it. Besdes, | don't fed
compelled to betdling you much of anything, mate. Except this. Leave these promisesimmediately or
you're adead man."

His brass amazed me. "I'm a dead man? Buddy, you're about three nanoseconds away from becoming
breskfast sausage.”

Hefolded hisarms. " Start counting nanoseconds, then.”

| set the targeting mode on the missile rack for line-of-sight aim and pulled down the target scope. | drew
my bead and pressed the ARm switch. "Well get to the countdown in just asec, pal. First | want to find
out afew things. Who're you taking orders from?"

"| take no orders.”

"Take suggestions? Take in laundry? Come on, Moore, somebody clued you in about me and told you
that Winnie was avauable object. Wasit Pendergast?'

"It seems everyone's heard about you and your heroic exploits. Y ou say your dien petismissng? You
may report it to thelocd office of the Home Guard in the morning, if you wish. Poor thing probably
strayed into the woods."

"Whoops" | said, "now were not admitting things again. Contradicting yoursdlf, there. Two of my friends
are missng, whom you've admitted abducting. One human, onedien.”

He snorted. "I've admitted to nothing, and you can ram your contradictions up your arse.”

| clapped my hands twice, then poised my finger over the Fire switch. "Well spoken, for aman who's
about to die”

"Do you redly think,"” he sneered, "that you'll get off Talltree diveif anything happensto me? | hgppento
be well thought of around these woods and it would ill behoove you to-"

| hit the switch and there was awhoosh and aflash, followed by the hollow crump of an explosion.
Debrisrained about the parking lot.

When it had dl come down, Moore stepped from the porch and looked up.

"You bloody ... bastard!™

"Yeah," | said. "That was anice chimney. Fine stonework. Loca masons, werethey? A red pity."

He turned and fought an impulse to rush the truck, hisface dark with rage. "Y ou-!" He swalowed hard.
"Stay right where you are, Moore, or I'll fry you. Sam, keep the exciter on him while | have some fun.”
"Will do!"

"You havelots of nicechimneys,” | said. "Red pretty."

| aimed and fired another missile. A chimney on the far right corner of the building flew apart. Moore
ducked and sought the refuge of the porch again.

"Let'ssee” | said. "Maybe | can hit the top of that one on the far sde. Then again, that fancy decorative



fascia might make agood target for the exciter-"

"No!" Moore screamed.

"Or maybe'll just chuck amissile through your apartment window."

"Damnyou!" Hewasturning purple.

"Hurts, don't it? 1 want ‘em back, Moore. Darlaand Winnie both, unharmed ... and now."

"All right! All right!"

"| think you got him where helives," Sam said.

"Very wel, Mr. Moore. Well dl wait right here until-"

An exciter bolt lanced out from the shadows to the left of the hotdl, hitting the left stabilizer foil. Another
quickly followed, gtriking theroller. A plume of smoke billowed up from it. No need to worry about that
roller going sugar on us now. Sam returned fire ingtantly. | floored the throttle and swung sharply to the
right, but we began to draw fire from that direction, too. A coherent beam came through the windscreen,
bardy missing my heed. | fired amissile without aiming and hit the corner of the building. Flaming debris
showered the cab aswe passed. | continued in atight circle. The damaged roller was burning, but the
automatic fire extinquishers were hard a work shooting foam at it.

"Sam, let'sget the hell out of here" | ydled. "Y ou agree?'

"Right, we blew our chance. No use shooting it out with them.”

"We can gill get in aparting shat, though."

But when therig swung around | saw that it wouldn't be necessary. The Bandersnatch wasin flames. The
roof waswell involved, and Sam'sreturn fire had ignited awide section of the front wall.

"That wood must be highly flammable," Sam guessed. "It'sredly going up.”

Liam said, "It'sdevilish hard to sart, but once Talltree wood catches, it burnslike hdllfire.”

The sniping had stopped, so | dowed. A huge gout of flame roared from the roof of the hotel.
Liamwhistled. "She'satotal loss. They'll never get it put out. Good thing we got everyone out of there.”
| nodded. Just then another beam hit thetrailer. | gunned the engine and roared out of the parking lot-and
amost ran over Sean. | braked hard and he jJumped out of the way. | stopped and'popped the hatch.
Sean climbed in and | took off down the road.

Sean watched the side parabolic mirror. "Pity," he said. But well find another place to carouse.”
"Dammit," | was saying. "Dammit to hdll.”

"Easy, son," Sam consoled me. "We didn't have the manpower to rush the place.”

"It might've worked. Liam said the guards were nodding off."

"Y eah, it might've, but we would've taken casualties. Y ours was the safest bet, even though we didn't
bargain on a portable exciter cannon.”

"We couldvegivenit atry. Damn."

"Forget it, Jake. Obvioudy there were more men there than Liam thought.”

"He'sright, Jake," Liam said. "Moore has at |least two dozen rowdyboys on his paysheet, and that
gpartment of hishasaroom full of bunk beds."

"Stll," | said, "we didn't get Darlaand Winnie back. And now..."

"Well find 'em, Jake," Sean said, squeezing my shoulder reassuringly. "We've afew ideas of where they
could be."

"But how long will it take? And now that they know I'm up and about, it's gonna be rough.”

"WEell find them," Sean said. "Liam and | know these woods like-"

"Hold on,” Sam interrupted. "I'm getting something.”

After amoment, | said, "What isit, Sam?"

"It'sour beacon. Logt it, though. Wait aminute.”

"ItsDarla" | shouted. " She hasthe key!"

"Shut up and let me ... Thereit isagain. Son of abrick. Okay, let melaunch the earlybird and well do a
littletriangultion.”

We heard athump and awhine as the turboj et-powered surveillance drone came out of its hidey-hole on
theroof of the cab. It warmed up, then screamed off into the night.

Half aminute later, Sam had afix.



"Weé're heading generdly in theright direction. The Sgnd sourceisalittle over three kilometers awvay and
the direction isforty-five degreesto theright aswe drive."

"Just keep on thisroad,” Sean said. "I have afeding | know wherethey are.”

We bumped and thumped over the rutted logging trail for fifteen minutes, making dow progress. Thena
large piece of the till-smoking roller fell away and the cab lurched violently, listing to the | ft.

"Hdl," | said. "Wemight not makeit."

"Disconnect it from the power shaft and oversteer to correct,” Sam said. "Never mind, I'll doiit.”

Sam did and we started forward again. "Just takeit easy," he said.

"Turnright here" Sean said. "Seethat little trail?*

"Don't know if we canfit," | said.

| eased to the right. Branches scraped againgt the trailer. The port was open just alittleand | could hear
night sounds again. Bork-bork, greep-greep, jub;jub, bleu!

"Goddamn noisiest woods I've ever beenin,” | grumbled.

"Live herefor afew months and you wouldn't heer it,” Liam chuckled.

"You'd be desf," Roland said.

"No offense” | said, "but no thanks."

"Tdltreg'sonly for poets and loggers and other hopeless romantics,” Sean said. ™Y ou level-headed types
aways run screaming from the place.”

"Y ou know, when | was out there," | began, but stopped. "Never mind. No time now."

"We're dead on," Sam said. "The sourceis directly ahead.” Sean nodded, hisface set grimly. “Tommy
Baker'splace. | knew that if there was awoman to be had, hed befirstinline."

| shut off the headbeams, pulled down the genera-purpose scope and shoved my faceintoit. It was set
for thermad-imaging; | changed it to night-vison, turning on the photomultiplier circuits. The gain needed
was minimd. The full moonwas il doing itsjob.

"Sam, rig for slent running.”

"Scramming main engine," Sam answered. "Auxiliary motor engaged, secondary power cdlson. Weare
rigged for slent running.”

"Aye, aye, and-dl that," | said. "Okay, weregoing to doiit right thistime.”

Wetried. | sopped within five hundred meters of the signd source. After arming ourselves, we set out
into thewoods, following Sean over atrail that would take usto Tommy Baker'sfarm. We would come
out directly behind the farmhouse.

Twenty minutes later, lights appeared among the trees. We crept the rest of the way, coming just to the
edge of the clearing. Sean and | stationed ourselves behind atree and peered out into the darkness. A
shadowline cut across the yard, neatly bisecting a neglected garden. Junk and refuse lay everywhere.

A weathered and probably rarely-used tractor was parked next to asmall shed. The houselay in
shadow, but its outline was easily discernible. A tiny, square rear window glowed dimly yellow.

"L et me go reconnoiter,” Sean whispered to me. "Okay. Be careful.”

"That I'll be."

He stepped around the tree, paused, then tiptoed across the moonlit areaand into shadow. | lost sight of
him quickly, and wasworried that he might trip over apiece of junk and blow everything. But hedidntt.
Someone came up beside me. It was Liam. "Y ou think they have aradio in there?' | asked.

"I'm fairly surethey do. Why?'

"They may have had advance warning. Maybe they've moved Darla and Winnie somewhere e se by

"I think Moore has his handsfull back at the 'Snatch. Hisfirgt priority would be to put out afire cal.
Besides, what about the sgnd?'

"Don't know. Darlamay have dropped the key, or I€ft it behind. Could be someoné's just fiddling with
it

Wewaited.

Sean returned about ten minutes later. " Jake, you'd better come seethis," he said. | looked at him.

"| redly think you should,” he said, then turned, beckoning meto follow.



| did.

"Mind your step," Sean hissed as we threaded our way through the debris.

We crept up to the window. Sean crouched benegth it, then pointed upward, inviting me to have alook.
Okay, I'd have alook. Flattening my back againgt the rough log wall, I inched aong until | could peer
through the corner of the window. Through abig tear in atattered paper blind | could see everything.
Darlawasin there. She was nude, sitting on the lap of aman who had his back to me. He was sitting on
the edge of alarge bed with a carved wooden headboard. A small lamp glowed on a nighttable on the far
Sde of the bed, throwing their shadows against awhite plaster wall.

They kissed, and he fondled her.

After amoment, their lips parted. She drew back and smiled. Running hisbig rough hands dong her
white thighs, he said something. She giggled, then kissed him passionately.

I'd seen enough. | lowered myself to a crouch and looked at Sean.

"Son of abitch," | said.
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"Y ou know, | may have made abig mistake," | said to Sean after we had retreated to the rear of the
shed.

"Perhgpsin Darlas case, yes. After al, no one saw her being abducted. She may have gone off with
Baker of her own freewill. | don't redly know her."

| nodded. "Y ou'd think | would by now, but -1 don't, not really. She might have:" | thought it over, then
shook my head. "No, dammit. Maybe at some other point in her life, but not now. Not here. It's hard to
explan.”

"Who can explain awoman?'

"No, no. It'sgot nothing to do with that. It'sjust- "

"Baker fancieshimsdf aladies man. And I'll have to admit he does attract more than his share." He
smiled wanly and shrugged. "Some have it and some don't.”

"Bethat asit may. But we're sure about Winnie. We know they've got her."

| snorted. "That may've been a case of petnapping.”

"Hard to say what alogger lad will do when in his cups, but | don't think s0.”

"Neither do1," | said, "but I'm beginning to have my doubts about Moore's hand in dl this. Might just be
| didhimaninjugice

Sean shook his head emphatically. "That's categoricaly impossible. HEsthe devil'sown field
representative, that one, and he deserves everything he's gotten.”

"Geof and Fat Timmy-they work for Moore, do hisbidding?’

"Mogt of thetime, when they're not stedling farm equipment or foraging in other peopl€e's vegetable plots.
For aprice, they'll do anything for anybody, but Moore'stheir chief client.”

| Sghed. "Anyone dsein there?'

"The blinds are drawn, but | heard someonein the front room fumbling about. Probably Dim Willie
Benson, Baker's hired man.”

"DimWillie?"

"He'sabit dim. Harmless boy, when he's not drinking.”

Fat Timmy, Dim Willie ... This place was driving me crazy.

"| take it Baker doesn't have alifecompanion.”

"Baker?' He laughed. "Not the sort. Besides, women are scarce goods on Talltree. Don't know if you
noticed-"

"l did, I did."

"They do come, but they never seem to stay.” He heaved asigh of lamentation, staring off into the night.
"Funny thing." | leaned againgt the shed and brooded.

Sean came out of hisreverie. "What's the game, Jake?"'

Someone banged against something out in the yard.

"Jake?' came a sharp whisper.

"Over here" | said.

John stepped cautioudly over to us. "Oh, there you are.” Liam and Roland followed him.

"What's going on?' Roland wanted to know.

"Gotme" | said.

After apause, John asked, "Where's Darla?"

"Inthere" | sad. "With someguy."

"With some guy," John repeated emptily. Roland said, "You mean ... 7'

"Her business," | said. | sraightened up. "Look, when exactly did you notice that Darlawas gone? Wasiit
before or after Winnie was abducted?'

"Well," John sad, "it was more or less around the sametime. | came downstairs when | found no onein
the room, want outside to find Roland. | heard shouting-"

"Okay," | said, "then shedidn't know that Winnie was missing, and she dill doesn't, | guess. Thingis, it's



strange that shed go off like that.”

"l agree," Roland said.

"Well, hel." | zipped up my jacket againgt the chill. "Thismay beinddicate asdl hell, but I'm going to ask
Darlaif she knows something or if she saw anything.” | scratched my head nml shrugged.

Wedl trooped to the farmhouse.

Aswe rounded the side, we heard glass shattering, followed by adull thud.

| pulled my gun and ran around to the front door. It was unlocked and gar. | kicked it open, dove
through the doorway, hit the floor, and rolled once, coming up into a crouch.

"Hi, Jake."

Darlawas standing by the open door to the back room, holding the jagged-edged handle to what had
probably been awater pitcher. A huge man lay sprawled at her feet, his head festooned with shards of
crockery.

"Hi," | said, straightening up. | walked into the bedroom. Tommy Baker was draped over the bed, out
cold. His shirt was off and histrousers were bunched around his ankles. She had taken care of him
slently-probably a quick chop to the base of the neck. Caught with his proverbia pants down.

"This onewanted to rape me," Darla said, nodding toward Baker as she dipped into the legs of her
jumpsuit. "But | convinced him that we'd have more fun if he untied me. He was the second one who
wanted alittle action tonight.”

"Moore?'

"Yes. Ordinarily, | wouldn't mind so much, but | didntt like his attitude.”

"Ah."

"I bit him where it hurtsawholelot. There's some question asto his ever having progeny. | wanted to
kick him, but my legs weretied to the bedpogts.”

"l e

And | could just imagine Darlaat the door, smiling and breathtakingly nude, inviting poor Dim Willieinto
jointhefedtivities.

| turned around to find the men grouped around the doorway, gaping.

"Hi, gang," Darlasaid.

"Hello," John said.

"Winnigsmissng,” | sad.

"No sheisn't." Darla zipped up the front of her jumpsuit. She went over to the bed and kndlt besideit,
looking under. "Winnie, honey? Come on out. Jake's here." She reached and pulled. "Hell, no wonder
shedidn't comeout. Thisleashisal tangled. Thereyou go.”

Winnie crawled out from under the bed. There was adog collar around her neck. The leash dragged
after her. She saw me, ran and legped a me, nearly knocking me over. She crushed my chest in afrantic
hug.

"Whoa, baby. It'sokay," | told her. "It'sover." She buried her facein my shoulder.

"Areyou dl right?" Roland asked Darla.

"Sure, though itll be awhile before I'll want to see mae genitdiaagain.”

"You don't haveto gointo details" | said, "but. . ."

"But you want details. That'sthelot of the victim. Moore jumped me back at the hotel, and we were just
into the preliminarieswhen | nearly bit through one of histesticles. Nobody wanted much to do with me
after that. Except Tommy, here.”

She scowled at me. "'l was stupid. | should have gone aong with Moore. He dmost killed me. He picked
up an ax-but his men stopped him. They wouldn't have been able to, except that the pain was alittle too
much for him."

"I should imagine" John said.

"They led him away and that wasthelast | saw of him. They kept metied up like that for hours. Every
oncein awhile, some cretin would comein to paw and dobber over me, but that was the extent of it.
Then they brought me here.”

She sat on achair and pulled on her high black boots. "I'm okay, redlly,” she said.



"When did they bring you here?" | asked, setting Winnie down.

"About two hours ago. It took awhile for Tommy to work up his nerve. He had strict orders not to fool
with me." From the front room came the sound of Sam'skey beeping. 1 went in and found it on the
kitchen table. Dim Willie had probably been fiddling with it and had inadvertently set off the beacon. |
briefly filled Sam in on the Situation and told him to come in over the main road. Everyone came out of
the bedroom.

"I wonder why they kept thiswith you,” | said to Darla. "Didn't they know it could have been sending a
homing sgnd?'

"l didn't know it was here. Thelast time| saw it, it was lying on the dresser in Moore'sroom. | bet Willie
picked it up when Tommy and he cameto get me."

"Dumb," | said.

Darlashot alook at Sean. "Are al the men here as stupid as these two and the rest of Moore's brood?’
Sean winced. "Quite possibly.”

"What | want to know, Jake, is how you got Geof Brandon down the holein the outhouse,” Liam said.
"Yes," Fitzgore said, hisface screwed up in intense curiosity. "How the devil did you do that?"

We spent the next day holed up at Sean and Liam's farm. The place belonged to Sean. Hiswife had left
him, you see, and ... but that's another story. (They were called "wives' here; the Outworlds were rather
socidly retrograde in many respects.) Anyway, Sam was at some backwoods garage getting his stabilizer
foil repaired and the spareroller put on, but we were in contact. Meanwhile, the Home Guard, or
whatever the hdll they were called, waslooking for me. | was amateria witness and possble suspect in
the homicide of adefecting Colonia Authority officid, Dr. Van Wyck Vance. The murder dlegedly
occurred on board the Laputa, which, by the way, had come through the pirate attack with moderate
casudlties despite sustaining heavy damage. The news reports made no mention of the fate of Mr. Wilkes
or of his possible bearing on the case. Beautiful. However, the cops were of two minds about the whole
meatter. Some were on Captain Pendergast's payroll and some-the loca onesmainly-weren't. Muddying
the whole business and making everyone nervous about just how to proceed was Pendergast's
involvement in dl this. There he was, running antigeronics, which nominaly were controlled substances
even here. The operation was an open secret, but atria or investigation would have opened up severd
cans of worms and nobody wanted to do that. Meanwhile ... everyone, | mean everyone, knew exactly
what the hell was going on benesath al the pretexts and posturing. They knew about the Roadmap and
about Winnie, and the copsredly didn't know how they felt about all that.

Moorewasraisng astink about the loss of his property. Claimed he was just doing hiscivic duty in
detaining me. But why had he sequestered me in ashack in the woods? Why had he not immediately
contacted the authorities? Well, er, um.

There were numerous meetingsin the woods among various parties. Sean's friendsin the Guard agreed
not to arrest me just yet and sat on awarrant sworn out on Seahome. Jurisdictiond disputesflared. The
"Get Jake' faction tried alocal magistrate, but he was taking the waters at a spa on some resort planet.
Gout, you know. (They had diseases here that hadn't been seen for centuries back in Ten-an Maze.)
More meetingsin the woods. Old Zack tried to put alien against Sam, but to do that he had to dispatch
aflunky in afast roadster to the capital planet. But there he got ensnarled in red tape, and by the time the
papers were processed, we were ... But I'm getting ahead of mysaif.

Sam was for making a bresk for the nearest porta, gunsblazing. | had ahard time, but | talked him out
of it, pointing out that we had pretty much run that stratagem into the ground. Frankly, | was getting a
littletired of it. | wanted to settle this. We had grounds for filing numerous charges against Pendergast,
Moore, and-if hewas dive-Wilkes: Abduction, Illega Detention, Criminal Assault, Involuntary Deviate
Sexud Intercourse (they had it on the books), Criminal Conspiracy, and, asanicelittlefillip, Contributing
to the Delinquency of aMinor (Lori'sdrinking). Y ou nameit, we could fileit.

Also, we had adandy civil case against the shipping company that owned the Laputa and an absol utely
open-and-shut one against the outfit that ran the Bandersnatch and abunch of other businesses (ak.a
Zack Moore). All of thiswas on the advice and counsel of abackwoods lawyer by the name of



Hollingsworth, astocky, barrel-shaped fellow with mutton-chop sideburns down to his shoulders. He
drank gin straight from the bottle from the time he woke to the time he passed out in the evening. Heaso
ran achicken farm.

We made known our intentions to proceed against the aforementioned parties. Nervous laughter from the
other sde. Surdly you jest, they said. Try us, we said. Grumble, grumble. Wéll, they came back, what
about the minor you transported across planetary boundaries? And we said, what about your child labor
laws? Okay, they're congstently flouted, but do we redly want to get into that? Child labor laws? they
said. What child labor laws? Oh. Those child labor laws. No, we don't want to get into that.

"Why do they bother to pass laws around here," | asked Hollingsworth, "if nobody'sinterested in
enforcing them?'

"Areyou joking?' he said, pointing to his shelves of leatherbound legal tomes. "What would lawyers use
to linethewalls of their sudiesif we didn't pass any legidation? Have you priced wall paper recently?"
The legd shadowboxing went on for two days, a which point the cops got fed up. Listen, they said to
me. Wewill belooking in thisdirection. Y ou take your truck and your friends and your funny-looking
monkey and head in that direction. And don't stop till you ... well, just don't stop.

| said fine. | gavethe order: Make dl preparationsfor getting under way. Aye aye, skipper. But first |
hed to deal with Sean and Liam.

"What do you mean you're coming with us?' | asked innocently.

"Wevetakedit over, Liam and | have. Wed liketo join your expedition, if you'll have us."

"Well, look. Y ou two are great drinking buddies, and you're good men to havein afight, and if it were up
tome-"

"WEell pull our weight, Jake, make no mistake about that. Were aready outfitted for thetrip. Liamand |
were planning to vacate thisfairyland very shortly on our own. We had our sights on anewly discovered
planet that just got listed for colonization-not that we care about lists, mind you-"

"But why would you want to leave this beautiful place?’ | asked him, gesturing toward the nezt little
intengve-agriculture plots and the brightly painted buildings. "Thisisnice!™

Sean heaved asigh. "Since Dierdre buggered off, it's palled on me. Besides, the bank owns al the
equipment. The note israther large, and the payments have become a burden.” He swung hislegsup to
rest ontherail of thefront porch and teetered back on the chair. "Ah, Dierdre, Dierdre," he said wistfully.
"Have adrink, Sean," Hollingsworth said, passng him the gin bottle.

"There's another problem,” | said. "We're dready crowded in the truck."

"Hey, that'sno problem,” Carl put in. "They can ridein the back seat of my Chevy."

"Chevy?' Liam said, looking around for someoneto explain.

"We have avehicle, Jake," Sean sad after having guzzled approximately one-sixth of the liter of gin.
"Youdo?' | sad. "Wdll, it'safreeroad.”

"But we don't want to go if you don't want usto,” Sean told me.

"What the bloody hdll'sa Chevy?' Liam persisted.

"Sean, it'snot that. It'sjust-"

"Of course you can comewith us," Susan gushed, sitting down in Sean'slap and running her hand through
Sean'stangle of red-orange hair. "Y ou big hairy hunks-both of you."

Sean's eyes gleamed, and helaughed. "That'sthe spirit!"”

"Jake, I'm surprised a you," Susan said. "Why can't they tag dong if they want to?"

"Look, | didn't say-"

"The more the merrier, | say,” Roland muttered. "What exactly isyour problem, Jake?"

"Problem?1 don't have a punking problem.”

| stomped off the porch and went around to the back where Sam was parked. Sometimes these people
got to me. Onething | don' likeisbeing cast asthe villain of the piece. What the hell did they think this
was going to be, apicnic?

| climbed into the cab. "What's up?' Sam said.

"Let'sget out of here" | grumbled. "L eave the whole goddamn bunch of them.”

"Now, nhow. Y ou know you can't."



"Honest to God, sometimes..."

"How many times have | told you not to pick up starhikers?'

"Dammit, Sam, don't you start on me, too!"

| st inthedriver's seat, fuming, until Susan came over, climbed up, and sat in my lap.

"Jake, I'm sorry." She kissed me tenderly and smiled. "I didn't know you were sengitive. Y ou're dways
so strong-"

"Me?Yourekidding."

She didn't argue. Presently, the temperature in the cab rose. "In case you're wondering,” Sam said, "l
have my eyeturned off."

Susan giggled, then reinserted her tongue into my mouth.

"Hi! Oh, excuse me." Weturned to see Darlawalking away.

Susan looked at me, some complex feminine emation taking form insgde her head. "Do you-?" she began,
then looked away and chewed her lip.

"Dol what, Suzie?'

"Nothing,” shesaid in alost little voice. Suddenly, she threw her arms around my neck. "Let'sdeepinthe
aft-cabin tonight.”

"We havelots of work to do, Suzie."

"Don't you think I'm going to hep? After."

"Sure”

Then she hugged me, kissed me on the ear, and sad, "I love you, Jake."

And | thought, uh-oh.

Weladin provisionsfor along journey. Sean and Liam emptied their larder and packed the trailer with
lots of good stuff: homemade preserves, smoked meats, pickles, sausage, old-fashioned canned foods,
barrels of potatoes, flour, jars of home-grown herbs and spices, afew cases of hotpak dinners-"We
keep those for when we've drunk too much to be able to stand at the stove,” Liam said, "but not enough
to'velost our appetites’-and cases and cases of beer. They brewed their own, and it was pretty good, if
you like your beer dark and syrupy with a 20 percent dcohol content. They threw in all the tools and
equipment they owned, some clothes, and about two long tons of camping and surviva gear. Even some
firewood.

Thenwedl went out with Winnie and gathered food for her. She taught usto recognize severd varieties
of fruit and vegetable and root. With everyone hel ping, we laid in what looked like a year's supply.
Through Darla, shetold usit wasn't necessary to bring this much; she could find more food on theway. |
said it couldn't hurt, secretly doubting that we'd be lucky enough to chance upon another planet that
could provide suitable food for any of us.

Before we turned in, we planned our itinerary, trying to coordinate Winni€'s maps and her Itinerary Poem
with what Sean and Liam could supply in theway of knowledge about the rest of the Outworlds. Darla
had been busy trandating for the last two days.

"It just goeson and on,” she sad. "I must havefifty stanzasby now."

"Winnie obvioudy knowswhere she'sgoing,” John observed.

"Asnear aswe can tell," Roland said, "we hit five more Outworld planets before we exit this maze."
"And not amoment too soon,” | said. "In other words, well be shooting a potluck portd at that point.”
"Right."

"Sean, does this jibe with what you know?'

Sean nodded. " Seems to, though Winni€e's descriptions of the planets are rather ketchy.”
"Theinevitable difficulties" Darlasaid, "inherent in secondhand trandations. The poemisin Winnie's
language, which isvery different structuraly from most human languages. | know only afew
word-clusters-there redlly are no ‘words per se-so Winnie helps by giving me arunning trandationin
English, which she doesn't know as well as Spanish; which she doesn't know well a al. Then| haveto
make some sense out of it." Shetook asip of dark beer and shook her head ruefully. "I'm probably



making plenty of mistakes. It's mostly guesswork."

"Under the circumstances,” John said, "you're doing afine job, Darla"

"Thank you."

| reached over and patted Winnie's head. "Smart girl," | said.

Winnie took my hand, jumped up, waked across the table, and plopped down in my lap. Shethrew her
armsaround me and hugged, grimace-grinning with her eyes shut tight.

"Affectionatelittle darling, isn't she?' Sean said.

"Yes, sheis" | said. | nuzzled her long floppy ear. "Have you ever noticed that she smellsgood dl the
time? Like sheswearing perfume.”

"Which ismore than you can say for most sentient beings,” Sean said.

"Y eah. Anyway, getting back tothis..."

"Look here, Jake," Roland said. "Thisisthe Gaactic Beltway running through the Orion arm of the
gdaxy. You see whereit cuts across here to the Perseus arm? That's where we have to pick it up.”
"How do we know when we reach that point?"

"Wdll, we won't know." Roland put down his pencil and scratched his head, then smoothed his shock of
graight black hair. "That'swhat's hard about dl this. Thereredlly isno way of closaly correlating the
maps and the Itinerary Poem. The Poem isjust along set of directions. Go ten kilometers, turn left, you
can't missit-that sort of thing. By following theitinerary, well have ahard time knowing exactly wherewe
are on the gaactic map, unless we can make astronomica observations.”

"Well," | said, "therésaload of astronomica equipment in the truck, if somebody knows or can figure
out how to use the stuff."

"Unfortunatdly,” Roland said, "my knowledge of astronomy islargdly theoretical.” He tapped the pencil
againgt the waxedwood tabletop. "And spotty at best.”

"Did you find anything in that crate of book-pipettes?’

"Not awhole lot. They're mostly monographs and journas. Rarified stuff, pages and pages of equations.
But | did find one useful bit of information. The Loca Group is associated with ametacluster, and the
Milky Way ison the outskirts of it. The nucleusisagaactic cluster in the congtellation Virgo."

"So," | said, scratching the fur over the bony knot between Winni€'s ears, which sheloved to have done,
"that may mean that the big road coming into Andromedais Red Limit Freeway."

"I don't think so, Jake. If o, it meansthat the Local Group isisolated from the rest of the metacl uster,
with no accessto the Intercluster Thruway. No, this hasto be the Thruway going into Andromeda.”
"Why don't we ask Winnie and make sure?" | said.

"Huh?'

"Instead of everybody trying to second-guess her, why don't we come right out and ask?'

Winnie looked a me expectantly.

"Winnie,"l said, "can you draw morefor uson thismap?' | took the drawing of the Loca Group over
and put it in front of us. "This one here. Can you show us something that's missng?’

Shelooked the map over for amoment, then reached out toward Roland. Roland handed her the pencil.
Grasping it awkwardly, she scored aline coming in from theright, ending at the Greater Magellenic
Cloud. Shelooked at it, chewing the end of the pencil thoughtfully. Then she continued the line through
the cloud and beyond, ending it at the exact point where the "Transga actic Extenson” |eft therim of the
Milky Way.

"Theresthe Thruway," | said. "The Transgaactic Extensonis part of it."

"Why did sheleaveit out?' Roland wondered.

"Not important,” | said. "And | think I'm beginning to understand why it wasn't important. As John said
the other night, thisisatourist itinerary. We're at the edge of the metacluster. We want to leaveit, not go
into it, 0 we won't need to bother with the Thruway." | reached out with one arm and gathered in al the
papers. "All of this, thiswholething, is definitely not aroad atlas of the universe. I1t's much too
incomplete. These maps provide the travel er with a specific route to get to a specific place.”

"And whereisthat?' John asked.

"Winnie?' | asked. "Where are we going?"



"Home."
"Yes, she kegps saying that." Roland frowned and crossed hisarms. "What could she possibly mean?'

Weleft at dawn.

But not before | had the shock of seeing what Sean and Liam had been referring to astheir

" Skyway-worthy vehicle." Liam towed it out of a shed with the tractor.

It was atiny roadster, beaten, dented, splotched with emulsicoat patching, and looking for all the world
like an overgrown child'stoy.

"Wheresthe key towind it up?' | said.

"Very funny,” Sean sneered. "But not very origind.”

"And what color isthat?'

"Magenta”

| rolled my eyes heavenward.

It took ahalf-hour to sart thething. Then it ran at 25 percent of itsrated power. Liam fiddled with the
engine for another twenty minutes and coaxed it up to seventy-five.

"Good enough,” Sean said. "We can stop somewhere and haveit looked at."

"Yesh," | said.

Findly, we got going. It felt good to get back on the Skyway again. Give me the road any day, | thought.
That black band rolling under me was freedom. | wanted no fetters, no encumbrances, no obligations.
But of course | had them. My present situation was atrap, and the more | struggled, the more ensnared |
became. | was acquiring people like an old wool sweater picks up lint. What did they want of me? What
wasmy irresstible appea ? | didn't know about anyone else, but | was looking for away home. | wanted
to do nothing more than deliver my load and go back to the farm. Wouldn't see asoul for a-year. I'd
even sdl my flat in town. Contrary to popular opinion, this starrigger had absolutely no intention to drive
to the"beginning” of the universe or to the "end" of it eitherequaly absurd notions. | wanted to tear up
Winnie's maps, chuck the Black Cube out the port, and say to hdll withit al. Then I'd go my own way,
just me and Sam. Leave everyoneto starhike it home.

Sure. Sure, Jake. Y ou go ahead and do that.

| swore under my breath for two kilometers and felt better. So preoccupied with my thoughtswas| that |
didn't notice the forest had given way to rolling plainsin rather short order. The tops of the cylinderswere
edging over the horizon.

Suddenly, | thought of something, and dammed on the brakes. | pulled off theroad and cameto a
sudden stop. The Chevy overshot me, pulling off to the shoulder agood distance ahead. As| climbed out
of the cab, much to everyone's puzzlement, | saw Carl sticking his head out the window and looking
back, equaly baffled.

| walked back to the roaster, into which our beefy logger friends were packed like ... like ... well, like
two beefy loggersingdearidiculoudy smal vehicle.

Sean did back the dubioudy air-tight port. "Trouble, Jake?"

"I haveto ask thisbefore | repress the event entirdly. Just what the hell wasthat thing | saw in the woods
.. that Boojum or whatever you cal it?'

Sean tugged at his anfractuous mustache. "Hard to say. Did it talk to you?"

"Yeah, it-" | sraightened up. "Yeah, it suredid!"

"Whet did it say?"

"Well ... it said, "Good Gracious, dearieme!’ Then it took off into the woods.”

"l see" He stroked his beard, ruminating. Shaking his head dowly, he said, " Then that was no Boojum.”

| would have strangled him right then if | had thought my hands wouldvefit around hisfat neck.



? 8

When | climbed back into the cab, aydlow warning light leered at me from the instrumentation.
"Thespare” | sad. "Right?’

"Right," Samsaid.

| expressed my displeasure in colorful terms. At some length. " Curb your tongue, lad. There'reladies
present.”

"My apologies, Suzie, Darla"" | looked back. "Winnie," | added.

"Oh, you should be proud,” Susan said. ""That gpproached the status of awork of art.”

"Thank you."

| felt even better than | had after the previoustirade. | goosed the plasmaflow and peeled out onto the
Skyway.

The next few planets were wasteballs, barely habitable, but even here, human settlements clung, like
lichen, to the rocks. Various odd-colored suns hung in lowering skies. On the third mudball, | decided
we needed a palaver.

"Sam, seeif you can raise Sean and Carl."

"Right."

| put on the headset while Sam put out acall on the specia frequency we had decided upon beforehand.
| prefer an oldfashioned headset; why, | don't know, but I've dways had this odd affinity for outmoded
technology. Besides, | keegp losing those stickum things you put on your earlobe and throat. | considered
the bone-conduction transducer, implanted in my mastoid bone, a necessity despite my averson to
biointerface gadgets. | never used it for general communications; it was reserved for the hush frequency
done.

"Fitzgore here. Can you read me, Jake?'

"Sure enough. Carl?"

"Yesh"

"Okay, we're going to take the left fork up ahead. Right?!

"Affirmative”

"Roger-dodger. "

"Roger-dodger?' | echoed.

"Affirmative," Carl amended.

"Right. The next planet up is Schlagwasser. Carl, can you ask Lori-"

"I'm here, Jake. And | told you | don't want 10 see those people again.”

"Lori, what you do after | drop you off isyour business. It would've been dangerous to send you back to
Seahome, and in good conscience | couldn't have put you out on that planet of acoholic perverts-present
company excluded, Sean and Liam-"

"On behdf of al perverts, dcohalic or not, | thank you."

"Sorry. Lori, you're much too young, and-"

"Punk you!"

"-and | ... Lori?Lorele, honey, listen to me, please. | know you're not more than fifteen years old-"
"I'm eghteen!”

"Sweet sixteen at the very most. | just can't take the responsbility of letting you come with us. We don't
exactly know where we're going, and we really don't have the vaguest idea of how to get there. | have
enough worries, honey, and I'm smply not going to-"
"Jake, please take me along. Please? | won't be any trouble. | promise! | can take care of myself, and |
won't-"
"Lori, darling, it's not aquestion of that. Listen to me. Y ou should be in school and going to proms and
having boys pick you up in their roadsters ... al that sort of stuff. Now, | don't know what
Schlagwasser's like-right off, the name doesn't recommend it-but the fact that you had afoster family
there speaksof at leasta. . . Lori? Areyou lisening?”’



Over the two-way hookup, | could hear her crying. "Oh, great. Typicd femaetactics.”

"Jakel" Susan wasindignant. "That was uncalled for, and not true. She'sachild. Y ou said so yoursdf."
"Sony, sorry. Looks like I'm offending every sex and gender today. Lori, honey? Don't cry, please.”
"Y ou're forgetting the Reticulans, Jake," Roland said.

"No," | sad. "If those nightmares pick up thetrail again, they'll be after me. | can't believe they'd waste
time and effort going after Lori."

"But wasn't she strapped to their cutting table? Doesn't that make her sacred quarry? They'll be after her,
Jake"

"They're after me. It's hard to believe they'd want to hunt rabbit when theré's bigger game.”

"I agree with Roland," John said. "We don't know enough about the Reticulans habits and customsto
take the chance. They seem to be driven by these ceremonial obligations. It ssems hideousto us, but in
the context of their culture.... after dl, they're not human.”

"Y eah, but that's neither here nor there. The point is, they're after me. And if she stayswith me, it'll be
more of arisk than if she hides out on her home planet, where her family can protect her. Reticulans
won't go snooping around on ahuman world.”

"They've been known to,” Roland countered.

| had to admit to mysdlf that Roland was right. And that knocked afew props out from under my
argument.

"Jake?" It was Carl.

"y egh”

"Lori can't go back there, to her foster parents.”

"Why not?'

"1'd rather not say just now. Shejust can't.”

"I want to know, Carl."

A pause. "Lori saystotdl you." | heard him take a breath. "Her foster father raped her.”

After amoment, | said, "Right. Um... Lori?I'm very sorry."

"It'sokay."

"Yeah. Uh. . . over and out.”

Rape seemed to be the national pastime of the Outworlds. Charming.

| replaced the headset in itsrack on the dash. " Sam, take over for me, will you?'

"Sure, son. Don't fedl too bad. Y ou couldn't have known."

"I should have known that when achild cries, it usualy means something hurts. I'm going into the
aft-cabin. Raise the seat up for me. Hard for atwo-inch-tall driver to see out the port.”

| went back and dumped mysdlf, pile of ragsthat | was, into the bunk.

Asit happened, we wound up stopping on Schlagwasser so Sean and Liam could fud up. Sam was
showing three-quarters of atank; but we topped off anyway. This could bethe last service station till the
Big Bang, for dl weknew.

"Don't need any gas" Carl averred. "I'm okay."

"'Gas?' | sad.

"I mean, whaddycdlit. Deuterium.”

"Wha'sthisthing runon, ar?'

Sitting at the whedl of his 1957 Chevrolet Impaa, Carl knitted hisbrow and shook his head. "Y 'know, to
tell the honest-to-God truth, | really don't know what the hell it runson.”

"Then what are dl those fusion-monitoring readouts-the ones under the dash board?”

"Oh, those? They're dummies.”

All I could do was grunt and scratch my face. Carl and Lori got out and walked over with meto the edge
of thelot, where everyone was stretching their legs. Schlagwasser-this part of it-was a planet of
marshlands and swamp, over which the stardab was borne by a causeway. The sky was adome of date.
Theworld smelled of brackish water and wet, fetid things. In a pond of goo afew meters away,
something sucked and gurgled. The undergrowth was ajumble of orange and purple, overhung by great



brooding, purple-leaved trees.

"These planets are getting lessand less Earthlike," | said. "And what happens when we get out of
human-occupied territory?*

"According to Winnie," Darlasaid, "therell dways be earthnormal planets dong the way. There may be
sretches where they'll be few and far between, but we'll be able to get out every now and then to move
around abit. Maybe even camp.”

"But we should be prepared for hostile enviornments. Sean, did you guys pack full-pressure suits?'
"Yes, they'reinthetraler.”

"Fine. Now, | havetwo ... Carl?'

"Yeah, | got onein thetrunk."

"Thewhat?' John asked.

"Storage compartment, in the rear, there.”

"Oh, the boot."

"Boot?"

"Boot."

"Boot," Carl repeated. "Y ou people suretalk funny." Everyonelooked at Carl for amoment.

"Okay," | sad. "Maybe we can make do with five. And if you guys haveto exit your vehiclesin an airless
environment, we can usethetrailer asanair lock."

"Maybe we should blow al our cash and outfit everybody,” Carl suggested, "just to be safe.”

"A good idea," Roland seconded. "How're you fixed for money, Carl?!

"Me?1 got plenty of consolsleft. Might aswell shoot the whole wad, since they won't be worth anything
outside the Outworlds.”

"Well," | said, "you could convert them back to gold."

"Oh, I've got loads of that, too. Redlly, I'm bankrolled pretty well. Let's get everyone outfitted and
sguared away, so there won't be any problems downroad.”

"Wadl, maybe we should look for agenerd store, just to make sure we haven't forgotten-"

Sam's key was beeping in my pocket. "Y esh, Sam?"

"Jake, I'm painting three fast-moving objects coming from uproad.”

"Aren't you getting too much ground clutter? Oh, | see." | hadn't noticed, but Sam had launched an
earlybird. It was hovering about a hundred meters above.

"I don't like the looks of ‘'em. Maybe it's best we skedaddled.”

The service people were finishing up with the vehicles. The station sat on adender finger of dry land in
the middle of avast marsh. There was no possibility of going off-road and hiding.

"Right, Sam. Let'smove." | turned around and faced my fellow voyagers. "Y ou heard 'im, people. We
scramble.” We scrambled. We had the attendants disconnect immediately, and to savetime, | paid
Sean'sminuscule bill dong with my own.

"Thanks, Jake."

"Y ou owe me a couple beers. Whoa, there!

| caught Lori by the deeve of her pretty, but rumpled, redstriped sailor suit.

"Jake, please let me go with Carl."

"Into the cab, hon,” | said firmly.

Her attitude seemed to have changed. She gave meno lip, and started clambering up the ladder to the
cab. But suddenly | remembered the Chevy's astonishing capacity to absorb punishment and its stunning
ability to inflictit. | grabbed Lori and yanked her down.

"Sorry, hon. Y ou wereright. Go with Carl.” | swatted her skinny rump (though asrumpsgo, it was
coming along rather nicely) and sent her on her way.

"What made you send up the bird, Sam?' | asked when | was inside the cab.

"Oh, ahunch. Thought | saw something sneaking around back there for the last hour or so. Seemed to be
deliberately staying out of ground-scanner range. I'm painting atiny airborne blip that could be their
drone”

"Good work: Certainly sounds suspicious.” | put on the headset as| vectored the rig out onto the



Skyway.

"Carl, I'll take the bow and you take the stern.”

"Check. "

"Sean? Y ou get in thelifeboat.”

"Affirmative, and it'sadamn good thing | know abit of starrigger'slingo. "Lifeboat,' indeed.”

| kept one eye on the rearview screens as Sean and Carl configured themselves correctly.

"Okay, heres more garrigger's lingo for you. We're gonna squeeze hydrogen and | et the neutrinos fly."
"Weregoing to "grab dab, isthat it?"'

"Right you are. Trandation: |et's get the hell moving.”

"Wdll, the spirit iswilling, Jake, but Ariadne's not herself today."

"Well, do the best you can.”

"Affirmative”

Ariadne, | thought. Oh, my.

| eased the pedal down and watched the groundspeed readout until it showed 240 km/hr. A good clip,
but gtill on the sane side. Sean began to drift back, so | feathered back to 210. | could seethat Ariadne
would hobble us until she was overhauled or until | could talk Sean and Liam into stashing her inthe
trailer. And now that we were about to |eave human-occupied territory, opportunities for accomplishing
the former would soon be reduced to zero. | doubted that | could persuade two proud loggers to demote
themsdlvesto the status of starhikers. Our only hope was that the approaching blips weren't hostile. But
they were.

"They've recovered the first drone and put up another,” Sam announced. "Which reminds me, | haveto
do the samething."

Recovering adrone on the fly was a difficult proposition, and we had lost our share of them trying it.
Damn little things were expengve.

"Sounds like they're very interested in what's going on downroad,” | said.

"Oh, they're tracking us, dl right. We're getting scanned with everything in the spectrum.”

"Pendergast’s cops, you think?"

"Probably, though it could be anybody back there. We stepped on alot of toes.”

"Right."

The Skyway continued straight for afew kilometers, gliding over marsh and meadow, occasionally
cutting across patches of dry land. The water in the swampy areas was adark bluegreen, mottled with
rainbowed oil dicks. Thetdl treesweren't redlly trees. The trunks were masses of intertwined separate
filaments, looking like atangle of battling snakes. From the waters rose pink and purple grasses. Oval
pads bearing evil yelow flowersfloated on the surface.

"Hey, Carl? Ak Lori what it waslikeliving here”

"AsK her yoursdlf. She can hear you.”

"Loni?'

"It bit the big kishko."

" e

"Jake?"--Carl again-"That's an Intersystem word I've never heard before. Does it mean what | think it
means?'

"y egh”

"Oh"

Behind me, Susan said, "I never understood what's so wrong with biting the big kishko."

Darlahad to laugh.

| said, "Sam, what're they doing now?"

"I'm sure their drone spotted our drone. They've gained alittle on us, but they're till hanging back.
Probably waiting till we get on firm ground to make their move."

"Right, on the next planet up, which is supposed to be another desert world. Right, Darla?!

"Yes. And remember, Jake, you're to bear right at the fork."

"Got you. Should be coming up pretty soon.”



A red light began blinking on the instrument banks.

"Son of amother-punking bitch! Sam, it'sthat spareroller!™

"Yep."

"Dammit, | didn't know it was that bad."

"Wadll, | hateto say | told you so-"

"So don't say it!"

"-but | told you to spring for the new one. But nooo, you can get a better price down the road. Plenty of
time, you sad."

"WEell, | could have gotten a better dedl, dammit, if only-"

"Out in the middle of nowhere, and you have to go windowshopping.”

"Oh, for Christ's sake, Sam, get off my back!"

"Son, it'sjust that you forget sometimes-"

"Sam, it would have cleaned us out! Look what that backwoods barracuda charged usfor fixing the
dabilizer fail."

"Wdll, we can't spend consols where were going.”

"I'm talking about our gold reserves! | could've bought haf anew rig for what he wanted on that pair of
newbied™

"That right-front roller isn't in the best shape, either, you know. Ever think of what happens down the
road if that one goes, too?"

"Ohhh, the hel withit."

"Vey inteligent reply.”

"Canit, Sam!"

"Okay, I'll canit. That'swhat canned-up people do best." | felt horrible. | hadn't argued with Samin ... |
didn't know how long. Recent events were definitely getting the better of me. | exhaed dowly and tried
to absorb the adrendine.

"Jesus, Sam, I'm sorry."

"Soam |, son. My fault. Thisisno timefor petty recriminations.”

"No, no, you're programmed to advise on those decisions, and you wereright. Should've sprung for the
new pair-only thing, if wed goneto anew size, it wouldve left uswith no spare, and | didn'. .." |
scratched my head, remembering. "Oh, that's right. He said held thrown in aspare, the relayered onein
the back. Merte. Sam, you weretotdly right.”

"Forget it, Jake. Y ou had agood point about the gold, and if people would stop chasing usall over the
known universe, maybe we-'d have time to think these things out. Actualy, | thought for surewed be
able to stop and shop around, too."

"Wadl, hdl."

"Better get your helmet on, son.”

"Yeah, | ... hey, isthat thefork coming up?'

"Lookslikeit."

"Y ou know, Sam, | wasthinking-"

| quickly forgot what I'd been thinking asthe rig suddenly lurched to the left. The red light stopped
blinking and aloud warning buzzer sounded. | fought the control bars, at the same time thumbing thetrim
tabsfor the stabilizer foils. We were heading straight off the causaway, and the Roadbuilders didn't
believein guard rails. Letting up on the power pedd, | twisted the traction control on theright bar. The
fork was dead ahead, and we were clear over in the extreme left lane. The rig Straightened out just in
timeto save usfrom flying over the edge of the causeway. We wanted the right fork but | could see now
that we'd never makeit. With the failed right-front roller, | couldn't get back over to the other sde of the
road in time. The rig was under control for now, but... | angled my head toward the side port to get a
view of theroller. It had turned the color of confectioner's sugar, trailing a plume of white powder. A
flaky piece of it broke off, flew up and nearly hit the cab. | had to dow down; no choice.

And we had missed the turn-off. Turning around was going to be a problem for two reasons. The
Skyway isfour lanes across, counting the two narrower "shoulder lanes. It'swide, but not nearly wide



enough for therig to turn around in without backing off the road. Only here, there was atwo-meter drop
to mud or water. And even if adry patch came up, | was not about to give our pursuers a chance to
catch us broadside to the road. | had to keep moving.

However, there was a problem with that, too. "Jake! Jake, can you read me?”

"Yeeh, Cal."

"We had aroller go sugar-doughnut on us. That'swhy | missed the turn-off.”

"Jake?" It was Sean.

"Yesh"

"Jake, according to our maps, this road leads to a potluck porta.”

"l know."

And thistime, it wasn't one on Winniesltinerary. Thistime, it could lead to oblivion.
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"Don't look now," Samtold us, "but here comesamissile”

"Just one?' | said.

"It's presenting aweird image ... can't be just one. Nope. Tricky devils. Pretty sophisticated stuff, Jake. |
can't get afix onthem.”

"Start hosng with the stern exciters.”

"| dready have. Little out of range. Wait aminute. Okay, herewe go."

A few seconds went by.

"Mertel Can't hit athing. They'resill closng.”

A few minutes later, a series of muffled explosions came from behind.

"Did you get 'em, Sam?' "Somebody did. It wasn't me." "Carl," | said. "Had to be."

"Hedidn't get dl of them. BRACE YOURSELVES" Off the causeway to the right up ahead, the swamp
erupted into ageyser of mud and dirty water, accompanied by atremendous explosion that shook the
cab. Aswe passed, it al came down on us, ashower of Sop and debris. A chunk of shattered treetrunk
dammed against the foreward port but didn't break it.

"They're playing for keeps," | said.

"That one was damaged or we'd have been goners,” Sam said.

"Mank God for that Chevy, though I'm surprised it let one get through. | was beginning to think that
vehiclewasmagic." | flicked the headset mike on. "' Carl? Sean?'Y ou guys okay?' " Check."
"Affirmative, Jake. A bit dicey, though, wasnt it?'

"Yeah. Carl, | was under theimpression that buggy of yoursdidn't miss."

"It usudly doesn't. Must've been afluke.”

"Heresyour chanceto proveit,” Sam said. "A whole'nother flock of 'em coming right at us."

Thistime the Chevy didn't missaone. Seven quick bangs and the scannerswere clear.

"Nice shooting, Carl," | said.

"Y ou think that's the worst they can throw at us?"

"Don't know. Let's hope they quit and go back."

"No chance of thet,” Sam said. "Here they come.”

"Carl," | said, "can you sic Fido on them?"

"Who?Oh. | cdl 'em "Tasmanian Devils."

We had tried to draw Carl out on his vehicle's strange wegpons system, especidly the horrific
dust-devil-gppearing phenomenon, designated "Sic 'im, Fido" on the fire-control panel. Carl had told us
that he knew nothing whatsoever about how the weapons worked; he knew only how to use them.
"Whatever you cdl it, can you fireit ontherun like this?'

"Yeah, sure. But | only have three Tasmanian Devils. Y ou said you accidentdly fired one back on
Seahome. There are three blips back there.”

"Y ou mean one of those nightmares couldn't take care of dl three of them?"

"No, you only get oneto atarget. When it completesits assignment, it disappears. Don't worry, Jake,
I've got other stuff | can use.”

"Thequestionis" Sam put in, "what kind of Suff are they going to throw at us next?"

"Don't know, Sam," | said. "They're probably wary of Carl now. They know he has potent defenses. |
have afeding they'll want to keep their distance. Arethey ill closng?!

"Y eah, but it lookslike they're maneuvering into position for something. Probably lining up for a
concentrated mortar barrage. Those have to be paramilitary vehicles. They've got far more armaments
than your average civilian roadgter.”

"Thisisn't Terran Maze. What road regulations they have here, if any, aren't exactly enforced to the letter.
I'm willing to bet it's Zack Moore back there. Sam, give me a skyband channel.”

"Yougotit."

"Breaker, breaker," | called, using the age-old skyband hail. "Breaking for those three goodbuddies at



our back door-come on?,

"Back at you, goodbuddy," came Zack Moore's voice. " Jake McGraw, isthat you? Fancy meeting you
here

"Y eah, fancy that. Zack, old boy, you and me got something to settle. But what say we leave my friends
out of it? Thisis gtrictly between the two of us”

"Negatory, Jake. Fact is, | have apersond grievance againgt afew of them. Especidly thetall skinny
bitch-what's her name Darla? None too friendly, that one. Needs to be taught alesson or two, and |
have ten men herewho are excdllent ingtructors. The same goesfor that other little whore of yours.
Seems shelikesto hite, too. And if you're listening, Sean Fitzgore, be assured that | have afull lineup of
entertainment planned for you and Liam."

"Wouldn't missit for the world, Zack, boyo," Sean said pleasantly. "Though you'll be hard pressed to
perform your juggling act after | tear both your arms off."

"Well have to see about that. Jake, it'sredlly only amatter of time. We have military-rated vehicles here,
Y ou haven't got a chance.”

| said, "Zack, my only regret isthat Darladidn't bite your kishko clean off."

"Shelll get the chance, Jake. And you're invited to watch.”

"Moore, I've decided that | will persondly shut your merteeating mouth for you.”

"Y ou're welcometo try, but you'll have ahard time of it with that bad roller. Am | right? We scanned you
veering suddenly back there, and | know you cameto Tdltree with aroller going Sweet on you."

"Nah, | was veering to run over adug crawling acrossthe road. Looked like you, but the trail of dime
wasn't wide enough.”

"Good one, Jake. Did you ever hear the one about the logger who had this enormous-"

"Jeke" Sam sad, interrupting the transmission. "'Incoming mail!"

"Sean! Carl! Take evasive action right now!"

The rearview screen showed a stream of something bright and green shooting up from the roof of Carl's
automobile. Sean was swerving dl over the road. The scanners showed asky full of blips, hundreds of
them, thousands, it seemed. Ninetynine percent of them were false, but our scanners were sophisticated
enough to show those up pretty well. Trouble was, there wouldn't be time to shoot them al down, even
asfast as Sam was. Moreover, our mortar rounds don't follow atrue trgjectory-these came equipped
with tiny gas vemier jetsto vector them into their chosen targets. That would increase Sam's "swing
around" time as he used up precious microseconds to process continualy changing data.

But Carl was helping.

"Fifty-six red blips" Sam said. "That'sit, Carl! Get 'em at the top of the arc! Forty-two, forty-one. . ."
Carl wasfiring hismagical wegpon continua ly-doubtlessit, too, was under some sort of computerized
control.

". .. eghteen, seventeen. . "

Just then another piece of the bad roller broke off, wafted past the cab like a gigantic snowflake, caught
the dipstream and disappeared. Therig lunged to the left and | fought to get it under control.

"Sorry, Sam!" | yelled.

"Kegp moving! Threeof 'em |eft!”

A shell exploded to our right. Shrapnel spanged off the hull. "Dammit, one got through.” Sam said. "Must
have MIRVed off one of the ones | registered as destroyed. Son of abitch."”

"Sean? Y ou okay?"'

"Right, Jake. We're il with you, but I'm afraid Ariadne's had arelgpse. We're losing power very quickly
here"

"Haveyou logt fuson atogether?”

"No, | don't think. Wait aminute.”

"Another salvo, Jake," Sam announced. "Right. Sean, what about it?"

Ontherearview screen, | could see the magenta roadster dropping back precipitoudy.

"Absolutely right, Jeke, wevelogt it. Were working off asmal light-hydrogen combustion engine. Afraid
wewon't be keeping up with you very well."



"Continue evadve action! Sam? How many thistime?"

"About twice as many asbefore, it lookslike."

Carl began firing again, aglowing green tube of energy bristling from the roof of hiscar like astraight
lightning bolt.

"Sam, | want to dow down. Got an idea”

"Doit now!"

| dowed until Sean's buggy wastailgating us.

"Sean, listen to me. Do exactly as| say. Sam, | want you to-"

"I know what you're up to. The door is open and the ramp isdown."

"Sean, do you seewhat | want?"

"Right, Jake. Well try."

"Keep her steady, Jake," Sam warned. "Don't give me more numbersto crunch than you haveto.”

The rearview showed Sean lining hisbuggy up for the impossible docking procedure. He faded off,
accdlerated, drifted back again, al too tentatively.

"Sean! Shoot it inthere! It'syour only chance!™

Heshot. | fdt thetrailer shift the dightest bit as the roadster dipped out of camerarange. | switched feeds
to the cameraingde the trailer to make sure they'd made it, then reached for the switch to takein the
ramp. Then atremendous explosion rocked us.

"Sam, did wetake a hit?"

"Don't know. Rearview cameras out, though.” " Sean, can you read me? Sean? Liam?"

"Their agnd won't punch through the hull, Jeke."

"That shdll sounded like it could have pe:aetrated the trailer and gone off ingdeit. Camerainthetrailer's
out too."

"Afraid you might be right. Damage sensors show ahull breach. Possible one, anyway. No, that may be
because the back door won't close and the ramp's stuck. Getting all red lights back there.”

"Jake? Y ou guys okay?'

"Weredl finein the cab, Carl. Did you see ustake ahit to the trailer?’

"I was looking back. Y ou've got damage back there.”

"Y eah. Can you see Sean or Liam?"

"No. The door's hafway down and the ramp's till dragging on the road.”

"That's bad. They may have bought it. Carl, does that buggy of yours have any missles?

"Sort of. Y ou have to understand somethi.ig. The wegpons an this vehicle are mainly defensve, except
for the Tasmanian Devils. And | had to argue with 'em over those."

"Arguewithwho?'

"The manufacturers. Never mind, can't go into it right now. Anyway, | can't fireat avehicleunlessit'sin
line-of-sght and it's shooting a me."

"Hell. Maybe-"

"What | can do, though, is maybe screw their tracking radar momentarily. "

"Huh?You can?'

"Yeah, | think. I've never tried this gizmo before, but it should work."

"Chrig, Carl! Why did you wait till now?"

"I just now figured out whet the hell it wasfor. Jake, you've said that thisjaopy of mine puzzlesthe hdl
out of you. Wéll, it does me, too, sometimes. They never fully explained how it'sal supposed to work."
"Jugt what isthis gizmo you're talking about?"

"I cal it the Green Balloon. That'swhat it is. A big green sparkly bubble. I launched one once and got out
of the car towatchiit. | felt itchy al over and my hair ssood on end, so | figured it was somekind of
eectricad phenomenon.”

"Soundslikeit. Sam, reprogram the missilesfor abalistic trgectory. All of 'em.”

"Roger.”

"Carl, can you keep that thing low to the ground so that the effect doesn't extend very far up?'

"It doesn't float too far off the ground, Jake. But it might knock out your radar ... scanners, | mean.”



"Just o it doesn't knock out the missiles homing mechanisms.™

"l can't promisethat.”

"We don't have much to lose by trying. Moore seemsto have it over usin the black box department.
Unaided, our missiles|l never hit him. So, stand by to fire that thing. Okay?"

"Will do."

"Ready, Jake. All targeted.”

"Hreaway."

"Misslesoff."

A series of loud whooshes came from the roof of the cab. " Gimme the skyband again, and tell Carl tofire
the Green Bdloon when the missiles reach the gpex of their trgectories.” "Gotcha."

"Breaker, bresker. Y ou still back there, Moore?"

"Indeed we are. What can | do for you?"

"Y ou can take alook at your scanners and see death.”

"Jake, those old firecrackers of yours don't worry usat al. We're just waiting for that roller to go
completely to pieces. Won't belong. Y ou're leaving chunks of it al over theroad.”

"There's gonna be pieces of you al over the road, goodbuddy. Are you sure you see those missiles?”
"Clear asday. And you didn't fool usany by giving them aballistic curveingtead of cruisng them.
Actudly, it doesn't make much difference-"

Suddenly, everything went out. The instrument lights flickered, went out, came back on. The scanner
screens went blank for amoment. The engine powered down, groaned, sighed, and then came back to
life

"We just caught the edge of the effect zone,” Sam said. "'l zonked out there for asecond.”

"Y ou okay?"

"Y eah. Missiles seem to be on course. Looks like our friends are trying to take evasive action.” Sam
laughed wickedly. "Fat lot of good itll do 'em. They're blind, and it looks like their engines have quit on
‘em too. They won't be ableto roll out of the zoneintime. Unless..."

"What?'

"Damn.”

"What, what?' | said.

"We were on acurve when Carl fired. | don't have an accurate fix on that thing, though I'm painting some
fuzzy stuff that might beit. It looks asthough it's drifting off. They may get out of the effect zonejustin
time"

"Oh, hdl.”

"WEell know inafew ... Yeah, looks like they're back on full power, and they're starting to fire. Five
secondsto impact. Four ... three ... two ... Huh?'

| shot aglanceinto the rearview parabolic, couldn't see anything. "What happened, Sam?"

"Son of abrick. Those missles detonated before impact. All of 'em, dl a once.”

"That'simpossble”

"Y eah? How come it happened? I'm not entirely sure they detonated, but they al disappeared from the
scopeinaflash.” "Moore couldn't have donethat,” | said. "He would've got some of them, but not al of
them in one clean sweep.”

"I think you'reright. They were just about to be hit hard when it happened. Two more seconds and we
would've got ‘em. Hell. There goesthefuel on the drone. I'll have to recover it.

"Send up Number Two drone,” | told him. "Going up right now."

"I'm going to dow down." | reached for the band selector switch. "Carl 7'

"Yesh"

"Feather back alittle. Want to see what the hell happened back there, and thisroller's going to go any
minute

"Okay."

"Sam, do you see anything?'

"They've dropped back."



"Maybewedid get 'em.”

"Don't see how. Those missiles airbursting over them wouldn't've done any damage.”

"WEell, they're not following and that's dl | care about.” | noticed that the terrain had changed. We were
out of the swamps and onto rolling plains of purple grass. The porta cylinders were gray-black ssumps
againg agray horizon. We till had time to check on Sam and Liam without having to stop.

"Roland!" | yelled. "Unstrap, go back, and unbolt the hatch to the crawltube. Get back to that trailer
fest!"

"Right!”

"Hold it aminute, Roland!" Sam shouted. " Something coming up. Right, and | think thisll explain what
happened to the missles”

"A Roadbug?'

"Y egh, lookslike one."

"Youthink it intervened?'

"Y up. They don' like rowdy behavior on their road.”

"I hopeit'sin alenient mood today."

Roadbug behavior was difficult to predict. They weretraffic cops, theoretically with only onelaw to
enforce:

"Thou shdt not close the road,

nor interrupt trafficin any

way on any section thereof."

Asinany lega system, however, judgment sometimes turned on interpretation. Running battleson the
road often were tolerated, but in some cases a Roadbug might blast one or the other of the warring
partiesif it detected agenerd pattern of illegd activity. In other words, you couldn't just travel the
Skyway taking potshots at anybody and everybody. Sooner or later the Bugs would get wise-there was
no doubt that they kept files on specific vehicles, perhaps on al vehicles regularly using the road-and
you'd get somped. Flat. The Roadbugs were notorious for conducting quickie trids on the run, taking
testimony from both suspects and witnesses, and rendering summary justice. These decisonswere
irreversible; there was no court of appedl.

Who were they? What were they? Roadbuilder machines? Or were they the Roadbuilders themselves?
Nobody knew. "It'saBug, dl right,” Sam announced.

Since the rearview camerawas out, | looked out the port at the parabolic mirror. Within the converging
edges of the road behind us, asilver blob was swelling rapidly to take on the shape of a Skyway Petrol
vehicle. Their speeds were aways fantastic. Sometimes they would overtake you at such aterrific clip
that the shock wave would nearly send you sailing out of control. This one gppeared to be decelerating,
asusud a abone-pulping rate. | dowed. Doubtless the Bug wanted a chat with us. Passthe time of day.
"Son, tdll thetruth. Always best when you're dedling with Bugs.”

"Yes, Daddy."

"Don't get smart. Yep, hereéshishailing signd. I'll put him on the cabin spesker.”

"OCCUPANTS OF COMMERCIAL VEHICLE: YOU WILL PROCEED AT ONCE TO THE
NEXT SECTION."

The Roadbug's voice was like a needle through the eardrums. Imagine dl the unpleasant noises you can:
the creak of chalk againgt a blackboard, the tearing of meta, the snap of bone, the crash of vehicles
colliding, the buzz of avibrosaw. Take those waveforms and bunch them up around the extremes of the
audible range, then superimpose a ghastly, nonhuman voice over top. The description isinadequate. |
suppressed a shudder, and tried to answer in acalm voice.

"Following your order will cause us hardship and put usin danger.”

A pause. Then: "EXPLAIN."

"This port? will take us away from our planned route and |leave us stranded. We have no maps for that
section. Also, we have adangeroudy defectiveroller.”

The Roadbug pulled dongside us. It looked like an immense silver beetle, its surface featurdessand
glossy. Blotting out the sky to our left, it drew close for an ingpection of theroller. Asif to demondirate,



theroller obliged by throwing off another huge chunk of itself. Apparently satisfied, the Bug edged away.
"DEFECTIVE COMPONENT CONFIRMED. NEVERTHELESS, YOU WILL PROCEED TO THE
NEXT SECTION. WEWILL ASSIST."

| squel ched the mike. "Goddammit,” | said. " Sam? Can you think of anything?"

"Ask himwhy," Sam said. "Ask nice."

| reopened the mike. "We respectfully request the reasons for your order.”

"YOUR RECENT CONDUCT ON THIS SECTION HAS BEEN DEEMED POTENTIALLY
DISRUPTIVE OF TRAFFIC FLOW. YOU MUST BE SEPARATED FROM YOUR
OPPONENTS."

"We werefired on without provocation.”

"THAT ISOF NO CONCERN. YOU WILL PROCEED TO THE NEXT SECTION OF ROAD.
INCREASE YOUR SPEED AND PREPARE FOR TRANSITION. YOUR OPPONENTSWILL
NOT FOLLOW."

"Dammitit! | said wed be stranded!”

"THAT IS OF NO CONCERN. END OF TRANSMISSION."

"Fuck you." Sometimes | prefer good old Anglo-Saxon. The Roadbug dropped back, moved behind us,
and inched up until it wastailgating.

"And we don't even get a phone call to our solicitor,” Sam said.

| nodded and heaved a sigh. We were being sentenced, banished to the far side of a potluck portal with
no hope of appedl. | had heard of Roadbugs doing this, but had never thought it would happen to me. |
looked back at my passengers.

Wil it wasn't only happening to me. | looked at the road ahead. The cylinders were dmost upon us. |
had no choice. It was either shoot the potluck-the Roadbug version of acommuted death sentence-or
get smeared.

But there still wasthe matter of the failed roller. Asour speed increased, it began tossing off pieces of
itsdlf with abandon, trailing a snowy plume of powder. This might be a death sentence after dl. That roller
was ready to break gpart any moment.

"Take her through at minimum speed, son. Steady as she goes.”

"Right. I'll need every assigt.”

"I'mright withyou."

"Dad, | don't think we're going to make it thistime."

"I'll be with you every step of the way, son."

Theingrument panel was adance with flashing red lights. The landscape whizzed by in apurple blur.
"People,” | announced. "No way | can take thisrig through aporta with afailed roller. Unlessthe Bug
makes good on the assst promise-and | don't see how he can-this could beit. | thought you should
know."

| glanced back again. Susan was white-lipped and pale, John grim but steady-eyed.

"Well makeit, Jake," Roland told me. "We haveto."

"Do our best."

Darla...

| turned around once more. Darlawas smiling at me! Those ionospheric blue eyes glowed with the
srangest light. | saw eternity inthem. My destiny.

| blinked my eyes and the smile was gone. | had glanced back for the barest fraction of asecond. Now |
wasn't sureif | had seen her smileat al.

Therig lurched to theleft and | fought' to keep us on the road. The commit markers-two red-painted
metd rodsto either sde of the roadbed-went by almost before | caught sight of them. | had to straighten
out... now!

Theroller started breaking up, deep fracture lines opening up aong its surface, shooting out blizzards of
white powder. "Dad! Isthere anything on the other Sde?"

"Of the porta ?'

"No. Life"



Sam didn't have time to answer. Suddenly ... everything was normal.

It was asif ahuge hand had grabbed therig and steadied it. Warning lights ill flashed, theroller
continued its breakup, but our course was true and steady. We wereright in the groove. The guide lane
markers came up and we were smack in the middle of them: The cylinders marched by, two by two, then
the aperture assumed its vague shape out of the optica miasmaahead. We did negtly into it.

Then the Roadbug let usgo. Theroller flew gpart in an explosion of snow and ice, sending therig
careening toward the wind-combed dunes lying along the road. We hit sand and the sudden deceleration
popped our eyebals and crushed our chests. | hit the antifishtail jets, torqued up the antijacknife servo
and kept us Sraight for a hundred meters. Angular momentum was conserving al over the place,
dragging us back in the direction of the roadway, but the trailer didn't want to follow. The cab bumped
over thelip of the berm. | straightened out, but the trailer till angled to the left, burying its back end into
the sand. It would either tip over or fall in behind eventudly. | didn't wait for it to make up itsmind; |
accelerated, flipped up the safety door covering the quick-release toggle and reached in, crooking two
fingersover thering. Gradualy, thetrailer swung back into line. | braked-which wasavery difficult
proposition because there was amost nothing left of the bad roller. Stripped to its yellow, spongy core, it
whumped and bumped over the road, flop flop flop flop flop flop, again causing usto veer to the left. |
had no intention of going offroad again. | disconnected the front rollers from the braking system and
juiced up therear set. But it was gill rough going. The cab shifted suddenly, listing to the left, and sparks
began to fly asthe edge of the ground-effect vane touched roadmetal. | was able to handle the drag
factor, though, and we were coasting nicely to stop when the Roadbug lost patience and whoosed by us
inanincredible burst of acceleration.

| don't remember what happened next, exactly. We were dl over the road, then we werein the sand
again, then out of it, and back in once more. Plumes of yellow sand arced up, covering the forward port.
Findly, we cameto astop. The side port was clear, and | could see that we were more or less upright.
The front end was buried halfway up the aerodynamic engine housing. | activated the washers on the
front ports and soon we could see ahead. Therig had run itsdlf aground with avengeance. Ordinarily, this
would have presented no difficulty. With two good front rollers, we could detach the trailer, tow it out,
then back the cab out with no problem-if we had atow truck, and if we had two good front rollers.

Out on the road, Carl came screeching to a stop, pulling off onto the shoulder lane.

"Jake, are you guys okay?"

| looked back. Nobody seemed to be damaged. Everybody nodded. "Y eah, we're okay. Considering.”
"What about Sean and Liam?"

"Holy shit!"

Roland had dready unstrapped and was making hisway to the aft-cabin. | tore off my harness and
followed.

"Roland, wait!" | said. "Sam! How'sthe air out there?"

"Earth norma!"

"Unbelievable. Luck at last. Roland, you go out through the cabin and try to get in through the back door.
I'll go through the crawl tube. There may be damage back there."

"Right!”

| unbolted the hatch, got down on al fours, and scurried through the accordian-walled access tube. The
far hatch was okay. | undogged it, did through, did a somersault and got to my feet. It was dark. |
smelled smoke, but couldn't see any damage back in the egg-crate section. | jJumped over afew boxes,
dithered through amaze of crates, sdling my way to the rear. There was daylight coming from back
there.

"Have abeer, Jake?'

Sean and Liam lay sprawled in ajumble of boxes and loose junk. Beer bottles had broken, foam
creeping everywhere. Thelr roadster was covered with debris, but otherwise undamaged. Sean sat up,
waving an unbroken bottlein saute.

Roland came climbing over thejunk. "Arethey dl right?"

"Right you are, Roland, my friend!" Sean called. He broke the neck of the bottle against ametd crate,



put the jagged end to hislips and took adrink.
He amiled pleasantly. "Have we stopped for lunch?!
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Near as| could figureit, the mortar shell had detonated ameter or so in front of the rear door asthe
door was diding shut. The blast had buckled it, and it was stuck about two-thirds of the way down. The
ramp was bent and could not be retracted manually. Minor damage, really, considering what could have
happened. The door had absorbed most of the concussion, and Ariadne had been well insde the trailer
when it had hit. In fact, Ariadne's brakes were in as good shape as the rest of her-Sean had had trouble
stopping, with the result that some of the cargo had been unartfully rearranged. No great damage here
either, except for Sx or seven smashed cases of beer. The astronomica gear in the egg-crate section was
untouched, thank God.

Of course damage was the least of our worries. We were marooned on the far side of a hope-to-Jesus
hole. Y ou don't get around-trip ticket when you go through one of those.

But we il had one operable vehicle, Carl's car-well, one and a hdf, if you counted the crippled
Ariadne. After lengthy debate, we decided to send out a scouting party to find out if thisworld was
inhabited, and by whom. If it, turned out that nobody lived here, we'd be faced with the ticklish option of
shooting aportal, gambling that it wasn't aone-way shot. We could do that until we found an inhabited
planet and help. The Great Debate was redly about who should go and who should stay behind.

"But nobody hasto stay behind if we use both vehicles," Sean protested.

"Troubleis," | countered, "that auxiliary engine of yours bresthes air. What if we hit anon-oxy world?"
"Well, yes, it would be aproblem. Didn't think of it."

"But we can't dl fit into the Chevy," John put in. "Can we? There are ten of us."

"With alittle shoving, we could,” Carl said. "I think it's the best way to go."

"It may betheonly way to go," | said. "l don't want to leave anyone stranded here ... including Sam. I'll
Say."

"Jake, you can't," Darlasad.

"Forget it, Jake," Sam said. "Just take out my VEM and put it in your pocket. Y ou'll find something to
load meinto eventudly.”

"And leave behind dl your programming? To say nothing of the rig? Nothing doing, Sam," | said. "You
people squeeze in that buggy and take off. Sam and | will bedl right.”

"Y ou'd have usleave behind the leader of this expedition?' Roland said mock-indignantly. "Not likely."

"l seem to have the knack of leading this expedition into one disaster after another,” | said. "Besides, if |
am the leader, you should follow my orderswithout question.”

"Every order but that one, I'm afraid,” John said apologeticaly. " Sorry, Jake, but | suppose I'vefindly
come 'round to Roland'sway of thinking. Asfar as| can see, everything has been going according to
Pan

Again, the Teleologist buzz word. Their constant use of it had always bothered _ me, but now, inthe
suffiness of the overcrowded aft-cabin, it was beginning to rankle.

"You know," | said, "amost by definition, anything that happensis part of the 'Plan.' Hasn't it ever
occurred to you that your reasoning isalittle specious, logicaly spesking?'

"Looking at it from atraditiona viewpoint, yes, perhapsit is gpecious. But Teleologica Pantheismisa
process whereby one learns to adapt to different viewpoints. From adifferent perspective, you can view
the entire history of logica discourse asleading to but one conclusion-that truth, ultimately and findly,
transcends reason.”

"Funny you should use the word ‘conclusion.’ It implies you have an argument going, which meansyou're
using logicreason. In other words, you're saying that you've used logic to arrive a the conclusion that
logicisno good.”

John congdered it amoment. "Perhaps | am saying that. Again, it'samatter of perspective. Let'semploy
ametaphor. I've used aladder to ascend to ahigher level, at which point | throw the ladder away. It was
useful to apoint, but isn't any longer.”

"Interesting,” | said. "But metaphors can betricky."



"Dowehavetime," Carl sad, "for al this, philosophica horseshit?”

"Wehavedl thetimeintheworld," | said. "For once, nobody's chasing us. Let'stake it dow and think
things out. We have plenty of food, loads of power to run the life-support ... Matter of fact, Sam, it's
getting pretty closein here.” | squirmed in my chair at the breakfast nook. " Take the temp down a bit.
Okay? And the CO2 leved, whileyoure et it."

"Will do, though ten bodies are putting a strain on the airconditioning, which isal I'm using. 1t's high noon,
locdl time, and the temperature out there is thirty-seven-point-five degrees Celsius.”

"Sony for that remark, Jake," Carl said. "It'sjust-"

"Forget it. Weve dl been strained to the breaking point lately, including me. | owe al of you an apology
for theway I've been acting. It isn't like me, and | can only plead extenuating circumstances.”
"Youreforgiven, Jake," John said. "But Carl had apoint. We should get back to theissue at hand-which
isthat it wouldn't be wise to separate.”

"Wadll, it wouldn't be desirable, that I'll grant you. But it might be necessary. Carl, you say we should
shoveadl ten of usinto that buggy of yours-"

"I'm not saying we wouldn't be uncomfortable.”

"How about the strain on the life-support systems?”

"Itd handleit.”

"Y ou sure? We know the technology hasitslimitations.”

"How s0?'

"Wall, it didn't get the shll that hit us.”

Carl, who was squatting on the deck by the kitchenette, rubbed the adolescent stubble on hisjaw.

"Y eah, | was wondering about that, too. But I'm inclined to believe that any limitations were ddliberately
builtin."

"What do you mean?' Roland asked.

"W, the manufacturers wanted the car to attract aslittle attention as possible, asfar asits superior
technology is concerned.”

"So they built 21957 Chevrolet Impala What did you call the color? ‘Candy-applered? Very
inconspicuous,” | said.

Carl smiled sheepishly. "The look of the car was my idea. Psychologica reasons, mostly. | was
homesick."

Weadl looked a him, awaiting an explanation.

When it didn't seem to be forthcoming, | said, "Carl, who built your vehicle? And why?*

The smileturned apologetic. "I redly don't know if I'm ready to tell you my life story. Sorry, but | just
cantgointoit right now."

"Well," | said, "you're under no obligation. It'syour business.”

"Thanks, | appreciateit.” He stood up. "Think I'll go out to the car and check over the beam weapon
controls. You know, it just may bethat | didn't haveit set upright. Likel said, | don't know all thereis
to know about that vehicle. It kegps on surprising me.” He stretched. " Getting cramped in here anyway.
Lori, you want to come?'

"Sure”

After they left, Sean camein from the cab. " Sean, what do you make of him?' | said.. Hefingered his
sinuous red worm of amustache. "A strange one. Passing strange.”

"We know that," Roland said.

"Y ou mean hisvehicle?' Sean raised his massive shoulders and turned apam up. "'I'd wager the thing
comes from outside the known mazes, but beyond that.. ." He upended the beer bottle into his mouth,
wiped hisface with ahairy arm. "He's an anachronism, that | know."

"Yes," John agreed. "His accent, speech idiosyncrasies.” Heturned to me. ™Y ou know, Jake, until | met
Carl, | would have said that you have the quintessential American accent. But Carl soundslikea
character out of some ancient mopic. Humphrey Beauvard, someone like that.”

"Humphrey Bogart," | corrected him.

"Whoever."



"He'satimetraveler! Susan blurted.

"You mean," Roland said, "he comesfrom 19577

Susan shrugged. "Sure. Why not?"

"How did he get from Earth, circa 1957, to here and now?"

"Sarship.”

"Starship,” Roland said, nodding, thenrolling hiseyes.

"Yegh. Reativity, timedilation and dl that."

"Do you meanto say," Roland said, hisvoice larded with irony, "heleft Earthin 1957 ... inastarship?”’
"Don't be so damn snotty. Why not?"

"Because there weren't any starshipsin 1957. There aren't any now."

"Maybe the Ryxx kidnapped him! | don't know! Do you have to pounce on me every time |-"

"But we're talking about a hundred and fifty years ago, Susan.”

| said, "The Ryxx have been on the Skyway for something like three hundred years, Roland. No telling
when they achieved interstelar trave .

Roland shook hishead skepticaly. "1'd be willing to bet it was very recently."

"Why don't we smply wait," Liam brokein, poking his head through the hatch, "for Carl to tell us?
Whatever the explanation is, I'd lay oddsit'sinvolved.”

"Or maybe he has something to hide," Roland said.

"What?' | wanted to know.

"That'sthe question, isn't it?"

"Widll, if you're speculating hesa spy or something-"

"Maybe not aspy.”

"Then what is he? Remember it wasn't hisideato tag dong with us. | dragged himinto dl of thisby
geding hiscar.”

Roland had his chin propped up on one arm, chewing the nail of hislittle finger. "I just have astrange
feding about him," he murmured.

"Don't know what could've caused that,” | said. "He seemslike your average bloke to me."

Susan tittered, then did her hand down my thigh to massage the inside of the knee.

Slencefor amoment.

"Well," John said, "what shdl we do?’

"About Carl?" | asked.

"No. About the scouting party.”

"I'm il very reluctant to leave Sam," | said.

"I can understand that, Jake. | can certainly understand how you fed about leaving your fath-"
Tongue-tied for second, he motioned vaguely in the direction of the cab. "Uh. . ."

"My father."

"Yes. Yes, your father. Um, it'srather difficult sometimes-"

"It'sokay. By theway, Sam'slocationismoreor lesshere,” | said, pointing to asmdl bulgein the rear
bulkhead of the cabin. "That's his CPU, Central Processing Unit. Hisauxiliary storageiswedged in the
bulkhead between the cab and the cabin. And of course there are various input and output units all over
the place.”

"The Entdlechy Matrix," Roland sad. "That'sin the CPU?"

"Right. Sorry, John. Y ou were saying..."

"I was more or lesstrying to say that if welost you, Jake, thereld be no hopefor the rest of us.”

"I hardly think that's the case."

"But you have the Black Cube.”

It wasthefirgt timein agood while that anyone had mentioned the strange artifact, probably because no
one knew what to say about it. Everything that had happened, everything, it seemed, that would happen,
revolved around the enigma that the Cube represented. Putatively, it was the Roadmap, the object of al
the chases, the intrigue, the hugger-mugger. In the drama of the Paradox, it occupied center stage. At
John's mention of it, theirony of our Stuation hit home. Here we were, lost and rollerless on uncharted



road, with the key to the entire Skyway system in our possession ... supposedly.

Wi, if the Cube was the legendary Roadmap, we had no way to read it. There was no way to even
begin to read it. Although we had not tried tampering with the thing, it looked dauntingly inviolable. Its
impenetrable blackness seemed to say, Don't even think about it. It was hard to imagine that it could
merely contain useful information. Dark secrets, maybe. That Which Man Was Not Meant To Know.
But aroadmap indicating the better-class motels and scenic points of interest? Nah.

"Y ou have no ideg, John," | said, "how close I've come to chucking that damn thing out the port.”

John nodded gravely. "It'salightning rod."

"Precisdy. And we've been zapped one too many times. So, what makes you think you'd be better off
dicking around it?"

"l don't want to. . . 'stick around' the Cube so much as | want to dog your every step until you bring the
bloody thing back home."

"Y eah? What are you going to say to your doppelganger when you meet him?'

"My paradoxica self? 1 should think we'd have much to talk about. However, | don't ever remember
myself coming the other way. Therefore, if | do makethetrip back, | won't bother seeking myself out. |
didn't, so | won't. | don't see a paradox there."

Roland had been thinking. "What if you did, John? What if you did try to find yoursdf?"

"I'dfal."

Roland jabbed afinger a him. "But what if you didn't fail-?"

"But | will. It'shistory.”

"Excuse me, Suzie," | said, making amoveto get up.

"Sure”

| wriggled out of the nook and made my way to the safe, which wasin the bulkhead by the bunk, where
Datlawas stretched out. She had been complaining of nausea.

"Fed any better?' | asked her as| stooped to let the lock read my thumbprint.

"Much. I'mdl right."

"But you havefreewill," Roland was saying, continuing the argument. "Thereéd be nothing to prevent you
from going back to Khadijaand presenting yourself."

"But | wouldn't."

"l would."

John was genuindy shocked. "Y ou would?"

"Of course. Couldn't resst it."

John shook his head, appdled. "Good God. Tempting the fateslike that. It's.. ." He shuddered. "There
must be some Greek myth to cover this sort of thing."

"The Greeks didn't have time machines.”

"Well, | meant moraly analogous. Oedipus, perhaps.”

"Should | poke out my eyesafter | doit?"

"I should think your doubl€e's eyes would come popping out by themselves.”

"Explainthat,” | brokein, plunking the Cube down on thetablein front of John, "without a paradox.”

"l couldn't beginto.”

"What the bloody hdll isthat?’ Liam said.

"Good question,” | said.

"It'sthething that can't possibly exist," Roland said. "Buit it does."”

"How s0?' Liam wanted to know.

"It'sthething | supposedly brought back from my time trip and gave to somebody... who gaveit to
somebody who gaveit to Darla-"

"Who gaveit to you. | see. It'sthe Roadmap."

"Maybe."

"I doubt it,” Roland said, picking it up and holding it closeto peer at its featureless surface.

"Why?" John asked.

"Wdl..."



"That'sthe blackest ...black I've ever seen,”-Liam said, after he'd sidled past Sean to get nearer to the
table. "Eventhe cylinders. .."

"Well," | said, "you dways see those from adistance. Up close like thisit's alittle disconcerting.”

"It must be a Roadbuilder artifact,” Sean stated. "They seem to've preferred the color.”

"If it isn't the Roadmap,”" John said, "what could it possibly be?"

"Funny,” Roland said, hisright eyebd| practicaly touching the cube, "you can't actudly see the surface.
It's... | mean, you can't redly-"

"But if it isn't the Roadmap,” John went on, more or lessto himsdlf, "then ... " The notion plunged him into
deep thought. Darlagot up and came to the table. She put her hand on my shoulder.

Roland set the Cube down, and we dl looked at it for alongish moment.

"What the hell isthat thing?"' | said, findly.

Sean sad, "Hmph."

After another thoughtful interlude, John said, "We keep straying from the main line of discusson.”
"You'reright,” Susan said. "What are we going to do?"

"l have asuggestion,” Sam broke in over the cabin speakers.

"Shoot," | said.

"Send out Carl to scout thisworld, seeif there's anybody around. Then decide what you want to do."
"Have you picked up anything ontheair?"

"Nope, but that doesn't necessarily mean the place is deserted. Granted, it's not promising, but just to be
sure, someone should have alook around first."

"Have you been scanning with the drone?’

"Y eah, but nothing's showed up.”

"l guessit wouldn't hurt to drive around. We havetime.”

"Sure, why not? Asyou said, we should take time to think things through for once. 1t'd be a nice change
of pace. No use going off half-cocked if we can avoid-" He broke off, then said, "1 spoke too soon."”
"'Someone shot the portal ?*

"No, somebody's walking across the desert toward us. Looks human.”

Therewas no proverbid sigh of relief.

"Humans here, too," John muttered. "Were everywhere.”

"How many?"' | asked.

"Just one. Let metrain the exciter on him, just to be sure.”

"Doexn't helook friendly?"

"He's carrying something. Can't tell what."

"Jake? Comein. " Carl's voice came from the cab speakers.

"Patch methrough, Sam.”

"Youreon."

"Yeeh, Cal?'

"We got company."

"We know. Sam spotted him. Areyou and Lori locked insde the car?

"You bet."

"Does he have anything that |ooks like aweapon?*

"He'stoo far away to tell. He's wearing a pressure suit, though.”

"Pressure suit?!

"Somekind of protective suit. Armor, maybe? Looks likeHey! He just took off."

From out in the desert came the hollow whine-and-wall of jet exhaust. We dl got up and filed out to the
cab.

"He's got some kind of rocket backpack. Jesus Chrigt, just like Commander Cody."

"Commander who?' | said when | got my headset on. "Wherethe hell ishe?' | looked out over the
desert to theright. A white dot floated against the hazy sky just above a butte about half akilometer
away. A cloud of dust was settling over the areawhere he had apparently launched himself.
"Youseehim?'



"Y eah. What did he do before he took off?"

"Nothing much. Looked like he was searching for something out there. Had some kind of weird
equipment. Then he spotted us and blasted off. Took agood look at usfirst.”

The white speck disappeared behind the butte. "What do we do?" John asked.

"Wewait," | said.

We waited, ten minutes. Then he returned, thistime piloting a strange variant of alandjumper. He came
across the desert at reckless speed, bouncing over rocks and rises, staying around five or ten meters off
the ground. From the sound the craft made, | judged the enginesto be of arather primitive jet turbine
design. The craft was big and bulky, but had room for at most two passengers and the driver.

"Have him covered, Sam?"

"I've got everything trained on him but missiles, of which weain't got any.”

He zoomed in, stopped, and hovered over a hollow between dunes, then set the craft gently down.
Instead of passengers, he was hauling aload of stuffboxes, sacks, miscellaneous parcels. He picked up a
sack and another thing that looked like an animal skin, and came toward us.

It was plain now that our visitor wasn't human. He ... it was much too thin and the arms had two elbows.
Generdly humanoid, but the proportions were al wrong. It wore awhite reflective suit with what |ooked
like abackpack respirator. The helmet was covered with the same sort of cloth as the suit. We couldn't
see aface behind the darkly tinted viewscreen. It stopped and looked the rig over, checked out the
Chevy, then looked a us again. Apparently the rig seemed a bit intimidating. It went over to Carl,
stooping to peer into the driver's sde window. The creature was man-high, which had led usto mistake it
for ahuman being a adistance.

Surprisingly, it greeted Carl with araised right hand. | couldn't seeif Carl returned the gesture. The
creature then reached into one of the sacks and pulled out what looked like afolded piece of paper,
which he unfolded and presented to Carl, pointing out various markings and lines. "Hey, Carl."

"y egh"

"What's he trying to sdll you?"'

"| think it'saroadmap.”



? 1

The beings who had colonized this maze were known by the genera name of Nogon, but we cameto
know only avery special and unrepresentative group of them.

They lived in caves and cdled themsdves the Ahgirr, aword which, in their liquid, gargly tongue, was
roughly equivaent to The Keegpers. Both an ethnic group and aquasi-religious sect, the Ahgirr preferred
adhering to ancient ways and customs. Mot of their race, both here and on their home planet, lived in
huge high-tech arcologies, cdled fan, named after agiant plant that ooks like amushroom but isn't a
fungus. The Ahgitr, however, loved their cave-communities, believing that creatures spawned from the
earth should keep closeto their origins. For all that, they didn't reject science and technology. No
Ludditesthey, the Ahgirr, in their long history, had produced many of their race's mogt brilliant scientists.
Hokar, the individua who picked us up and brought usin, was a geologist. Hed been out prospecting in
the desert when he was surprised by the sight of vehicles on that little-used ingress spur. He saw we were
introuble and came immediately. The Ahgirr were like that-warm, friendly, outgoing ... and very human.
Their species was the closest to human that anyone, to my, knowledge, had ever encountered on the
Skyway. They were bipeda, mammalian, ten-digited, two-sexed, and breathed oxygen (Hokar's suit was
merely a protection againgt bright sunlight, which his species couldn't tolerate). They had two eyes, one
nose, one mouth, sparse body hair and lots of hair on the head-the whole bit. There were differences,
though. Y ou wouldn't mistake them for humans. They had jointsin the wrong place. Their skinswere
tranducent, and their odd circulatory systems gave them adistinct pinkish-purple cast. The eyeswere
huge and pink and structurdly dissmilar to the human variety. Their long straight hair was the color and
texture of corn silk. (NonAhgirr-which meant, of course, the rest of the specieswore their hair in various
gyles. Coiffure was very important in distinguishing ethnic and nationaity groups, of which therewere
many.) But after awhile, it was hard not to think of the Ahgirr and their race asjust an unusua variety of
human beings.

Thefirg task wasto get Sam unstuck. The Ahgirr didn't have very much in the way of heavy equipment,
but they put inacal (to anearby faln complex, aswelearned later), and an odd-looking towing vehicle
came out by Skyway and did the job. We detached the trailer, and the towtruck hauled Sam over the
desert to the mouth of the Ahgirr cave-community. Ariadne had to be left in thetrailer, but Carl's buggy
made the trip on its own power, which was asurprise to nobody. | was waiting for the thing to fly.

All interspecies communication up to this point had been viathe usua half-understood gestures and
sgning, but fortunately the Ahgirr were computer whizzes, and once they solved the problem of system
compatibility, they waded right into Sam's language files-the dictionaries, word-processng programs,
compilers, and such. In no time the Ahgirr were speaking to usin English that was completely
understandableif alittle fractured.

They gave us an apartment to stay in while the language barrier was being broken down. Asit turned out,
we stayed five weeks, and at no time did we fed as though we were wearing out our welcome. The
Ahgirr were eager to make friends with beings smilar to themsalves. Word spread over the planet; we
were something of a sensation.

The second task was to see about getting anew roller. That was going to be a problem. My rig was a bit
unusud. It had been built to Ten an specifications and design, but an dien outfit had manufacturediit. |
aways had ahard time finding partsfor it. Here, light-years away from Terran Maze, it might just be
impossible. We weretold that afew planets away there was a stretch of Skyway dong which lay a
number of used vehicle dederships and salvage yards. We might try there. Carl and Roland volunteered
to go and Hokar offered to act as guide. They were gone two days. Meanwhile, the rest of us set about
the job of repairing thetrailer. Fixing the buckled door wasn't so hard, but al the rear cameras and
sensors had pretty much been totaed, which meant buying aien gear to replace them. And that meant a
lot of fudging and jury-rigging. But we had to do it if we didn't want to be blind out our back side. We
had to make atrip to afan to buy parts.

Before we got around to that, Hokar, Roland, and Carl returned with an dmost-new pair of rollers. A



stroke of longoverdue luck.

"We scavanged through junkyard after junkyard,” Roland said over dinner in our suite of roomswithin
the Ahgirr cavecity. "Nothing even remotely resembled the vehicles you usudly seein Terran Maze or
any of the contingent mazes. We were pretty discouraged, but Hokar said he was sure he remembered
seeing vehicles smilar to your rig, though not driven by humans. And sure enough-"

"Wefound ajunked rig, just the cab; but very smilar to yours," Carl interrupted. "Even had the same
markings, same decals."

"The owner of thewreck said the people who'd I€ft it there hadn't |ooked anything like us, meaning they
weren't human, of course,”" Roland said.

"Thefront rollers werein good shape,” Carl went on, "'so we bought 'em. Got a pretty good dedl, too,
with Hokar advising us on protocol.”

"Y es, the Nogon have strange ritualswhen it comes to bargaining,” Roland elaborated. "Y ou have to
approach the seller on the pretext of wanting to buy everything he hasto sll, at any price he choosesto
s, and the sdller in turn has to pretend that you couldn't possibly want any of the worthless junk he's
got, no matter how low he's dashed the price.”

"Traveling sdesmen must haveit easy here," | commented, reaching for asecond hel ping of the delicious
vegetable stew Darla had concocted out of the fresh produce Sean and Liam had brought aong.

"As| sad, it'sal posturing. Pretty soon everyone's salf interest emerges crigp and clear, and thenit'sno
holds barred.”

"Sounds hedlthy,” | said.

"Time consuming,” Carl said. "Took an hour to closethe ded.”

| turned to Ragna, who was sipping thin gruel through a straw from a decorative ceramic bowl. "I take it
haggling isahigh art with your people.”

Ragna stopped durping, blinked his enormous pink eyes, then touched his blue headband, a biointerface
gadget that was the closest thing to auniversal trandator 1'd ever seen. It was merely avery-large-scae
integration compuiter, but the software was powerful. However, my colloguialisms and abbreviated
grammar gave it trouble now and then. Also, figurative speech gave the trand ation program headaches.
But it wasintegrating our responses nicely.

"l am thinking that the haggling with my peopleisindeed, true, yes, ahigh or fine art, in the mode of
hyperbole and colloquia exaggeration. In the literal or denotative mode, no, forget it, Charlie.”

| suppressed asmile. "Ragna, your facility with the language improves daily. | must compliment you oniit."
"Of course | am undubitably thanking you.”

"I should think," John said, "you'll be able to doff that headband soon enough.”

"Oh, yes, thisisquite apossbility | am thinking. Even now, you may be seeing...” Gingerly, Ragna
removed the flexible headband with both hands and laid it on thetable. In abardly intelligible liquid dur,
he said, "Unassisting brain capability speaking quite good, isit not? Isaiding the biologica andogueto
being able to function, learning isthis not so to be spesking?'

"Eh?" John said.

"Interrogatory remark, what?' Ragnals thin white eyebrows lowered in puzzlement.

We persuaded Ragnato put the headband back on.

The remainder of the med was devoted to chitchat. When we were dl sitting back drinking beer and
burping, Suzielooked gravely a me.

"What isit, Susan?' | said.

"Where do we go from here?'

"Good question.” | turned to Sean and Liam. "What've you guys come up with in the map department?'
"Damn little," Liam said, then nodded deferentialy toward Ragna. "' Of course Ragnaand Hokar and the
others have been very helpful. It's smply that none of the mazes we've had alook at seem familiar.” He
ran a hand through his mass of touded blond hair, then sighed and pursed hislips. "We're bloody well
log Al right.”

| nodded. "Darla, can Winnie help us?'



Winnie, seated by Darla, looked sad as she munched the remains of her meal of shoots and leaves.
"Afradnot," Darlasaid. "I think it's clear now that Winni€'s knowledge of the Skyway isn't
all-encompassing. And she's not going to lead us back to the proper path by sheer psychic power."
"Wl | never expected her to,” | said. "Roland, have we pinpointed where we are in the galaxy?'

"It was easy enough. The Ahgirr are about as advanced as we arein astronomy. Had alittle trouble
interpreting their maps, though. . ." Roland shifted his eyestoward Ragna, then looked up casudly at the
smooth rock ceiling of the cave.

| knew what he wasimplying. Every race does something badly; with the Ahgirr, it was cartography in
particular, and graphicsin generd. | had seen their graphics on computer screens-plots and charts and
such-and couldn't make head nor tail of them. Y ou would think some symbology to be universal and
cross-cultura. Wrong. Draw an arrow on amap for an dien, indicating which way he should go, and helll
say, Yes, that's very interesting. Whatever does it mean? The Ahgirr didn't know from arrows either.
Their symbol for direction of motion, vectors, Stuff like that, was alittle circle at the beginning of theline.
Interesting, but stupid. Of course, I'm human, therefore biased. It dl made perfect senseto the Ahgirr,
but we were having ahdll of atime reading their roadmaps, both computer-generated and paper
varieties. (Inregard to arrows, | theorized that, since the Nogon had been cave dwellersfor agood part
of their recorded history, they hadn't invented the bow and arrow until very recently. Roland disagreed,
contending that both the wegpon and the arrow symbol were comparatively recent human inventions.)
"Asnearly aswe can ascertain,” Roland went on, "we'rewdll off Winni€'sroute, somewhere aong the
inner edge of the Orion arm. We want to go in the opposite direction.”

"How far can we go in the right direction before we have to shoot a potluck?’

"About athousand light-years, which works out to about ten thousand kilometers of road.”

| clucked ruefully. "That's one hell of alot of driving just to shoot apotluck. We might aswell pick any
old one and take our chances, since we're shit out of luck anyway."

Roland frowned. "I don't like the idea of wandering aimlessy. We could get hopeesdy logt.”

"Whét are we now?"

Roland shrugged. "True." He stared pensively at hisempty plate for amoment, then banged hisfist on the
table besideit. "Damn. If we could only get something out of that Black Cube.”

| looked at Ragna. "Have your scientists had any luck with it?

Ragnaeyed me dolefully. "Luck, | am afraid, we are dso shit out of "

Again, everyone had trouble tifling agiggle. "Howsoever on the other hand,” Ragnawent on, "we are
dightly doubting that itisamap.”

Raised eyebrows around the table, except for Roland's. "What makes you doubt it?" John wasfirst to
ask.

Ragna made a clawing motion with thefive digits of hisright hand-an expression of frustration and regret.
"Ah, my good friends, that | cannot be saying. | am not ascientist. | cannot be making you understand if
on the one hand | am not understanding what they are saying on the other.”

John narrowed his eyes momentarily, then nodded. "Oh, | see.”

Ragnas atusin the colony was roughly equivalent to that of amayor, but his position wasn't officia, so
far aswe could ascertain. He was Smply an individual to whose judgment everyone deferred in matters
of great importance. He didn't run for office, didn't rule by divineright. It was more an obligation on his
part. Somebody hasto drive.

"But | can be saying this" Ragna continued. "Our technical individuals are saying to metheat thereis
something strange insde. Also, they say that nothing can be going into this Black Cube-on the contrary,
however, things can be coming out.”

| said, "Can you tell uswhat they suspect isinside the Cube?’

Again, he made the clawing motion: "Ah, Jake, my friend, thisisthat which isdifficult. They are saying
that ... that ingdeisavastness of nothing." He blinked, milky nictitating membranes coming upward
before his eyelids closed down. "But it isanothing that they do not understand.”

"l s Right.

A collectivesgh at thetable.



"Well," | said findly after along moment, "what say we hit those maps and figure out something. Every
maze seemsto have legends or rumors concerning what's on the other side of its various potluck portds.
With Ragna’s help, maybe we can make a decision based on that.”

"Inthat case," Roland said, "I'm for picking one at random.”

"Y ou never know, Roland,” | answered. "Rumors dways have some basisin truth. Legends, too.”

"| agree," John said.

"But the Ahgirr haven't settled their maze long enough to have devel oped aroad mythology,” Roland
countered, turning to Ragna. "Have you?"'

Ragnatouched his headband. "I am not sure ... Ah, yes. A mythology. Yes, | can be answering that in the
affirmative, which istruth. We are having those stories and legends.™

"Then again,” Roland said, smiling thinly, "I could bewrong."

Ahgirr tradespeople helped usfit Sam with the new rollers. | offered to pay them but they wouldn't hear
of it. No one had brought up theissue of compensation up to that point, and no one broached the subject
after that.

The newbiesfit fine, and Sam and | went back to the road and picked up thetrailer. Doing so eased my
mind alittle. Thetrailer was adead giveaway just sitting there. | thought it improbable that M oore would
follow usthrough a potluck portd, but you never know. He just might be crazy enough. 1'd also been
worried about looters and salvagers, even though thisingress spur was seldom used.

With thetrailer now at the mouth of the cave complex, we began therepair job in earnest. There was
more damage than we had thought. The small motor that raised and |owered the door was completely
useless, and the airtight silicone bushing around the door itself wasin tatters. Where would we find
replacements? Carl and Roland were willing to go out and search for ajunked trailer, and | wasready to
say go ahead, but the Ahgirr craftspeople said don't bother. They could manufacture most of the
mechanica parts we needed in their shops. For the e ectronics we'd probably have to make atripto a
faln complex. They could breadboard some stuff for us, but it would be easier just to buy modular
components off the shelf. They would send atechnician, afemae named Tivi, dongto advise us. | felt |
had to make the trip mysdlf; the craftspeople knew the local technology, but | knew my rig, and | didn't
want them making trips back and forth should | be dissatisfied with the goods they bought. Besides, |
wanted to see what these faln thingswere al about.

But abig block of Ahgirr religious holidays came up and everybody knocked off for aweek. There were
grict lawsno work, no shopping, no nothing on high holy days, and these, called the Time of Finding
Deeper Leves (rough trand ation), were the highest and holiest.

"No sex, | bet,” Susan ventured. "Pity theway somerdigionsare.”

"I'm not even sure what they haveisaredigion.” | thought amoment, then said, "I'm not &t dl sure that
what you haveisardigion.”

"Teleologicd Pantheismisn't ardigion. It'sjust away of looking at the universe and its processes.”
"Uh-huh. Tdl memore.”

"Léater. Let'smessaround.”

Besides doing the above, Susan and | took advantage of the dack time to explore some of the vast
system of cavesin which the Ahgirr had made their home. It was amarvelous place. Thereis something
of the clausmphilein me. | love caves, and | found afellow spelunker in Susan. So we set out into the
restful silences of the unoccupied regions. We toured vast smooth-walled chambers, many-leveled
gdleries, huge caverns with floors populated by fantastic rock monuments standing like sentinelsin the
dark. We waked aong lavaflowsthat had hardened millions of years ago, traversed vaginalike tunnels
through which one had to push and squeeze in a psyche-gtirring imitation of birth. Once, wefollowed a
sinuous side passage that coiled endlesdy through the rock, finally dead-ending in addightful little grotto,
wals sparkling inthelight of our torcheswith millions of tiny multicolored points. An underground stream
flowed through it, cascading down asmall waterfal. We spent the "night” there, discovering more ddlights
in the darkness.

Therewere other marvels. We found spherical chambers, hundreds of them, which had probably been



formed by pockets of gas trapped within the magma. We dubbed them the "Pleasure Domes.” And in the
regionsthat had not been disturbed by vulcanism, strange geologica formations presented themsdves at
every turn. The processes at work here were, for the most part, totally unEarthlike. There were
chambers with walls glazed with aten-centimeter-thick coating of frosted glass (‘Twasamiracle of rare
device!), roomsthat looked asif they had been designed by Bauhaus architects under the influence of
hallucinogens, cavernsthat looked like the interiors of greet cathedras, dcoveswith intimate seeting in
the shape of contoured folds of rock like a couch, passageways with corbelled walls, vaults with grained
ceilings, porticoswith fluted columns, € aborate suites of adjoining rooms, and al were unmistakably
natura formations. There were no right angles; dabs of rock were sheared, not cut; no chisels marks, no
debris about that would be evidence of stonecutting; nothing. There was an undeniable randomnessto it
dl.

And not one goddamn sta actite in the whole place.

"I dwaysforget,” Susan said. "Isit saactites that hang down and stalagmitesthat stick up, or vicey
varsy?'

"No, that'sright. | think."

"Always get it confused.”

"Well, there aren't any hereto befuddlie you.”

"Doesn't take much, for me."

In the womblike darkness, Susan snuggled closer. "I wonder why," she said.

"Why whet?'

"Why aren't there any?"

"Any what?'

She nipped my ear. " St actites, slly.”

"Oh. No limestone, | guess.”

"Limestone?!

"Yup. Makes sense. Thisis practicdly alifeless planet, from what Ragnatold us. Mostly microscopic
organisms. Life never redly got going here. Limestone comes from sediments containing cord, polyps,
stuff likethat. Back on Earth, that is. Here, who knows what they have going, if anything. Y ou need
water that's high in carbonate of lime to make st actites.”

"And gaagmites”

"And sdagmites.”

"Interegting.”

"Hardly."

"No, | meanit. It dways amazes me how much you know, for atruckdriver."

"Dun."

Shegiggled. "Sorry, didn't mean it quite like that." She kissed me on the cheek. "Y ou're strange. So very
Srange.”

"How s0?'

"Well. . ." Shelay on her back. "Y ou obvioudy have some education. Quitealot, it seems. True?"

"Oh, here and there."

"Right. U. of Tsolkovskygrad, | bet.”

"Right," | admitted.

"I knew it. Graduate work?"

"Some. A year, if | can remember back thet far.”

"Doing what?'

"l was going for adoctorate in government administration.”

She was surprised. "How in the world did you wrangle your way into that program? Pretty restricted.”
"Didntwrangleat al. Actualy, | was asked to sSign up. Someone apparently thought | was bureaucrat
materid. They like to recruit from the provinces now and then. Or they did." | shifted to my side. "Y ou
have to remember, thiswas dmost thirty yearsago. U. of T. was apodunk school then, abunch of
pop-up domes and Durafoam shacks. It was the only university in the Colonies.”



"The entrance requirements must have been tiff."

"They were. I'll admit to acertain native intelligence. | wasyoung, in love with learning, tired of the farm.
It seemed agood idea at thetime."

"And you quit."

"Yesh"

"Todriveatruck.”

"No. | went back to the farm. By that time, my eyes had been opened.”

Sheturned over on her sdeto face me. "Y ou gave up alot. By now, you could have been ahigh-level
Authority functionary with a six-figure income and a dacha on the resort planet of your choice.”
"Instead, | have the freedom of the road, very few responsibilities, and a clear conscience. No punking
money, no dacha, but | have what | need.”

" e

Wewereslent for along while. Findly, | said, "Should be st actites.”

"HAT

"Seems to me there should be something like them here. Caves are usualy formed by the erosion of
water-soluble rock, like limestone. | don't know what this stuff is-1'm nobody's geologist. Gotta be
gypsum, dolomite, something like that. But in that case-"

"Didn't the lavado some of it?"

"Y eah, there are definitely vol canic processes at work. But most of the weirder formations have to be the
result of some pretty exotic geochemigtry.”

"Wdl, it'san dien planet,” shesaid.

"Uh-huh. But were the aliens here, honey."

"Move closer, you horrible dlien beast.” After amoment, she said, "my, what'sthis?"

"A ddactite”

"'Mite," she said, moving to position her body over me.

We even got lost down there, which bothered me not much. We had food, rivers of fresh water, more
peace and quiet than | had had in adecade. It wasthefirst real vacation | had takenin. . . | didn't know
how long. Eventually, Susan became alittle nervous, suggesting that it would be agood ideato begina
serious effort to find away back. | told her we had time, nothing but time.

"But we're getting more and more logt," she protested. "Not s0," | said, crouching near the tunnd wall.
"Getting some interesting readings here on this handy-dandy pocket seismometer Ragna gave me.
Remember that room we called Chichester Cathedra ? It's probably not more than five meters away, on
the other sde of thiswall."

"But we were there days ago.”

"Day before yesterday.”

"How do we get through five meters of rock?

"Oh, there's another way back. Thisjust meanswe aren't redly lost. We've been keeping to the same
genera area. All we haveto do isfind ashortcut back to Chichester. From there welll have no trouble
locating that last transponder.”

"Y ou makeit sound so smple.”

"Besides, Ragna and his people should dready be looking for us. Thiswas supposed to be an overnight
trip origindly, if you remember. They'll beworried.”

"To say nothing of John and everybody."

"Well," | said, "they shouldn't be. Thisisthe first non-lifeand-death situation we've had in weeks. Weve
been shot at, bombarded, and kidnapped. We amost got stomped by a Roadbug, and we shot a portal
with agiant sugar doughnut for aroller. God! Y ou nameit, weve been subjected to it. How canyou let a
littlething likethisworry you, Suzie?'

"[t'smy nature, | guess."

"Take off your clothes."

"Okay."



Before long, though, | had to concede that we really were lost. Susan wasfor probing farther, but | came
down squardly for staying put, making camp, and waiting for arescue party. | reminded her of her
warning that wandering around blindly would probably just get us more lost. She remembered, and
concurred for more than one reason. Food was getting low, and there was zero chance of finding
anything down here. Limiting our activity would help to conserveit, and so would gtrict rationing. We
were pretty good about the former, but we caught each other raiding the food satchel more than once.
Neither of us could be totally serious about the situation, but as time progressed and the redlization grew
that we had set out fully four days ago, we gradually sobered up.

Then things got worse.

It happened in anarrow corridor whose walls were broken by side tunnels doping up to vertica
chimneys through which only Susan could squeezeto seeif any of them led to higher levels We had
gradualy descended over the past few days, according to the air pressure readings.

| waslying with my back againgt the pile of our backpacks and caving gear, just beginning to doze off. |
was bushed. Susan had doffed her Ahgirrian hard hat (which fit just fine, by the way) with the mounted
eectric light, and had taken a biolume torch to explore alikely-looking chimney at the end of ashort Sde
tunnel. She had ingsted | stay and ret, and | wasn't worried. | could still hear her boots scuffing and
scraping at the end of the tunnd. She had said that she wouldn't climb up very far, just enough to seeif it
went anywhere and if it widened out farther up. If so, | would try to squeeze through and follow, after
tethering our packsto the line and having Susan haul them up.

So | lay there, waiting, eyes focused on someinteresting crystal patterns on the ceiling that glowed
peculiarly inthelight of my helmet lantern. It was amoire pattern, shimmering and shifting as| moved my
head dightly and the light with it. The colorswereindigo and violet, edged with pink and red. It was
hypnotic, in away, watching it weave and dance. | dipped into a strange reverie, thinking mostly about
Darla, and about Susan, trying to sort out my fedlings. | saw Darlasface after awhile; it took form
behind the pattern, or was superimposed over it. Darlaswas a perfect face, if such can exist, except
perhapsfor adight overbite (which actudly | found irresstibly seductive-it gave her lower lip a sensuous
pout). The symmetry was compelling, the graceful proportions almost approaching awork of art. That
profile: what combination of curves and lines could be more subtle yet so mathematicaly precise? A
millimeter's difference here or there, and the whole organic rightness of it would be gone. Mathematicd,
yes, but no equation, however abstruse, could describeit. Faces such as hers were meant to be takenin
al a once, in one short intake of breath. Everything fit together well: the sculpted helmet of dark hair, the
full lips, the elevated cheekbones, the dightly cleft chin ... and the eyes, yes. Blue the color of some cold
virgind sky viewed from stratospheric heights, asfrom the cockpit of ahypersonic transport; the blue
behind which stars are barely hidden. Hers was an arctic beauty: But look a bit farther into the eyes-what
do you see? Molten points, tiny burning highlights. Inside, she burned for something; | didn't know what.
The cause, her dissident movement? Maybe. Me? | doubted it. She had deceived me, even used me,
though she adamantly maintained that it all had been for my benefit. At moments, | wasinclined to agree.
At others. . . Thejury was still out on Darla's motives. Doubtless she boremenoiill will, but | had the
nagging feding that | wasjust another cog in some vast creaking mechanism-admittedly not of her own
design or crestion-for which she had appointed herself the maintenance engineer, responsible for applying
daubs of oil here and there to broken-toothed gears and squeaking cams. She was dedicated to seeing
that it dl hung together, that it kept clanking and groaning until it completed whatever mysterioustask its
designershad st for it. It was the Paradox Machine, and it was running the whole show.

| realized that | was deeply in love with Darla. Despite everything. It was one of those factsthat lurks
about in the shadows, then steps out from adark embrasure and says, "Hi, there!" asif you should have
known &l dong. Despite everything.

LaBelle Dame Sans Merci had meinthrall, and there wasn't adamn thing | could do about it.

Susan?

Susan. | replayed scenes from the last few days. In one sense, alot of it was porno footage; looking at it
another way, here were two people who enjoyed each other's company, enjoyed giving each other
pleasure. Therewaswarmth, friendship ... perhaps even love, of asort. | found it impossble to compare



my fedlingsfor Darlaand for Susan. They were not quantifiable. Therest issemantics. Call what | felt for
Darlapasson-it well may have been, but it was of ararefied variety. | was not atogether sure that the
emotion was not indistinguishable from my strong intuition that Darlas destiny and mine werein some
way inseparably mated.

And | wasnot sure a al whether | liked Darla. She tended to make people uncomfortable in strange and
subtle ways. Perhapsit was only her striking beauty-most people, let'sfaceit, are not beautiful, and a
flesh-and-blood reminder in our midst stirs up odd fedings-but | suspect her doofness was what put me
off the most. She was adistant observer of events. She wasn't uninterested in what was going on; rether,
she seemed disinterested. Unbiased, objective. | do not say cold. The Keeper of the Machine. However,
| liked Susan. Semantics again. While she was not dways easy to get dong with, she wasin the end
always supportive, of me, of what | did. Shetrusted me, and | her. | could understand her. Her
wesknesses were not blemishes on an otherwise admirable human, but reflections of what wasinfirm and
uncertaninme.

Part of me hadn't wanted any of this. Part of me wanted to run ... not from something, as| had been
doing, but to something. Home. Back to safety, to the familiar. | wanted out of it al, to be absolved of all
respongbility: | wasno hero. | redized that somewhere within lay apart of me as deeply afraid as Susan
had sometimes shown hersdlf to be.

But that was unfair. Susan had borne up under unbelievable pressure. She hadn't come apart.

Why not say | loved Susan?

| played the footage again. | loved her sensudity, her willingnessto please me. Easy thingsto love,
perhaps, but between men and women, thetie that bindsis of two interwoven strands, and these are part
of what bound meto Susan: the palmfuls of warm flesh, the smooth planes of her skinin the darkness, the
deep wdll of her mouth ...

Something was standing just outside the pool of light cast by my helmet lantern.

| felt it as a presencefirgt; then ashape began to grow in my periphera vison, black-on-black againgt the
shadows. Somewhere within my bloodstream, the cold-water tap turned on. | stopped moving my head
and froze. My heart bounced within my chest cavity like arubber ball.

| was unarmed. We hadn't brought weapons into the Ahgirr city. A very few options presented
themsalves. | could continue lying there, hoping that whatever it waswould get tired of bresthing
sgnificantly in the darkness and leave. Or | could legp up and run back into the tunnel in amad gamble
that | wasfagter than it. But what would | do at the end of the tunnel? Tight fit there. No. | needed a
wespon. Ragna had given us some caving tools, one a piketipped with a strange grappling hook, which |
knew lay besde my left foot. If | could createadiversion ...

| threw my helmet at the thing in the shadows, rolled, snatched the pike, and legped to my feet
brandishing it. The hdlmet had missed, bouncing off thewall and landing upsdedown behind alow
projection on the floor. I unhooked the biolume torch from my utility belt and snapped it on, playing its
beam againgt alarge shape with purple and pink splotches, standing not three meters away from where
I'd been lying.

My actions gtartled the non-Boojum to no end. It staggered back, flailing its spindly fordegs asif to fend
off ablow.

"Oh, my!" it ydpedin agtrangdy familiar voice. "Deariemel”

Then it turned and galumphed off down the passage, disappearing into the blackness.

Stunned, jaw gone dack, | stood there and watched. After perhaps thirty seconds, not redlly knowing
why, | followed it. Severd meters beyond where the thing had stood, the tunnel curved to the right and
began to descend, widening out until it flared into alarge chamber with severd tunnds branching off its
farther end. | took the widest of these, madly dashing on into the gloom. | hadn't stopped to pick up my
helmet, and the biolume torch was dim. The way grew serpentine, then straightened out. Numerous cross
passages intersected the main tunnel, and | ran from mouth to mouth sending the feeble torchbeam down
each. At the ninth one, | thought | saw something moving, and entered.

Ten minuteslater | realized three things: one, | had been very foolish to run off; two, | waslogt; three, the
biolume torch wasfailing. Ten minutes after dl of the above had dawned on me, the torch no longer even



glowed and the subterranean night had closed in. The absolute, categorica darkness of acaveisdifficult
to appreciate until experienced. Only thetotdly blind know what it'slike. Thereisnolight at al. None. |
groped and felt my way in the direction from which | thought | had come. | did that for hours, it seemed,
al thewhile caling Susan's name. No answer. | moved dowly, trying to catch the dightest glimmer of
what might be Susan'storch as she looked for me. But | had no assurance that she wasn't lost herself. |
had lost track of time daydreaming back there, and it seemed that | had stopped hearing Susan's
progress up the shaft for a good while before the non-Boojum made its appearance. She had the other
biolumetorch, but if it falled...

| got too tired to go on and sat down with my back against asmooth wall. There was no room in my
mind for thinking about the non-Boojum, how it had followed me from Tdltree, and why. Maybe they
had non-Boojums here, too. My mind was blank with fatigue, quickly filling with athrobbing panic. | got
up and moved on. If | sat and thought, it would be dl over.

| was convinced that days were passing in the dark. | had banged my head so many timesthat | was
becoming punch drunk. My shinswere raw from barking them against low outcroppings, my fingers
moist and sticky with blood. | had stumbled through rubble, fallen into holes, did down mounds of grave,
gplashed through pools of stagnant water, and had had enough. | found aflat, irregularly shaped table of
rock, climbed up, and lay acrossit.

| must have dept for hours. | awoke with astart, disoriented, franticaly blinking my eyesto force an
image to come to them. None came. My throat was dust, my body a network of communicating pains.
Nonetheless, | sat up abruptly. | thought | had heard something. The scrape of a shoe, maybe-or the
click of talons againgt stone. The thing that wasn't aBoojum? A thing that was?

A tiny beam of light reached my retinas, piercing them like aknitting needle. | shielded my eyeswith one
hand. " Susan!"

"Jakel Oh, my God, Jake, darling!"

| got up and stumbled forward. Light grew around me until | had to shut my eyes. Susan did into my
arms and crushed me with hers.

We both babbled for aminute. Susan said sheloved me, severa times, and | informed her that it was
mutua. A great deal of hugging and kissing went on between utterances. | had my eyes closed the whole
time, thinking that more light could not have been attendant at the Creation. Had | been in the dark that
long?

"... | looked and looked and looked, and then | redlized | waslost mysdlf," Susan was saying. "l sat
down and cried, fedling horrible, just horrible! I'd lost you, and the food and al the gear, and | was
thinking to mysdlf, God, thisisjust typica behavior on my part, panicking when | should be thinking,
letting my fears control the Stuation, and I-"

"It'sokay, Suzie, it's okay."

"-said to mysdf, goddammit, I've got to get a handle on things, thissmply will not do, you've got to-" She
drew back alittle. "Jake, what are you doing? Can't you see who's here?”

| had been taking off her shirt. | stopped, looked up, opening my eyes.

"Flicitations, my friend Jake," Ragnasaid, tilting his powerful torch dightly upwards so asto illuminate
his blue face. Hislong white hair streamed down from the edge of hishelmet. Behind him, other lights
were moving toward usin the darkness.

"Isit that you are wishing to undertake sexud congress at thismoment?' Ragna asked. "Being that thisis
perhaps the case, my companions and | are happily withdrawing. However on the contrary, | am saying
that we would be immensely of interestingness for usto be observing you, if by and large to have us
doing thiswould not be of inconvenience.”

He smiled with thin pink lips, pink eyes glowing in the torch light. "Perhapsyes?' he said after amoment.
Then he frowned, greatly disgppointed. "No?'
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We were vulnerable in our immobile state. The caves were dark and warm and womblike, but | didn't
want to belulled into afalse sense of security, S0 | was glad that the Time of Finding Deeper Levelswas
over. | wanted to finish the repairs and get moving.

Thetrip to the faln complex was on. Ragnawould go along with Tivi, and both would act asinterpreters
and guides. Everybody wanted to come, but | put my foot down. Then Susan scomped on my toe.

"I need to do alittle shopping,” she contended. "What's so hard to understand about that?*

"But what could you possibly-?"

" left my backpack and most of my camping gear in that damn hotdl. That was the third pack I've lost
sincethis crazy business started. Clothes | don't expect to replace, but alien camping gear isas good as
humen.”

"| redlly doubt well be doing much camping, Susan.”

"Look, I'm agtarhiker, albeit an unwilling one, and | want acomplete starhiker kit. | need it. Besides, |
haven't been shopping in amonth of Sundays.”

"But it'snot fair to the others.™

"Let her go, Jake," Roland said. "If she'sleft behind shelll bitch and bitch dl day and welll dl be
miserable”

| stiffened. " See here. Everybody's been telling me I'm the leader of this expedition. So, by God, I'm
ordering you-"

She brushed by me. "Oh, shut up and let'sgo."

"Yes, dear." | dunk after her.

| had expected the faln to be immense structures, and they were ... red big.

Wewerewell off the Skyway on aloca extension, riding in one of the Ahgirr's collectively owned
vehicles, alow-dung four-seater with aclear bubble top. Endless stretches of desert rolled past. We had
been chatting pleasantly but | had gradudly drifted off into areverie. | was gazing moodily into Ragna's
sderearview mirror. A vehicle was following some distance back, atiny blue-green dot amost at the
road's vanishing point. | hypnotized mysdf for awhile, watching it. Something about it rang abell-just the
color of thething. I'd seen that exact color before ... but no. The road swung away from the sun and the
color changed. Just areflection, | guessed. Just paranoiaon my part. Presently, | looked away.

Susan gave alittle gasp asthe faln took form in the wavering veils of heet out on the plain. From a
distance they had looked like mountains; now they were aimost too big to be compared to anything.

| leaned forward and spoke over Ragna's shoulder. "What's the average population of those things?"
"Oh,. severd of millions. They were being very crowded even with respect to their immensehood.”

Tivi said, "We were not meant to be living in this mannerthat isto say, we of our species. Yet Ahgirr are
the very few of whom it may be said that they arein agreement with this statement.”

"Yeah," | said, and sat back.

"My God," Susan whispered. "If they have thiskind of population level on acolonized planet, and on a
backwater one at that="'

""Right, think of what the homeworld must belike." "Look. There are more of them on the horizon. Tivi
told me there were at least fifty faln complexes on thisworld done." "These people couldn't have stayed
incaves," | said. "They would've been trodding on each other's faces."

"And ganging together into arcologies was the only way to keep from totaly destroying the environment.”
| noticed Ragna eavesdropping as he drove.

"Sony, Ragna," | said. "Susan and | were just speculating.” He laughed. "Oh, dl of what you are saying is
being of indubitable truth, partly. Ahgirr have aways been believing in rationa control of the population.
Not so of many cultures. Alas and shit."

We came to the edge of avast parking area crammed with vehicles. Ragna swung off the road and
entered it.

"Now we are being faced with the heartrending task of finding a space in which to insert this conveyance



for purposes of parking therein. | heave agreat sgh.”

| was surprised how crowded it was. "Where do all the people come from?"

"Oh, dl from over the place,” Tivi said. "Many dienstoo. Thisisbeing amgor shopping and commercid
fan"

"A shopping mall!" Susan laughed. "I haven't walked amdl inacoon'sage." Sheturned to me. "It'sin my
blood, you know. | spent my childhood asamall brat."

"Oh, youreamaller?'Y ou never told me."

"Didnt think it was anything specid. Thereare millions of us”

"Y ou were born in one?’

"Born and raised. South Gate Village, very near Peoria, Centrd Industry.”

| sat back. "Y ou know, at one time people only used to shop in those things.”

"I know. Then they became arcologies, just like these. Lots of factors contributed. | can go on and on
about mall history. Every mall brat learnsit in school.”

"I'd be very interested in hearing about it."

"Right." She gave asarcadtic grunt. "It's history. Terran history. Who needsit."

Ragnaswerved to pull into an empty dot but was cut off and usurped by an dectric-blue, beetle-shaped
gadabout. The occupants, their purple lizard faces impassive behind darktinted ports, nodded in what
seemed an gpol ogetic manner. Sorry; but every being for himsdf, you know.

"Nasty dime objects” Ragna shouted, then grumbled to himsdif in his own tongue.

But alittle farther long, another unoccupied dot presented itself and Ragna dipped in, cackling
triumphantly. "We are having luck for once, by gosh.”

Thefan complex was till some distance off, titantic mushmom-shaped hulks baking in the fierce desert
sun. They were astriking sdmon pink in color. | counted six separate structures of varying heights, al
linked by aweb of wakway bridges with transparent polarized canopies. Service buildings, tiny by
comparison, huddled about the bases of the larger Structures.

"Dowe havetowak?' | asked. "Looksto be agood hike from here to the base of that nearer one."
"Ah, no," Ragnasaid. "We may betaking the girrnafalnnarrog, the underground conveyance below the
fan: What isit caled?" He tapped his blue headband. "The subway. Over there." He pointed right to a
descending stairwell. It looked like a subway entrance dl right.

Stepsled down to alanding from which we took a descending escalator that was at least ten meters
wide-sort of amoving grand staircase. Other, people and afew diens had come down with us, and we
found a crowd waiting for the next train. The station waswell lighted, clean, expansive, and looked
gpanking new.

| noticed something while we waited. Compared to their brethren, Ragnaand Tivi were rather drab
figures. Most Ahgirr, male and femae, seemed to dress dlike, favoring tight-fitting tunics of gray or brown
cinched at the waist with awhite sash. The other Nogon flounced around in garish, flamboyant gowns
and robes, dl brightly colored, elaborately designed, busy with embroidery and woven and printed
patterns. Hairstyles ranged from the highly imaginative to the entirely outrageous (judging by human
standardsin general and minein particular, of course). Ahgirr, it seemed, were the Plain People of their
race.

Thetrain was a beauty, levitating dong the track on magnetic impellers. Bullet shgped, gleaming white
with pink trim, it whooshed into the station and did aong the platform, coming to a smooth stop. Doors
hissed open, and the crowd began to board. We entered anearby car and ensconced ourselvesin
comfortably overstuffed seets.

| asked Ragna, "'If you can get from faln to fan in these things, why does anybody drive?’

"These are people who are not living in fan. No, they are living outsde and waiting to be permitted to live
infan. Thereisno room for them.”

"Oh, s0 there are some who live out on the land besides you people,” Susan remarked.

"Yes, many," Tivi answered, "but they do not wish to be living there. Residentia privilegesinthefan are
being passed from parents to children. Privileges may be bought and sold, but there is being great
competition for them. Many legd fights and aso violence resulting. Oh, my."



"Funny, we didn't see any smal communities off theroad,” | said.

"Oh, few have been built on this planet. It is desert, phooey onit. They are coming here from planets
which are more hospitable. Thiscommercid fan isbeing usudly less congested than others. More
parking, too."

Susan and | looked at each other.

The train Sarted forward, gaining speed in asmooth, powerful surge, then shot into atunnd.

"It's dways somehow disconcerting,” Susan told me, "when you redize that dien culturesarejust as
complex and screwed up asours.”

"Y eah. Must have been dl that fiction that was written in the twentieth century. Y ou know, superbeingsin
slver gpaceships saving the collective butt of mankind-that sort of thing."

"Must've been. Of course, | haven't read much of anything that far back.”

"ldesslikethat tend to stick inthemassmind,” | said.

"That'smeadl over," Susan lamented.

| clucked. ™Y ou have ahabit of putting yourself down, did you know that?'

"Just one of many bad habits," she said, "which iswhy I'm down on mysdlf so much. Ipso facto, .Q.E.D.,
anddl that."

"That's quite a hole you've dug for yoursdlf."

"Got ashovd ?'

| kissed her on the cheek instead and put my arm around her. Ragnaand Tivi smiled appreciatively at us.
Weren't we cute.

Some of the Nogon were staring at us. Most of the aliens weren't. Ragna had said that word of our
arriva on the planet had been spreading and that there was greet interest in us. It looked morelike a
detached kind of curiogity, to me. | couldn't imagine the generd public getting worked up over the
discovery of yet another dien race, no matter how interesting.

We passed through three stations, each progressively more congested, before reaching the end of the
line, by which time the train was packed with passengers standing elbow to pincer. Thetraindidtoa
smooth stop and we joined the crush to get out.

The next hour or so was a succession of visua, aurd, and perceptua wonders. Susan and | walked
goggle-eyed through a series of spacesthat defied description. The scalewasimmense. It wasa
shopping mall, yes; it was dso avast strange carniva with attractions at every turn-here, street musicians
and acrobats, there, some sort of sporting event, here, an orchestra pouring out ear-splitting cacophony
... and everywhere al kinds of activity that anyone would have a hard time describing. There were
fedtivaswithin festivas, there were celebrations and ceremonies; there were public meetings with people
up on platforms shouting at one another-politicians? Or a debating society? Maybe it was drama. There
were Sdeshows and circuses, pageants and exhibitions, shows and displays. There were flea markets
and bazaars, agoras and exchanges. There were stals, booths, ridtos, and fairs, with hawkers,
wholesders, vendors, jobbers, and every other variety of merchant in attendance. Y ou could buy
anything at any price. Y ou could egt, drink, smoke, inject, or otherwise assmilate everything imaginable
into your body, if you so chose. Y ou could purchase hardware, software, kitchenware, and underwear.
There were trade fairs of strange machinery, appliances, and unidentifiable gadgets and gizmos.

Sa espeople demonstrated, prospective customers looked on. Huge video screensran endless
commercids extolling the virtues of myriad products. There were presentations, parades, dog-and-pony
shows, and every sort of inducement.

And dl of thistook placein anexus of interpenetrating spaces whose complexity was overwheming.
There werelevels upon levels, series of staggered terraces, promenades and ba conies, dl connected by
webs of suspended bridges, cascades of spiraling ramps and stairways, escaators, open-shaft elevators,
and other conveyances. Walls and floors were varioudy colored in soft pastels and metdlic tints.
Surfaces of shiny blue meta formed cellings and curtainwalls, sairwells and platforms. There were
hanging gardens, miniature forests, waterfdls, small game preserves, |akelets, parklets, and playgrounds.
Hanging mobile sculptures whed ed above, towering dien monuments rose from the floors. And
everywhere there was activity, action, color, movement, and sound.



And noise.

"Flenty loud, en?' Ragnasaid.

"What?' Susan answered. "Oh, Jake, it'sall so familiar yet so utterly strange. | can't get over it."

"What | find strangeisal this chaos contained within a controlled environment.”

"Maybethisishow they keep from fedling confined.”

"Hard to redize we'reindoors. Wheres al thislight coming from?

"I'd swear that's sky up there," Susan said, pointing to the distant roof.

"They must pump in sunlight through a series of mirrors" | guessed.

"Thisisbeing true," Ragnasaid. "Quite anest trick, but it is also being much too damnably bright in here.”
Neither of our guides had bothered to take down their protective hoods and both still wore wraparound
sunglasses. | wondered if their aversion to sunlight was more psychologicd than physical. The other
Nogon seemed to be at home, though | did notice some wearing wide-brimmed hats and some with dark
glasses.

"What do we do first?" Susan asked. "Where do we go?"

"Y ou said that you were being desirous of equipment by which onelivesin the wilderness, making camp
and suchlike" Tivi sad.

Susan laughed. "Wll, I'm not exactly desirous of the stuff, but-" She put ahand on Tivi'sdoping
shoulder. "I'm sorry. Yes, I'd like to buy camping gear. A backpack, maybe, if | can find one that fitsmy
al-too-human frame. And agood flashlight ...and, um, I'll need an al-climate survivd suit-hdl, I'll never
find onethat fits me. Forget that."

"Onthe contrary,” Tivi said, "they are having makers of clothing here who can possbly be
accommodating you."

"Redly? Designer fashions, huh?"

"Pardon?"

"Y ou've convinced me. I'd redlly like some new clothes ... Oh, wait." Susan turned to me. "Weredly
should go get that eectronic Suff you need firs. Right?”

"Nah, go ahead and have fun. Weve got alittletime.”

"Oh, good." She suddenly frowned. "Rats."

"Whet?'

"Now | fed guilty that the others didn't get to come aong.”

| nodded, looking around. "Y eah, they are missing some sights. But | thought they'd be safer inthe
caves"

"Y ou were right. We shouldn't take chances.”

"Good rationdization.”

"Creep. Let'sgo."

"May | be suggesting,” Ragnasaid, "that we may be having perhaps a parting of the ways at this point,
Tivi going with Jeke and | myself escorting and otherwise leading Susan?'

| said, "Let me get the fed of thisplacefirdt. It'sbig, and if we get separated-"

"Thereislittle need for the fear you are feding, Jake. Unfortunately, Ahgirr are very familiar with thisden
of iniquity and other foul doings, being that they are coming here to purchase many necessary essentials
which are, rats, unpurchasable e sawhere.”

"Wadll, I'd rather tag dong with Suziefirst. Then well see” Ragnamade circleswith hisforefingersand
elongated thumbs, throwing hisarms out. We had cometo interpret this as a shrugging gesture, though it
had other meanings. "Asyou are wishing, so shdl we be tagging.”

We st out into the tumult.

Wewent down severa levels and walked through a parklet. Children played there, running about and
screeching just like children do al over the universe. There were lots of imaginative objectsthereto climb
and swing from, monkey bars and that sort of thing. Parents seated at benches |ooked on. Susan was
right in that everything wasfamiliar in away-but every object, every aspect of the design of thisareaand
al therest wastotaly nonhuman. Everything said dien.

Something odd was trangpiring on the other side of the park. A crowd of Nogon was gathered in the



middle of alarge expanse of green tile floor. Everyone wasjumping up and down, facing in the direction
of aplatform upon which were displayed a variety of nutty looking objects: Household wares, maybe.
Maybe objets d'art; who knows? As they jumped, the participants threw small balls of various colorsinto
the air and caught them. Aswe passed, | asked Ragna what was going on.

"Thisisof much difficulty to be explaining,” he said, tapping his headband.

"Oh. Isit an auction?'

"Auction." He brought his hands up to reposition the headband. " Auction. No. It isin the nature of being
aprotest.” "Protest? What are they protesting?”’

"Agan, thisisof much difficulty.”

"Right."

Language barriers are one thing, cultural and conceptual ones quite another.

We entered another commercia area. The merchants here seemed of adistinct ethnic group, wearing
their cornglk hair in braidstied off with bright ribbons and flora bows. Their costumes were much more
modest. Susan stopped to look at some pottery. Some items were quite attractive, though hard to
identify.

Ragnawas chuckling. "It is being centuries since these people are living in anything but faln, yet they
congtruct their traditional objects and sl them quite speedily. Making much money into the bargain, too.”
"Indians selling beads and blankets," | said. ™Y ou will be pardoning me?!

"Well, it'sdifficult to explain.”

Susan managed to blow fifteen minutes deciding what she wasn't going to buy.

"Sorry, right. Let'sgo.”

Next up was a sunken arenawhere a sporting event was being held. The game looked like a cross
between rugby and motorcycle racing. If that sounds confusing ... well, you'd have to seeit. We stopped
briefly to watch, but I didn't bother to ask Ragnato supply play-by-play commentary.

We went on. After taking apath through asmall forested area, we came out into another marketplace,
thisone bigger and offering al sorts of products-furniture, vehicles, foodstuffs, clothing, you nameit. It
took about ten minutesfor Tivi to find the gall of amerchant who could possibly fit Susan. It wasan
dien, adender little yellow-furred biped who looked somewhat feline.

After conferring with the merchant, Tivi told us, "Y es, it has seen your species before. It can be
accommodeating your physique in the style of your choosing. But it saysits merchandiseis of so poor a
qudlity that you would hardly be wanting to waste your money or your time."

| said, "AsK it ... er, him or whatever-ask where he saw creatureslike us.”

Shedid. "It saysit hastraveled to many planets and has seen many creatures-your kind to be sure, but it
isfearing that your irewill be aroused when it istelling you that the exact location of thissighting isnot
being remembered.”

"Wasit recently?’

The dien made gpol ogetic gestures.

"It issaying dso that this memory is not fixed with respect to atime element. It craves athousand
forgivenesses and begsthat you not kill it."

"Well, tdl him he's safe for now. He was probably fibbing about seeing humans. Just wanted our

Tivi went on asthe dien continued mewling: "It fill isingsting that you could not possibly beinterested in
the worthless articles of gpparel that it isdeding in. In matter of fact, it iswilling to be paying person or
persons to take the junk off his hands."

"Tel him he doesn't have to go through Nogon dickering ritualswith us" | said.

"Aslong as| aminterpreting for you," Tivi answered, "it will be afraid not to be doing this dickering and
ritudizing.”

"What's his name?' Susan asked.

"It proteststhat an obvioudy high-born fema e such as yoursdlf, one who no doubt isin possession of
uncountable hushands and daves, would not be interested in inquiring as to the name of so low-born and



abject a creature aswe see before us.” Asan asde, Tivi added, "I am thinking it isalso afemae-and also
that thisisbeing part of her own type of dickering and ritudizing."

"Tdl her that I'd be interested in buying everything she has, and would be willing to pay her handsomely
for the privilege," Susan ingructed.

"Agan sheis protesting that such awondroudy beautiful cresture such asyoursaf would beill-served
by-"

Thiswent on at somelength, and | got bored. To kill sometime, Ragnatook me on alittle tour of the
area. We watched what he told me was an actual auction, but strangely enough, it looked morelikea
protest meeting. After that we browsed through a fast-food section. Some of the stuff looked edible,
even good, but | knew that, while | wouldn't be poisoned, I'd get sick asapup if | had any. We had
found that we couldn't eat Nogon food, even though its peptide configurations weren't too far divergent
from Terran ones.

By the time we got back, Susan was out of the fitting booth.

"My surviva suit'll beready in an hour or two,” Susan

sad. "l even got to design it mysdf: Custom tailored-how | about that!"

"Good. Now let's-"

"Oh, look over here" Susan said, walking off.

Wefollowed her over to agtal offering awide variety of weaponry.

"Guns." Susan curled her lipin disgtagte. "'I'm going to buy one.”

"Whatever for?' | asked.

"Everybody eseisarmed to the teeth. Even John's carrying agun now. Hell, with dl the trouble weve
been running into, 1'd be foolish not to be packing some kind of shooting iron.”

"| think we have enough to go around, Suzie."

"No, | want something that doesn't kill."

"Oh"

"Something that'll sop an enemy but not hurt him. | don't believein killing."

"That might be atall order, but let's see”

The merchant was a Nogon, and we found that the extent to which the alien had engaged in ritudizing
and dickering had been amere nod to local custom. Done properly, complete with nuances and byplay,
the real thing could take hours. By being brusque almost to the point of insult, Tivi cut it dawn to twenty
minutes. Meantime, Ragnawent off to buy Susan atorch and some other camping gear. By thetime he
returned, the merchant had sold Susan abox containing three components which supposedly fit together.
The sale of completely functiona weaponsinsdethefanwasillegd.

"They are scanning dl the time for operative armaments,” Ragnatold me.

The sale complete, our merchant growled something and stepped behind a curtain. He didn't come out
agan..

"What wasthat dl about?' | asked Tivi.

"Heissaying that such ashow of crass materialism and greed has been making him sick, at which point
hewill be expelling the contents of hisgastric sac."

"Oh." | turned and ydlled, "Sorry!"

"I wonder if thisthing works," Susan said, examining the contents of the box.

"I wonder what it does," | said. "Wouldn't look like agun, no matter how you'd put the parts together.
What did the sdlesman say?'

"Who knows. Tivi?'

"He was saying that this particular weapon would not be killing one's opponent. However, he was not
saying in exactitude what in matter of fact it would be doing.”

"That'swhat came out of al that conversation?’ | wanted to know.

"Much was being spoken,” Tivi said, "but littlewasbeing said.”

"Isit that these articles are to your satisfaction?' Ragnaasked, displaying the various oddments he had
bought for Susan-torch, messkit, toilet articles, some sort of bedrall, other stuff, al of which were
Nogon-made but eminently adaptable to human use.



"Oh, they'refine. Thank you so much, Ragna. Here, let me pay you."

"We may be settling monetary business dedings|ater, you are welcome.”

| said, "We can't thank you enough for exchanging our gold for currency.”

Hokar had let dip that gold prices had taken adive recently. Apparently, the economy of the Nogon
maze was booming. "Y ou areto think nothing of it, Jake, friend of mine. These things are not spoken of,
not much.”

"Here, Jake," Susan said, dumping aload of parcels on me. "Now, let me check back at the
dressmaker's and well--?"

"Look," | said, "I'm going to take Tivi and get those parts. Y ou go get your outfit and well meet you here
inan hour."

"Okay. Let'sdivvy up thesethings. Y ou take that and that, I'll take thisthing ... don't they give out
shopping bagsin this place?’

"Y ou may be needing this?' Tivi was unfolding agray cloth sack which she had brought out from under
her cape.

Susan shook her head. " And we didn't even think to bring abag or something.” She stuffed the small
sack, but the gun box wouldn't fit. "This bulky thing. Maybe if we took the stuff out of the box. Ragna?'
"No, let metakeit," | said. "Maybe | can find out what kind of weaponitis."

"But you'll have the partsto carry."”

"l have two of these," Tivi said, producing another sack.

"Tivi, darling, you're indispensable.”

"l am thanking you for not dispensing with me." Wefindly split up.

Tivi led me acrossthe mall and up aramp to amezzanine. From there we took a connecting corridor and
came out onto a curving balcony at least fifteen sories above avast centra floor aive with commerce
and every other sort of activity. We walked aong the bal cony until it swung out over the floor and
became aramp leading down to platform. There were bunches of trangparent tubes shooting up from the
floor, and insde the tubes were platforms moving up and down. These were elevators, certainly, but |
couldn't figure out how they worked. Weran into acrush of shopperswell before we reached the
boarding platform.

"Too much crowd," Tivi said. "We should be going back thisway."

We walked back up the ramp and onto the ba cony, then through another connecting corridor, coming
out into asmaller open areathat was a disconcerting architectural jumble. Nogon ideas of interior design
were perceptudlly disorienting. Wakways made odd angles as they shot overhead without visble
support. Ramps spirded dizzily, walls bulged and sucked in, staircases obtruded into overhead spaces:.
Contral, | thought. Control iswhat arcologies are al about-but what's dl this madness? Maybe
arcologieswere just about containment.

Tivi led meinto aside corridor. We stopped by apair of doors set into the wall.

"These freight-lifting mechanisms are not being in so much use" she maintained.

It looked like a conventional eevator, but when we got it going, it went up diagonally for awhile,
stopped for amoment, then continued verticdly. In al, we went up about twenty stories.

These upper levels seemed devoted to non-consumer items and were alittle quieter, but not much.
"Auctions' were being held here, too, complete with the pushing and shoving | had observed below.
There were stores here, of a sort, though you couldn't tell where one ended and one began. We found an
areastacked with crates of what Tivi said were electronics parts. The store was full of shoppers, but
there wasn't the crush there was below.

"I will be going to fetch asdesindividua. Be waiting here, please.”

"Right."

Tivi left and | examined some of the stuff. | could see now that my coming aong had been unnecessary. |
had thought that my experience with' alien technol ogies back in the known mazes would have helped. No
chance. Thisjunk looked like dried fruit to me. Boxes and boxes of dried fruit. Looked good, too; handy
for long trips when you can't stop to, est.

Damn, | wastired. | sat on abox of ddlicious-looking Nogon technology and took a deep breath. Mall



fatigue? Hell. Getting old.

| spent the next few minutes thinking about nothing in particular. Memories of the last four weekswerea
jumble. Running and hiding, capture and escape, over and over again. Nothing made sense. The universe
was a sensaless machine, grinding away to no purpose. | was caught in its gears.

| digested that for awhile. A faint feding of nauseawas the result.

Wherewas Tivi?

| got up and walked around the store looking for her. She was nowherein sight. | went back out into the
mall, walked one way, then turned around and walked back. | searched the store again, checked out the
neighboring store areas. No Tivi.

| waited another minute, then jogged asfar as| could down the mall without getting lost. | huffed back,
threading through the crowds, then ran in the other direction, searched, came back. She was gone.

In desperation, | searched the store once again, sat down, waited, got up and paced, sat back down,
waited.

The next ten minutes were miserable. If 1 went looking for her, I'd surely get lost. | couldn't ask anybody.
| knew only afew words of Ahgirr, nothing of the mainstream Nogon languages. | could only wait. And
wait.

Ten minutes more. Fifteen. Helpless. Helpless.

It was one of the few timesin my life when the notion of panicking didn't seem unattractive. Panic, a
least, was action and maybe arelease, while Stting there was unbearable torture.

The sheer immensity of the distance between here and home struck like a hammer blow. | was
lost-doubly, triply lost. | had blundered through not one, but two potluck portals, and now, inside that
maze-within-asmaze, | had found yet another labyrinth to contain me.

| stood up. All right, enough of that crap.

This place was big, but not infinitely so. | would walk and walk and walk and sooner or later Susan and
Ragnawould find me. They'd send out word, aert the security forces. | was easy enough to spot.

But if something had happened to Tivi, could Susan and Ragna be safe?

| was sure| could find that freight elevator. | did.

There were no buttonsto press. Tivi had fiddled with asingle knob until the desired level designation had
shown on the readout screen. No help to me. | tried remembering what symbol had been on the screen
when we entered. Couldn't. Okay. Then it was ameatter of fiddling with the damn knob, going aong for
the ride until this contraption went down at least twenty stories. | fiddled, and the thing went.

Sdeways.

Then it stopped and the doors did open. A few Nogon waiting nearby made motionsto enter, saw me,
and backed off. The doors closed. Nothing happened.

| spun the knob. The elevator went straight up. | spun the knob the other way. The elevator stopped,
groaned, went down diagonally to theright. | kept worrying the control and the thing kept changing
direction, going nowhere. Exasperated, | twisted the knob until alikely set of runes showed on the
readout. | left it there,

The contraption dropped like arock. Which was fine, except that | couldn't stop it. | must have given it
some priority command. Okay, the hell withit, I'd just go dong for theride.

It was along ride, straight down. And down. And farther down gtill. The bargain basement-sdeitems,
hardware, carpet remnants-the Seventh Circle of Hell.

Findly the elevator dowed, sighed softly, and stopped. The doors opened: | peered ouit.

Compared to the ceasdless roar of the mall, there was silence here. Out of the semidarkness, the quietly
efficient whir and hum of machinery cameto my ears. It wasaworld dl to itsown. Pipes gurgled, motors
thrummed and throbbed, fans whined. The strangled scream of aturbine came from my right. But quietly,
quigtly.

The place was ajungle of pipesand ducts. Here and there, faint trails of steam arose from joints and
junctures. Dripping water puddled on thefloor in front of the elevator. Dim yellow light came obliquely
from a source to the left. Through theriot of pipes| could see branching corridors leading off a odd

angles.



Thiswasn't my floor. | wrenched the oversized, dull-white control knob around until vaguely familiar
markings showed on the readout screen. The elevator stayed put. | fiddied with it some more, to no avail.
Thething would go up again, if & al, in itsown good time. | squatted, leaning my back againg the metdl
wall of the car.

Lost again. Logter and logter.

To kill the agonizing wait | examined Susan's strange wegpon. Taking the pieces out of the box, | tried to
figure away to put them together. The largest component of the three looked like ahandle-end, and |
proceeded on that assumption. The smaller of the remaining two pieces appeared to be a power pack,
which fit into the third, along rod with an adjustable clamp on the end of it. Click, snap, and it was
together.

Fine. Now, what the hell wasit, and how did it work? Second question first. Y ou held it by the handle
and pointed. Y ou crooked your middle finger around thislittlering here, and ... ? Nothing. There were
various circular switches on the handle, and | pressed some of them. Nothing. | broke it apart, examined
the cylindrical power pack, decided it looked to be in backward, and turned it around. Putting the
contraption back together, | pointed it out the door at the floor and squeezed the ring.

A tiny, bright blue discharge sputtered from the end of therod. That wasit. | fiddled with the switches
and tried again. The discharge was brighter and more elongated. Further fiddling produced a wesker,
shorter discharge.

And that was absolutely it. The floor wasin great shape.

Thiswas obvioudy not aweapon but atool, probably a pipe cutter or scoring tool of somekind.
Apparently our salesman had been extremely pissed off at us. Why hadn't Tivi known it wasn't a
wespon? Possi bly because the thing was dien manufactured and designed for non-Nogon use. It didn't
look like atypical Nogon toal; | had seen plenty of those.

| pressed switches until it didn't discharge when | pulled on the ring. On safety. | dipped into my back
pocket and stood up. | played with the control knob some more. Nothing. | paced inside the car, then
tried the control again. No response. | banged. on it in annoyance. Hell, don't break it, | told mysdif. |
paced in acircle, giving the knob agood twist every circuit.

Some ten minutes later | decided it was never going to go up again, at least not very soon. | picked up
Tivi'scloth sack. Insde was Susan's new torch and another thing that looked like a sewing kit.

| took the torch, dropped the sack and walked out into the pipe jungle, taking a corridor leading to the
right. Just as| got far away enough not to be able to run back in time, the goddamn elevator shut its
doors and took off. Maybe it had been waiting for meto leave.

| wandered for an hour, looking for away up. No stairwell, no ladders, no more elevators. Endless
passageway's through thickets of pipes, ducts, cables, and conduits. Thelife of the fain throbbed in the
darkness dl around me. The Nogon had never redlly left their caves. Vents of steam hissed at me.
Strange markings on the walls gave no clue asto where | should go, how to get out. Lost and more logt.
The urge to panic was retuming.

| stopped and sat on ametal canister left in the passageway, leaned back and rested my head against a
warm pipe. | couldn't see away to the other side of this. | would wander endlessly through an eternal
humming night-no onewould find me, ever.

Hey, you'd better stop that, another voice told me.

Right. But | had been worn down. Every man has his breaking point. | wastired of this. Tired of it. |
wanted to deep, get into another dream. | didn't like this one. Whirclickbeep ... whirclickbeep, something
sounded behind me. Whirclickbeep ... whirclickbeep. | waslost in aforest of soundsagain. Lostina
cave again. The same cycleswere repeating incessantly. Over and over, over and over. Run, chase, run,
chase. .. log, log, logt...

... Theroad is never-ending. | run aong it into the night; footsteps echoing from the vast nothingness that
dowly envelopes me, that dowly closes me within itsdark maw. | runinto the throat of the night. Eternd
night. Even the stars are gone, winked out, choked out by the miasmal nonbeing that clouds the universe
ahead. All that remainsistheroad, my feet dgpping againg it: Hard metd, it drains the strength from my
legs, but | must go on, | must run. That isthe only thing left, the only thing | have. | keep putting one foot



infront of the other, keep throwing one leg out, then the other,-jogging on, loping on. The things behind
will never catch meif only | can keep running. | must. The light behind fades, my own shadow on the
road ahead blends with the darkness. | am aone. Running, running ... | can't fee my legs. My body is
gone. | am pure movement, forward movement without cause, without purpose, but with an inevitable
degtination. | aminadark tunnd, rushing forward, my speed increasing, momentum building. | accelerate
into the starless dark trailing dipstreams of blackness. Time winds down and stopswhile| gain speed. |
plunge headlong through eternity, aiming for anoda point where dl lines of force, dl threads of being
converge. | fal. | gravitate toward the center, toward the knot in the middle of space, the beginning of
time. | dide aong aweb woven of the stuff of night, al linesleading to its heart. | plummet. But as|
gpproach, as| am about to reach my resting point ... Sudden light! Blinding explosion of light! The
wavefmnt overtakes me, | dissolve into purest energy, | am swept avay by overwhelming force ...

| jerked awake and fell off the barrel to the hard, warm floor.

Sitting up, | waited until my heartbeat dowed, then stood. | had dozed off-or maybe | had had a
recurrence of my hallucinating. | was bonetired. Sure, | had only fallen adeep. Timeto get moving. Sit
here and they'll never find you. Okay.

| walked forward again afew steps and stopped abruptly. Something tall was standing in the shadows
farther down the passageway.

| dowly took Susan'storch from my back pocket. My nonBoojum again, | thought. Will I never berid of
the thing or will it follow mefor therest of my life?

| played the beam of the torch on it and my heart dropped into my stomach.

"Grrreetings, Jake-frrriend. We have found you at last." A nightmarein gray-green chitin, fully two and a
half meterstall, the Reticulan took astep forward. | assumed it was Twrrrll, the onewho had aways
spoken to me. His zoom-lens eyes rotated dightly to get mein better focus. The complex apparatus of
his mouth worked in and out, up and down in argpid and silent sawing-machine motion. His body was
thin, his sevendigited hands and feet huge. Jutting out from along narrow face, the eyes were dead,
containing nothing, no emation, no pa pable presence. A thin spike of agenita organ hung from hislower
abdomen. He wore no clothing except for aharness of leatherlike material wrapping historso. He carried
alarge pouch hung by a strgp from his shoulder. Something wasinit.

Twrrrll and his hunting companions had followed me dl the way from Ten-an Maze. They had been
teamed with Corey Wilkes. Ostensibly, Wilkes had been paying them off in return for safe passage
through Reticulan Maze, the only way back to Terran Maze from the Outworlds. But | suspected that the
Reticulans had wanted the Roadmap, too. It would open up new hunting grounds to them, provide fresh
honorable game. Their home world and Skyway planets had been hunted out long ago. | also suspected
that they had just about given up hope of getting the map. Too many hounds after onefox. The only thing
that drove them now was the hunt. For members of a Reticulan Snatchgang, bagging the quarry and
dispatching it in ahorrific ceremony of vivisection was the overriding concern.

| took a deep breath. At least the danger, the thing to be feared, had taken on aphysica form. | had
been chased and now | was caught. And now | would deal with the Situation.

"Soyouvefound me” | said. "What's your intention?"

"Qurr intention isto give you an honorrable death, Jake frrriend. It isourrr obligation. Y ou are the
Sacrrred Quarrry, the honorrrable game. Y ou must die well, and we shall see that you do.”

"Thanks, | wasredly worried about that."

"Y ou werre?' The question seemed genuine. "Then rrrest assurrred.”

| pointed to the pouch hanging from his shoulders. Something big wasinit. "Got your lunchin there?" |
asked.

"Lunch?' Helooked down. "I see. No, the game was not honomable. | did not est it.”

He reached into the pouch and drew out Tivi's severed head, dangling it by its beautiful yellow-white hair.
The shock left me nauseous and stunned. 1t was murder so casud, so unthinking that anger was almost
impossible. Instead a huge void opened up in me, an emotiona emptiness, a hel plessness. The meaning of
events past and present drained away, leaving only achilling perception of the blind mdignity of the
universe,



"Why?' wasal | had the breath to say.

"It was. .." the dien answered, somewhat a alossto explain, and somewhat, | thought, apologetic. "It
was necessamy."

I'll kill you,” | said.

"You mugt trry," Twrrll said. "Otherrrwise you would do me no honorrr."

The Reticulan replaced the head into the bag, then drew forth aknife with acurving black blade and a
jade-green hilt. He strode forward.

| turned and ran, stopped short when | saw another Reticulan coming down the passageway. | ducked
into the maze of pipes. | crawled, vaulted, and sidied my way through until | broke into another
passageway. And met another of Twrrll's companions. | ran from him, found adoorway opening onto a
corridor and turned into it. The corridor went about ten meters and debouched into a chamber clogged
with more machinery and pipes.

Therewas no way ouit.

| looked around for aweapon. In apile of debrisin front of the far wall | found anarrow plagtic pipe. |
hefted it. It had mass, at least, and would have to do.

Two Reticulans carrying ceremonid kniveswere walking camly down the corridor. Twrrll turned into the
doorway behind them.

| picked aspot on the floor that would give me maneuvering room and stood my ground.

"So," Twirrll said when they al stood in front of me. "We shall begin the consummation of thisaffairr.”
The dien on the left went into a crouch and advanced, sweeping the black-bladed dagger in wide arcs
before him. Hetried to circle but | siwung the pipe afew times and thwarted him. | shifted to theright,
feinted abroad cut and tried ajab to hisface. He ducked nestly, counterthrusting at my legs. | jumped
and backed off.

Hetried circling again, thistime ducking my swingsand dashing a my arms, and though a Reticulan's
reach islong, he missed. But he successfully circled me. My back wasto his companions, but they made
no move toward me. Just to be sure, | backed mysdlf againgt the far wall so that my present opponent
wasto the right and the rest to the left. The dien glided forward, surprisng me by hislightness of foot. He
stopped just out of pipe's reach and danced from side to Side, leaning in and out of range, inviting atry
for aknockout swing, which he would block, then moveinsde. | countered that tactic by not giving into
the temptation. Instead, | kept jabbing to keep him at adistance, waiting for his move. It came soon
enough.

Hisleft hand flicked out, grabbing the end of the pipe. He rushed in, bringing the knife-wielding right up in
athrust to my groin. | jumped to the left, spun around, bringing my arms over my head and twisting the
pipe from his grasp, then rushed around him and delivered a solid thwack to the back of hishead ashe
passed. The alien went crashing into the pile of debris, banging hisface againgt the hard masonry of the
wall. Hewas down for only a second, though, and | halted my followup. Pivoting on double-jointed
knees, he swung around with knife low, ready to spring to hisfeet as| attacked. Seeing that | had
stopped, he dowly got up.

My heart sank. That blow to the head would have iced any human and nine out of ten diens. | backed
into my origina position. Twmll and the other one were till blocking the door.

The dien rushed again, coming under the pipeas| swung at hisknife hand. The knife camewithin a
decimeter of my eyes. | dashed back to the right and smacked histhin right forearm. The knife went
skittering across the floor. Heran to get it and | rushed him, hitting him across the back. He fell prodtrate.
Ashetried getting' up | stepped on the bony, segmented ridge that ran up his back, jumped over his
head, wheded around and bashed his skull with dl my might. | bashed it again. The dien raised his head
and started to rise, coming to hisknees. | hit him again and again. Cracks opened up aong the chitinous
shell of hisskull, leeking apae pink fluid. Again | brought the pipe down. A flap of skull detached itself
and fell to the side, exposing a bright pink mass of brain tissue. | thumped the pipe down repestedly,
smashing the brain into pulp, pink sprays of mist shooting out as each blow landed. -

The dien stayed on hisknees. He brought one leg dowly up. I hit him again, and ashe raised hishead |
smashed hisface with avicious crosswise blow. One eye broke off and clattered to the floor likea



broken piece of acamera. Hefell on hisside. | kicked hisface and sent him keeling over backwards. He
rolled over and | followed up with blowsto the spine and back of the head. He got to his knees and
begantorise.

| kept hitting him. And hitting him. He fell, tried to rise again. My arms weretired, each blow lessforceful
than the last. But his head was coming apart, haf his brain now exposed and turned to pink mush.
Spongy fragments of it clung to the end of the pipe. | swung and siwung and swung again.

"Stay down!" | wasydling. "Bastard!" | screamed it with each blow. "Bastard!” The pipefdl again.
"Bagtard!" Again. "Bastard son of abitch!”

Heroseto hisknees again.

"Y ou're dead, you son of abitch, dead!" | gathered dl my strength into one breath, straddled his body
and crashed the pipe down on his skull once again. A fine pink mist shot up, and athick gush of foamy
pink fluid flowed out of the holein hisskull.

But he started to get up again.

| screamed in frustration and backed away to get my breath. Waiting until he got to one knee and
brought his head up, | stepped in to deliver asmashing blow to the back of the neck.

Like asnake gtriking, his huge left hand shot out and caught the end of the pipein agrip of iron. | tugged
but couldn't get it free. As he cameto hisfeet he grasped it with the other hand. | kept tugging and
twigting to no avail. Heraised hisend of the pipe, did hisright hand down itslength to about the midpoint
and applied pressure to the farther end. The pipe groaned and began to bend. | lost my griponit and
backed off. Hetwisted it into a haf-pretzel and flung it away, striding toward me. | backpedaled until |
came up againg ared hot duct. | yelled and jumped forward, bringing my hand around to my back
where | had been singed. In doing so, | discovered Susan's strange nonwespon still in my back pocket. |
drew it out. The dlien lunged and wrapped one huge hand around my neck, one around my head. He
squeezed. | jabbed the tool into hisface, poking the lone eyewith it. | kicked him, smashing my boot into
his genita area. He wasn't soft there. He wasn't soft anywhere. He squeezed tighter and tighter. My head
fet asif it were about to crack. The smell of turpentine and dmondsinvaded my nostrils, overpowering
me. | choked, struggled for bresth, bringing the tool up to poke at the horny shell of hisface. He
squeezed tighter, the one eye ill working and rotating lazily for focus. | drew one last bresth before my
windpipe closed.

| was passing out. | brought the tool up before my eyes, thumbed what | hoped were the right switches
and reached out, catching his narrow bony neck in the C-shaped clamp at the end of the thething. |
jerked on the trigger ring and a brilliant flash blossomed in my eyes.

The Reticulan's head fell off, thumping to my feet.

But hedidn't let go. Tugging onthe dien'swrigt, | reached out and applied the tool to hisupper am. A
small, furious blue flame like awelding arc cut through chitin and flesh. | rotated the tool; scoring a
circular cut. The arm detached, and | yanked it away from my neck and dropped it. The grip on my head
loosened. | brought my forearm up againgt the dien'swrist and got free.

| stepped away and looked as the body took three steps backward, tottered for a moment, then toppled
over. Even asit. lay there, thelegs till worked in spastic waking motions and the remaining arm twitched
convulsively. Mesmerized, | watched. Presently, the legs stopped working and began to quiver.

| turned my eyesto the two remaining Reticulans, who had been observing impassively the whole while.
Then | collgpsed to my knees, breeth coming in wracking sobs. A coughing fit overcame me. If Twrrrll
and his buddy had wanted to make their move then they would have had me. But they stood there
watching.

"Splendid, Jake-frrriend,” Twrrrll said. "Most beautiful. If my brotherrr could speak, he would thank you
for aconsummately honorrable death. Y ou have ourrr thanks aswell."

"Happy-" | tried to answer, but another bout of coughing interrupted me. When | wasfinished | gasped,
"Happy to oblige." The second Reticulan stepped forward, then stopped. Twrrrll reached into his pouch
and withdrew something, handed it to his brother-in-the-hunt.

The alien shook the thing and it unfurled. 1t was a digphanous net made of tightly-woven green thread. He
advanced dowly toward me, dagger in left hand, net in the other.



| took adeep breath. "Hell," | said. | got up.

The second Reticulan advanced cautioudy, holding the net out and tracing patternsin the air with the
dagger. | grasped the cutting tool with both hands and went forward to meet him. Asl did, | felt the
tingling flow of adrendine sgnaling that my body was on emergency power. My second wind.

Thedien lunged, dashing low at my legs as he passed. | jumped out of the way. He circled, made
another pass, thistime feinting with the dagger and throwing the net. | backed off, waiting for the redl
attack. He took histime. He began patrolling awide perimeter, trying to back meinto the near corner of
theroom. | let him do it for awhile, then | rushed to attack, broke off and ran to the middle of the floor.
Twrrrll wasn't more than three meters from me. | saw my chance and turned on him.

That pouch of hiswasroomy. He was training asmall handwegpon on me. It could have been a
dart-thrower-which would have passed unnoticed by the scanners upstairs.

"I have no wish to use this dishonorrrable device on you, Jake-frriend,” Twrrrll told me. "But | will do so
if you act dishonorrrably.”

| backed away toward the other wall. The second Reticulan crossed the room and began patrolling a
wide section of floor. He would eventually corner me and make me vulnerableto the net if | did not
attack: But as| would have to close with him to do any damage he'd surely net me that way, too. |
needed a second weapon. | sidled away toward the pile of junk against the far wall, glancing over every
few stepsto seeif alikely object was available. | saw along piece of light structural metd, probably
aluminum, bent in the middle and jagged at one end. | sidestepped to the right and picked it up. Thedien
eyed meimpassively asadways, but | thought | detected adight change of posture reflecting arethinking
of hisdtrategy.

| thought a bit, too. | redlized that most of the first Reticulan's attacks aswell as those of my present
opponent had been directed at nonvita parts of my body. With ashudder | realized why. The object had
been to wound me, saving mefor the fina honor of the vivisection table. And that had been my
advantage. Otherwise, | probably wouldn't have won the first round.

And there was plenty of doubt about my winning this one unless| could put that advantage to good use.

| continued sidestepping to the right as he backed me closer to the far corner. | let him approach; turning
dightly to begin backstepping, took two steps toward the corner, then sprang forward suddenly off one
foot. He cocked the net hand back, ready to throw, but saw the jagged end of the aluminum rod coming
up to snag it, and held back. | closed with him, swiping at hisface and chest with the cutting toal. |
backed him off for afew steps. Then he stooped under and tried adashing cut a my upper thigh. |
barely avoided it and swung at hisforearm, triggering the cutting tool but missng him. The end of the tool
left abrilliant trail in the semidarkness.

He backstepped twice, then lunged, feinted with the dagger, took three stepsto my left and snapped the
net likeawhip a my legs, theend of it wrapping negtly around my left caf. | whirled away to unwind
myself, but not before he yanked and jerked me off my feet. | fell on my sdeand rolled, losing agrip on
the aluminum rod. | pivoted on my kneesto find it, reached for it, but by that time he was above me. The
damp, sticky shroud of the net enveloped me. With alife of itsown it contracted ingtantly, covering me
likewarm taffy. | struggled and tried to rise, pushing out with my arms and stretching the fabric of the net.
It turned resilient and pulled back, contracting like amuscle. | felt aburning pain at the back of my knee,
yelled, and collapsed. | flopped over and strained to get the cutting tool away from my face. Triggeringiit,
| dashed at the net, made asmdl hole and poked my arm through. | brought the tool up to the dien's
face. He was bending over me inserting the knifeblade carefully through the webbing in order surgically to
cut the tendons of my legs. He ducked the toal, grabbing my forearm near the elbow, hisgrip
monstroudy strong. | twisted my arm and swung the end of thetool inwicked little swipesat hisface, the
tool-end flaring brightly. | grabbed a handful of net and yanked. His knife made along dit in thefabric. |
got my left leg out and kicked up, driving my hed into hiseyes. Hefell back, trying to keep agrip on my
arm, but | twisted away, reached over, and, with the tool sputtering and burning, described along curving
linedong the length of historso. | rolled away, got to my knees and hacked at the netting. My other leg
came free and | rose, gathering the sticky mass of the net about me as| ran to the other side of the room.
It took some doing, but | got free. My hands, face, and clothes were covered with stickum. The dien



was lying supine but dowly started to rise. | rushed back, but he was on hisknees by thetime | got to
him. I waded in, swinging the flaring end of the tool at hisface. He struggled to hisfeet, one hand pressed
to the carbonized gash in the chitin of histhorax and abdomen. Frothy pink fluid leaked from the wound.
Hefended off the tool with the knife, poking at my wrist and forearm. | backed him into the far corner,
hacking at him, the tool-end flaming continuoudy. He bumped into acylindrica machine component,
stepped to the left, banged his crown againgt an overhead pipe, and bent his head. | swung for his neck,
missed, and nicked a verticd tube to my left. The tube sputtered and hissed. | backed away-just in
time-asastream of hot yelow liquid spurted from it, shooting acrossthe room in alow arc. Thedien
used the interruption to get out of the piping and lope toward the front of the room. | ducked under the
stream of stuff, feding stray drops of it land burningly on my back, and went after him. | caught him good
across the back, opening up another seared-edged wound. He stopped, whirled, and dashed blindly at
me. | ducked and came up with the tool, inscribing another gash dong historso that cut acrossthe first
wound, curved around, and intersected it again. | backed away, got my weight on one foot, and sprang
a him again. The dien was doubled over in pain. | rushed at him, tried to get hisneck in the guiding
clamp. He ducked out and knocked the tool aside with hisforearm. | swung low and nicked hisright
thigh, stepped away from his quick swipe at my face, went in again, and made acrosswiseincisonin his
chest. The chitin of historso cracked open and fell away in jagged pieces. Insde was a conglomeration
of mechanica-looking organsthat began spilling out into the Reticulan's hands. Thingsthat looked like
clear plagtic tubing wriggled out, severed ends leaking rosy ichor. A mass of orange gelatinous goo oozed
forth dong with u writhing charm-bracelet of odd polyhedra organs. Pink froth puddied on thefloor. |
brought the tool down and struck his crossed arms. The mass of hisinsdes fell with a splat to the floor.
He dropped the black-bladed knife.

| took him apart. Firgt the arms. Then oneleg. Hetoppled over and | methodically cut him into pieces
like the overgrown lobster that he was. It took severa minutes.

When | was done, | looked up to find the room filling with smoke. The far sde of the room wasin flames
and steaming liquid covered thefloor.

| looked toward the door. Twrrrll was coming toward me, knifein hand. | ran into a cloud of smoke and
fumes, covering my nose and mouth, and sweeping ahead with the flaming cutting toal. | circled blindly,
raninto awadl, felt my way dong it, found the doorway, and ran through.



? 13

It wasn't long before | met other souls down in that technological inferno. A fire brigade rushed past me
dressed in fireproof suits, carrying equipment. They gave me puzzled glances, but did not stop.

| smiled and waved, limping toward the stairwel | they had poured out from. | was hurt, though not
mortally. The hamstring muscles of my left leg had been butchered abit, but not completdy severed. My
right thigh had taken a puncture wound, and that was redlly hurting. | reached the stairwell and began to
climb, but Nogon in bright uniforms-security guards, it turned out-met me before I'd gotten very far up.
They took meinto custody.

The hour that followed isalittle vague in my mind. | was led back through the basement and into an
express elevator. We ascended for an hour, it seemed. We dighted onto an office floor, and there | was
bound with itchy leatherlike handcuffs and plopped into achair in adark office. Motions were made
which indicated that | was not to leave. Two guards were posted. The others rushed out, closing and
locking the door. | sat there in adaze for about ten minutes. Then the other security people returned and
led meto adifferent office, sat me down, and went out again. This happened twice more. At that point |
began to blank out.

| believe | was taken to some sort of infirmary, but little was done. Doctors-if they were doctors-looked
me over and decided | wasn't worth bothering with. | felt basically okay. | just wanted to draw acurtain
over my mind and forget. But the stickum al over me and the image of quivering mandibleswouldn't go
away. And the Sght of intestines that ooked like children's plastic building blocks spilling from the body
of acreature whose passing glance would stop achild's heart. And the smell of turpentine and almonds.
At some point Susan showed up. Sheran her hand gently over my forehead. She was crying. "Oh, Jake,"
shesad.

"Areyou dl right?' | asked camly. Then | cameout of it. "Susan,” | said, and it dl seemed like adream.
"Suzie. My God, Suzie™

| stood up. Susan buried her faceinto my filthy jacket and sobbed.

Her voice muffled, she wailed something.

"...my fault,itsmy fault . . ." wasdl | could hear.

"No, no," | said.

She cried some more then lifted her face up. Shelooked asif she'd been crying for hours. Had it been
hours since | came up from the depths?

"Poor Tivi," shesaid, her lower lip quivering. "How can | ever..."

She hid her face again and trembled against me.

"There, there”

| actually said, There, there.

There was more moving around. Ragna came out of what was gpparently some officid's office, into the
anteroom where Susan and | were Sitting.

"Thedigtinguished individua to whom | have just been speaking,” heinformed us solemnly, "iswishing to
be gazing upon you in person as we are discussng this matter."”

Wewent into alavish office that looked more like a bedroom. The Nogon individua was dressed in
cerise robes of acrepe materid and reclined on adivan like some improbabl e satrap. His manner was
perfunctory, if not downright insulting. He and Ragna exchanged words. We stood by.

Indl, five minutes worth of words were exchanged, and at the end of it the official spat out a phrase that
was surely an insult, got up, and flounced out through another door.

"Why are we being blamed?’ | asked Ragna. "And what did he say to you?'

"Heiscadling mewhat most of our race are calling us, in SO many words, that we are people who are
fornicating with crestures that have no eyes-which isto be saying animalswho areliving in caves. And we
are not being blamed, so much, anyway. They are caring nothing for Tivi. A fire, though, to themis
frightening stuff, which is understandable-which is serving them right for living in these dumps, by gosh,
the bagtardly rats. It isal drictly in the nature of being bullshit.”



| ill didn't understand, but didn't ask for further elaboration. It wasal, | was sure, very difficult to be
explaning.

We went home.

The Ahgirr medicsfixed me up fine, and while | was recuperating, the techsfixed thetrailer for us. No
one breathed aword about Tivi's death. The Ahgirr, it seemed, didn't have funeras. What was done with
the remains was | eft unspoken aswell.

Nothing was said or done which in any way would have led usto believe that we were being held to
blame. Tivi's hushand Ugar cameto usand said that Tivi had died in the performance of her duty asa
scientist. That wasdl hesaid.

There was aceremony, however, which we humans dl attended. The entire community gatheredina
huge central chamber and sat on the cool stonefloor in silencefor afull hour or more. Then they al got
up and left to go about their daily tasks.

| spent two days languishing in Ragnaand hiswife's suite, saring at the polished granitewall of a
bedchamber, seeing strange things swarming in the grainy surface. Tivi'sface, Susan's, Darlas, my
father's. Scenes from my life, too, darkly and through a glass smudged with forgetfulness.

Gradually, | came out of whatever state | wasin and in aweek | was more or less back to normal.
Three very busy days passed before we said good-bye to the Ahgirr. | supervised the final touches on
therepair job. Ariadne got afacdift and aclean hill of hedlth after extensve repairs. She was il
magenta, but now sheworeit well.

Inthe middle of dl this, | drew Sean aside. | had avoided doing thisfor aslong as| could. | asked him
about what | had seen in the caves.

"Ah, yes" he said, stroking hisexplosion of facid foliage. "Now, what exactly doesyour Snark look
like?'

"What do you mean, my Snark? Arethere different varieties?'

"As many asthere are people who see them.”

"| don't understand. Waswhat | saw in the woods back on Tdltreered or not?’

"Hard to say. There are anumber of theories. Not ashred of solid research has been done, but it's
thought that some types of vegetation on the planet produce hallucinogenic pollen.”

"l see. Sowhat | thought | saw wasjust brain static. Right?"

"Hard to say. Did you look for tracks?'

"No. | got conked right after | saw the thing."

"Wall, it might have been redl. That isto say, you could very well have seen something. Almost nothing's
known about Talltree, zoologically spesking.”

"How do you account for its being here?"

He shrugged his mountainous shoulders. "I don't. But you could have seen areal cresature back home,
then had a delayed reaction here. It's been known to happen.”

"Y eah, hdlucinogens are like that. Dglavu experiences are pretty common.”

"I've known some people who claim to be revisited by their Snarks every odd month or so. It'slike an
imprinting process. Anideefixe, if you'l forgive another Gdlicism.”

| scratched my face, shaking my head. "But it seemed so redl.”

"It can bethat, m'lad.”

"Y eah. Onething, though."

"Hm?'

"Y ou said thething | saw wasn't a Boojum.”

"Sounded like a Snark to me."

"What would've happened if | had seen aBoojum?”

"Y ou wouldn't be hereto talk about it."

"Ah" | sad.

Samwaslondy, parked as he was at the mouth of the cavecity, so in and around other activities, | had
made sure to go up and visit him. To passthe time, we ran a systems check on him, just to make sure



that everything was working smoothly. We would do this now and then, debug and add afew new
subroutines, erase usdessfiles, that sort of thing. All seemed fine until | discovered that Sam's
absolute-timing circuit was two hours dow. No doubt about it. Sam was two hours behind al the other
clocksin therig: the one on the dash, the one on the microwave oven in the kitchenette, even my
wristwatch, which | never wear. There were only two explanations. Either the timer had inexplicably shut
down for two hours and started up again, or Sam had been shut down for the same amount of time.
Thereisno direct way to turn Sam off, but if | wanted to, | would cut the power to his CPU and he'd be
out likealight, just like any other computer. Of course, Sam would never permit anyone else but meto
do it, but somebody working on him, on therig, rather...

Sam sad, "So you figureif it happened, it happened at the repair garage back on Talltree"

"Can't think of any other time when the opportunity would have arisen, except when Stinky worked on
you back on Goliath."

"Wdl, surdy Stinky's above suspicion.”

"Maybe." | thought amoment. "Okay. Stinky worked al day on you, right? And that night, the Militia
tried to break into the garage to search you."

"l don't know who it was. | just got the hell out of there, fast.”

"Y eah, which iskind of hard to figure, now that | think about it."

"How 07"

"Y ou say you crashed out of Stinky's garage. Did you run into anyone?"

"Nope. | rolled through a vacant lot, flattened alittle shed, then found a side street, and rolled out of
town. No onefollowed."

"If it wasthe Militia, | wonder why they didnt,” | said.

"Maybeit was that Petrovsky fellow, and an assistant or two."

| nodded. "Makes sense. | didn't see Petrovsky at the Tedlies ranch when the Militiaraided it. He could
have been |leading the mission to search you."do something you

"Could be."

Sitting in the shotgun sest in front of Sam'sdiagnostic display, | tugged a my lower lip, pinching it
between thumb and finger. " Though Petrovsky could have been in one of thoseflitterjets. Only two
landed, as| remember. | can't imagine him not personaly commanding amajor operation likethat. So, he
may have |eft the break-in attempt to his subordinates.”

"Maybe"

"Yeah," | said, mulling it over. Presently | said, "Answer methis. Isthere achance you were shut down
that night?"

"How would they have doneit?'

"An eectromagnetic pulse gun could have knocked you out that way."

"That would have knocked out everything, including the other clocks."

"Maybe some other way? Maybe you didn't notice anything until the last second before they yanked the
plug.”

"Wdll, hdl, | guessit's possible," Sam acquiesced, "but doesn't it make more sense to suspect that
something happened back on Talltree? There, they had dl the opportunity in the world. Y ou told them to
go right into the main power junction to check for sand.”

"I wastrying like hell," | sad, "to avoid drawing the concluson. Don't like theimplications of that. If they
got to you back there and tampered with you, it wasfor areason.”

"To get control of me?| can assure you that I'm just asornery asever.”

"No. Those backwoods bumblers wouldn't know how to handle amgjor artificia intelligence. But they
could have punked around with your auxiliary system software, maybe added a mole program.”
"Towhat end?'

"To get you to do something you wouldn't be aware of doing."

"Likewhat?'

"Likeleaving somekind of trace.

"Okay, | seewhat you're driving at. Well, it's easy enough to find out. Let me just read out how much



main memory were currently using for system software and... Jesus Chrigt.”

The readout was on the screen before Sam's reaction. The figure was aimost twice what it should be.
"No wonder | was having trouble crunching numbers during that shoot-out,” Sam said. "What isall that
junk? Can't be just supervisor programming.”

"Doubt it," | said.

"Lemmetry to get alistout, seewhat the hdl it is. Dammit. Why ain't | surprised thet it won't list out?

"Y ou've lived too long. Switch the buffer to the dash terminal and let metry."

Sam did, and | punched up the Main Menu: | tried various ploysto get alistout of the mass of bytes
taking up space in main memory, but couldn't, though | did get an addressfor it, and aprogram ID.

"At least it hasaname," Sam commented. "WPAQOOO1. Mean anything to you?'

" 'WPA' rings abell somewhere. Otherwise, no, it's meaningless.”

"Not surprising. Lessee, what €se can we do? What about this... 7'

Half an hour later, we had an empty trick-bag and still had amain memory clogged with what was
undeniably amole program of puzzlingly mgor proportions that stubbornly refused to show itsdlf or give
some clue asto its nature. It was everywhere. Aswell as claiming squatter'srightsin the CPU, it had
nestled itsalf in Auxiliary Storage, but we couldn't pinpoint exactly where. It was asif it had chr.cked into
amotel and left asuitcase in every room. The thing wasintractable. When we erased it from main
memory, it would load right back in when we I PLed the system again. And we couldn't erase it from
AuxStorage without the risk of wiping out something we wanted to keep. | grew frudtrated. Ina
last-ditch effort, | spent two hours coding adiagnostic program which, while it would not tell me directly
what the phantom program was, would by a process of dimination tell mewhat it wasn't. It wasn't a
conventiona supervisor program. It would not relinquish control to any other program once it Sarted
operating. What it did when it operated was amystery. With the engine off, it seemed to do absolutely
nothing. When we fired up the rig, something happened in the radioactive waste management system, but
whatever was going on was too subtle to detect.

After two hours of test runs, | findly got an inkling of what the thing could be.

"I'd say it wasan atificid inteligence. Generation Ten, possibly higher.”

"That'swhat | makeit out to be,” Sam said. "Which means...."

"We have astowaway."

"Entity X," aswe cameto cdl it, proved atough nut to crack. When we'd completed al other repairs and
gtill had no success, we threw in the nutcracker and | ft.

The phantom program obstinately resisted analysis, no matter how cleverly we devised the probe. We
couldn't get too tricky, though, for fear the thing was booby trapped. | didn't want to risk damaging the
CPU or maybe even therig itsdf. No telling what the thing could or would do if provoked. So we gave
up. Whatever Entity X was, it wasn't inhibiting business as usud. Sam's Vlathusian Entelechy Matrix was
firmly in control of 99 percent of the computer's functioning, and the mysterious program's clam on the
rest seemed harmless, though we strongly suspected it wasn't. We till didn't know exactly what it was up
to in the waste management system, but we could guess.

"So you think it's dropping off atrail of waste products, isthat it?" Sam asked.

"Maybe" | sad.

"But most vehicleslesk alittle suff now and then. How could the trackers find the trace?!

"By spiking our fuel with something. They filled you up on Tdltree, right?'

"Right. Y ou may be on to something here."

"Best guess| can come up with," | said.

"And we can't do anything about it, either. Beautiful." "Not unlesswe want to fiddle with the waste
system, and we're certainly not equipped for that.”

"No, we're not. One thing, though. Why would they need amgor artificia intelligence to do the job? A
dumb little Trojan horse program would've sufficed.”

"Maybenot," | countered. "We could deal with one of those. A program that's acomputer in itself can
keep itself hidden and resist attemptsto ferret it out.”



"Set acomputer to avoid getting caught by a computer, so to speak.”

| nodded. "So to speak.”

We said good-byeto the Ahgirr, with no little, regret and sadness. | till felt Tivi'sloss, and many others
had cometo be friends. Darlawas especidly loath to leave afascinating aien species. that was so much
like us. No race in the known mazes approached them in their smilarity to humans. The Reticulansran a
distant second, which isto say they weren't close at dl. It made sense that we had found them here, ina
noncontiguous maze. The Roadbuilders had probably wanted to separate species who might compete for
colonizable worlds.

In the shade of the cave-mouth, Ragna's eyes brimmed with tears.

"We shdl invariably be missng each of you asindividuals," he said, clutching the hand of Oni, hiswife-the
term seemed applicable here, even though Ragnaand Oni were lifecompanionsin the truest sense. The
Ahgirr were given to life-long monogamous relaionships. There was no word for "divorce” in their
language, though separations were not unheard of .

Hokar wiped his eyeswith the deeve of hisplain gray tunic. "Yes," he sad, "we shdl be missing you
"And weyou," John said, enveloping Hokar's hand in both of his.

About thirty cave dwellers had come up to the entrance to bid us farewell. We had come to know most
of them. In the shadows toward the rear, glowing eyes of shy children peeked out a usfrom behind
stacks of crates and cylindrical containers. | waved, and the eyes disappeared. Susan saw me smiling as
the children dared another peek.

"They're adorable, aren't they?' she said, coming up to me.

"Cute asbuttons,” | said.

"Always makes me wonder..." she began, then gave me awan smile.

"About having children? Or not having them?'

"I made that decision long ago, but it's not irrevocable. So | have second thoughts when | see abunch of
darling little thingslike that-and these are nonhuman kids, so you canimagine.”

Taking her arm | said, "I usually ask long before this, but... uh, do we have anything to be concerned
about in that area? Y ou said it wasn't irrevocable.”

"Hm? Oh, no way. | went in for old-fashioned surgery. My tubes are tied. Those three-year pillsare so
damned expensive, and with my brain I'd forget when the next one was due. The other nonsurgical
options aren't very attractive either. They'reirrevocable, and who the hell wantsto go into premature
menopause? But undoing atubd ligation iseasy, so I'm dways safe, and | ways have the option of
changing my mind." She grinned and put her arms around my neck. "And..."

"And?

"If | ever do change my mind about having children-"

"Whoathere" | said, undraping her arms from around me. "I'd have to think about that for agood long
while"

She was annoyed. "Why, you big egomaniac. Do you think | necessarily want to sign alifecompanionship
contract with you simply because | might want to bear your child? | say might." She put her fists on her
hips and tossed her head defiantly. "Think | want to be atruckdriver'swife, stuck at home with half a
dozen screaming brats while you go highballing around the universe picking up skyhookers?"

"I never indulge, my dear. Don't like diseasesin the groina area.”

"Don't make melaugh." She poked mein theribswith two stiffened fingers. "Y ou're good stock, isall.
Prime genetic materid.” She kept poking till | flinched. "Healthy as ahorse, good teeth, no inheritable
defect-"

| reached and bobbled her right breast. ™Y ou're not so bad yourslf, kid."

She squeded. "Y ou cregp! Groind, huh?"

| tried to stop her hand as it shot out and under, but missed. | jumped half ameter.

"Susan, redly,” | groaned. "What will our friendsthink?" Our friends were regarding us bemusedly, and |
caught aparticularly curious stare from Ragna as Susan ceased her attack upon my privates and jumped
up, locking her legs around my hips, hugging me, laughing, kissng me.



Ah, thisisbeing some strange courtship ritud, perhaps, invariably?
Widl-actudly, yes.
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Theroad, theroad. Always the road, the endless black ribbon, like the one that'll be around my casket
probably, tying off my lifein atangle topped by an enigmatic floral bow, M oebius-looped and infinite,
Planet after planet rolling impassively by, bardly glimpsed at as| keep my eyes caged dead ahead. But |
do notice some. Here agray-skyed leaden lump of aworld in the loosening grip of Pleistoceneice-lock,
looking crushed and glacier-scarred; here atropical seraglio blanketed in feather-plume trees; here
relentless plains of pinkish grasses edged in distant blue-black mountains. Another: thisoneisdl rolling
hills of raw red clay landscaped in brush with mauve foliage. It lookslike spring here, telltale yellow buds
everywhere. Another world comes up, and we roll across the pale corpse of winter, powdery snow
heaped in wisp-tailed drifts dong the road (which, by theway, is completely clear of snow, asusud).
Then, another portd, to the dark towers we come once again, hot-rodding blithely into the gap between
the worlds, between here and there, wherein thereis neither space nor time, wherein there isno now or
then, no past, no future. And we come to afairy garden of purple rocks with beds of multicolored
flowerslaid in between, set againgt a painted backdrop of violet sky.

"I'm getting Sick of scenery,” Susan announced.

"Already?" | said. "We've only been on the road, what?a couple hours?!

"Six," shetold me. "Thought I'd be fresh after afive-week break, but it's dready wearing thin."

"Well, try bearing up. We only haveten hillion light-yearsto go."

"Gred."

Thisisgood road-straight and flat. We were going dong at afair clip, making excdlent time (asif we had
some kind of schedule to keep-absurd, of course). The worlds went diding by. Back in the breakfast
nook, John and Roland were puzzling over the Ahgirr maps, now and then yelling out contradictory
directions. They were very confused. So far, none of the planet descriptions matched what we were
seeing out the ports. We were still in the Nogon Maze, that | was sure of, because we were ill seeing
their digtinctive middle-tech vehicleswith smiling blue faces behind the windscreens. We had acomplete
map of this maze, dong with others, so John and Roland should have been able to figure out where we
were. "| have no ideawhere we are," Roland admitted.

"Sam," | sad, "can you help those guys out?'

"Not redlly. All | can do isdisplay the maps on my screens. Nobody programmed me how to read
them.”

"| thought Oni did.”

"' She was supposed to, last week. But then we found Entity X."

"Oh, thet'sright.”

Roland had come forward and taken the shotgun seat. He was struggling with the many-folded paper
map, trying to match a section of it with what was showing on the main screen.

He had been growing irritable. "Why can't any racein the universe learn to make roadmaps smple?’ he
grumbled. "Now where the hdll-?"

"Wheat's the problem?’ Sam wanted to know. "Heres where we are on the star chart. Seethe flashing
cursor?'

"Uh..." Roland scrunched up one dangling section of the map, rotated the whole thing ninety degrees
and looked back and forth between map and screen. "Y eah. Right. Okay." He squinted at the map. "I
think."

"| thought you weren't programmed to read them,” | said.

"I'm not," Sam answered. " Sort of figured it out for mysdlf.”

"Sam, what you didn't figure," Roland said, "wasthat the Ahgirr draw their maps upside down. Right is
left and vice versaon these things”

"What?'

" think."

"Well now, that'scrazy.”



"Sort of like an astronomica map.”

"But thisis an astronomica map... moreor less"

"Mostly less" Roland said.

"Gentlemen,” | brokein, "exactly what difference doesit make?"

"Eh?' Sam said.

"Where, exactly, are we supposed to be going?'

"We want to enter amaze belonging to arace with an unpronounceable name. Cdl ‘em the Grunts,”
Roland said.

"And how do we get to the land of the Grunts?' | asked.

"Wadl ... Sam, give me a 3D graphic on that maze, will you? And show our entry point, too."
"Likethis?"

"Y eah. Now on this screen, can you give me the Nogon Maze, showing the exit point?'

"Thereyou go."

"Now, rotate thisone alittle. No, counterclockwise.”

"How'sthis?"

"Good," Roland said, sitting back and folding hisarms officioudy. "Now," he said, then frowned.
"Now what?' Sam said.

"Look," | said. "There'safork ahead, isn't there?'

Roland threw up hishands. "I redlly don't know."

"Oh, come on, there has to be afork. We just ingressed here. There should be a mad leading to the
double-back portd and one leading to a next-planet portal. Unlessthisisathreehole planet. Isit?”
"Way | figure," Sam said, "it should be. There's adoubleback to the |eft fork, anext-planet to the right,
and the middle road should lead to an interchange world. Big one, too, with about three mgjor routes
junctioning.”

"Grest. Let'stake the middle road.”

"Why?"

"When we get to the interchange, well flip acoin.”

"Suitsme”

"I don't know, Jake," Roland said. "Don't you think we should try to get oursalves back on Winni€'s
ltinerary?

"That means going back to the Outworlds, doesn't it?"

"Well, | suppose.”

"No chance. We'd be dead as soon as we poke our nose through the porta. Besides, | have avery
srong fedling that you can't get there from here.”

"Jake may very well beright," John said, leaning over our shoulders. "Ragnaand Hokar told usthat
they've never heard aroad story describing anything like Terran Maze. The Ahgirr have had their ears
pricked for news of beings akin to themsalves since they cameto the Skyway. | gathered that the known
mazes around here have some rather sirange occupants. Harmless sorts, but you wouldn't beinviting
them for tea”

"Wadll, it's settled then,” | said.

Susan brokein, "Good of you men-folk to make dl the heavy decisonsfor uswomen-folk.”

Roland showed a crooked smile. " Something tells me we're going to hear from the distaff side.”

"Do you see anyone spinning wool back here?!

"Y ou're showing your age, Susan,”" Roland remarked ascerbically.

"Y ou shut up. Jake, | just wanted to let you know that the quote-unquote distaff sde would liketo be
consulted now and then in mattersthat may affect their lives and general wellbeing ... or isthat too much
to ask for atruck-drivin' he-man like y'al?"

"Shucks, mam," wasall | got to say before Darlainterrupted.

"Susan, do you mind spesking for yoursdlf?"

"Certainly not," Susan answered, arching one brown eyebrow abit haughtily. Or maybe it wasjust
surprise.



"| think we al need to be reminded now and then that thisis Jakesrig. | think it'sonly right that he shonld
have thefind say in which direction he should steer it."

"Wéll, excuse me, Darla-darling-"

"Don't cdl methat," Darlacut throughicily.

"Pardon me. But may | remind you that | never asked to come dong on thisjoyride. | was dragged.”
"That's neither here nor there."

"Bullshit. | demand asay in decisionsthat affect me."

Darlasvoicewas coldly ironic. " 'Demand?’

"Y es, dammit, demand. | think it'smy right.”

"The universe doesn't grant rights eedly, dearie. Y ou haveto fight for them.”

"I'm not demanding them of the universe. Actudly, I'm merely asking-"

"Y ou haven't offered an opinion on anything important up till now. In fact, you haven't done much of
anything but complain. Why the sudden interest in the decision-making process?’

"I'mtired of everyonetaking it for granted that | don't have an opinion. Or not one that counts.” Susan
crossed her aams huffily. "And don't cal me “dearie!”

"So sorry. And what is your opinion?’

"Thank you for asking. Asamatter of fact, | agree with Jake. | think it's about time he finds hislegendary
shortcut back home-wouldn't you agree?”

"I'm not sure," Darla said, her voice more subdued.

"Wall, that'shisPlan."

"Plan," Darlarepested, anote of sarcasm returning.

"Yes, Plan. Cdl it Fate, if you will. Use any word you want.”

"l cdl it merte”

Susan'svoice gtiffened. "That isyour privilege.

"Anyway, if you're agreeing with Jake, why the sudden need for self-determination?’

"It's not sudden, and it's not aneed. It'sa"

"Well, | do know you have plenty of those. Needs, | mean, and you'refairly systematic about meseting
them.”

"Just what isthat supposed to mean?' Susan said, voice tightened with rising anger.

"Interpret it any way you wish," Darlasad airily.

"On second thought,” Susan said, "1 know exactly what it meansand it's just the kind of shitty remark I'd
expect from a scheming, hypocritica bitch who can't-"

| heard adap and looked back. Darlaand Susan weretusding in their seats, inhibited greetly by their
safety harnesses. Each had ahandful of the other's hair, and Darlawas trying mightily to land aleft hook
somewherein the vicinity of Susan's nose, while Susan was blocking nicely.

John rushed back and tried to disengage them. "L adies, redly,” he said.

"Hey, look," | said lamdly.

They stopped. Darla unstrapped; got up, and went aft. Susan unstrapped too but stayed in her seet,
looking angry and frightened and somewhat hurt, al a once. Her eyeswere moist.

Roland thought it al pretty funny. I didn't and was very disturbed. Also surprised a how quickly thething
had flared up. | couldn't figureit. Darlahad seemed very out of character; Susan less so, but | hadn't
thought her capable of coming to blows with somebody. | hadn't seen who threw the first punch, nor had
| seen Susan throw any, but she would have come away with afistful of Darlas hair, roots and dl, had
the fight continued. | gave up trying to understand it and attributed it to travel fatigue ... for thetime being.
| got on theradio and told Sean and Carl where we were heading, and outlined the reasoning behind the
decison. They al concurred, Liam and Lori included.

Thefary garden gave way to open country gradualy doping to the right toward gray mountains. A smdll,
hot sun, bluewhitein color, burned low in the sky to our left. Ahead | could see the road split three ways,
as Sam had predicted. | upped our speed and headed straight.

"I'm gtill unconvinced were doing the right thing, Jake." | turned to Roland, who was still puzzling over
the roadmap displays.



"I'm not convinced thisisthe best decison,” | said, "but | think it makesahdl of alot more sensethan
trying to find our way back to a place we don't want to go."

"The Outworlds?'

"Y eah. God knows what we'd sumbleinto. We could even wind up back on Seshome. Imagine having
to board that idandbeast again.”

"I don't want to imagine it. But have you considered the possibility that we might luck our way back to
Terran Maze?'

"Yes, I'vecondgdered it,” | said, "but we won't find a backtime route following standard roadmaps.”
Roland sghed. "True. Still it seemsthat there should be some other dternativeto just blindly shooting
potluck after potluck."

"If you think of one, let me know." Roland sat back. "I will."
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I nterchange world.

This one was big; bigger than most I'd seen. Like mogt, it was the desolate moon of agas giant. Judging
from the apparent distance to the horizon, | guessed this one to be about twice Lunas size, which madeit
afull-fledged planet. It had an atmosphere, ahaze of biotic soup. No life formswere evident, but you
never know; you could be walking along out there and some sapient crystal could tap you on the
shoulder and ask thetime of day. Or if you would liketo rent his Sster. Nevertheless, the place looked
lifdless and bleak: flatlands of dirty whiteice cut by an occasiond low spine of dark rock running
diagonaly to theroad. The sky was gray with atiny molten point low and directly ahead. A distant sun.
Forty-five degreesto the right, the gas giant cut the grayness with amilk-white crescent.

We hit some traffic as our ingress spur merged with others. Outre dien vehicles overtook us, wiggling
and weaving between lanes. The shapes were as various as they were strange, some rounded and
bulbous, some starkly geometrical, others deek, low, and lean. A few were amost indescribable. What
looked like aloosely associated collection of giant sogp bubbles wobbled by, emitting atinkling warning
tone. Farther dong, aminiature contraption resembling a mechanica dog scampered past uslikea
runaway child'stoy. A glowing blue polyhedron paced usfor astretch, then accelerated and lost itsdlf in
traffic.

We were on agtraightaway running acrosstheicy flats. Thefirst cutoff likely would be about thirty
kilometers distant. Signs appeared, asquiggle with nervous lettering. We werein acivilized, organized
maze. Whosg, | didn't know; | did not recogni ze the symbols as Nogon script. We had probably |eft the
Nogon Maze proper, and now were in the Expanded Maze to which it belonged. Ragna's crazy maps
had not made the demarcation clesar.

"What say wetake thefirg cutoff?"

"Fineby me" Sam sad.

"That al right with everybody?"

It wasfine. | called Carl and Sean, told them what was up. " Sounds okay to me, Jake," Carl told me.
"Lori thinksit'sagood ides, too."

"All the sameto us," Sean concurred. "We'd aslief roll the dice now asdrive ten kiloklicksand do it
then.”

"Okay, then," | said. "Wetake the first cutoff. Acknowledge.”

"Affirmativel”

"Ditto!"

| leaned back and eased off the power peda. It's nice to have things settled. Roll them bones.

"Sam," | said, "what about some music?'

"Y ou must bein aparticularly good mood. What'll it be?"

| rarely play music while driving. Not that | don't likeit-on the contrary, | love music and find it
uncomfortable when | can't devote my full attention toit. | don't believein using it aswallpaper. Other
reasons. my tastestend toward classical, which makes me singular among my colleaguesin the fraternity
of truck owner-operators. Though | don't really care what they think, being known as abit of aflake can
bealiability, and since | can't somach the glop that passesfor pop music these days, | usualy opt for
Slence

But in the wake of Darlaand Susan's set-to, the silence had begun to fed alittle stony.

"What about alittle Bach? Something from the Two-Part Inventions would be nice."

"Comin' up."

"Wait. On second thought, maybe we should have something more appropriate to the weird scenery.
How about Bartok's Concerto for Orchestra?”

Sam complied with the request.

| looked back and found myself the object of bemused stares. "Bartok?' Roland mouthed silently,
eyebrows arched in detached, academic surprise.



"Y ou're astrange man in many ways," John commented.

"John," | replied, "how would you like to walk to the Big Bang?"

"Apologies”

| wasn't redly miffed by the remark. Used to it by now. So | drive atruck and like serious music. So kiss
my ass.

"I've dwayswondered,” Sam said, "how | ever managed to raise alonghair for ason.”

"What?'

"Never mind," | said.

Traffic thickened up abit more and things got alittle hairy as reckless dien vehicles swerved and
skittered al around us. | thumbed the warning darm afew times and swerved intimidatingly in return.
Everyone decided to give us awide berth. Wise decison, as| am not above making ham salad of
roadhogs.

"Roland,” | said, "can you see the cutoff yet?'

Peering out into the soup, Roland answered, "No."

"Keep an eye out, okay?"

"Check."

| looked back at Susan. She was crying quietly now. She grew aware of my gaze and looked at me
questioningly at first, then gave aquick shake of the head that said, just leave me aone.

Okay, | would.

| was hugging the extreme right edge of thefast lane. Thefast laneis actudly two laneswide by Terran
standards. The rest of the road istaken up by the "doubleback” or return lane, reserved for opposing
traffic, and two shoulder lanes on either side. The doubleback track is only about alane and ahalf wide,
snce mogt traffic on the Skyway ismoving in the same direction. There are no lines painted on the road,;
Skyway roadmeta doesn't take paint. But if you run over into the doubleback |ane or onto the shoulder,
you get annoying vibrations. Rumble strips, probably, though no grooves or projections are visble on the
road surface. After many aklick of Skyway, though, you actualy start seeing the lanes, oddly enough. |
could, and can. Strange. Pushy dlien drivers had been passing us on the right, using the shoulder lane, so |
decided to run on the shoulder to prevent being blocked from making the cutoff. The vibrations can give
you a headache after awhile, but we'd be off the lane very shortly.

"Seeityet?'

"No," Roland said. "This atmosphere's pretty thick, isn't it?"

"Sam, can you paint any blips moving off thetheright up there?"

"No, too early. Maybe ten klicks more. Keep your eyes peeled, though."”

"No need, redly. If we missit, we missit. Thisisadicerall, remember? Any porta will do."

"Yourethe captain.”

"I like the cut of your jib, Sam."

"Thewhich of my what?'

"The rake of your spinnaker, or whatever."

" think your terminology's confused.”

"Well, | never rubbed ebowswith the sail set.”

"No? Seemsto me you did go sailing with the nubile daughter of some bureaucrat or another, back in
your college days. Long time ago-lessee, what was her name? Zoya?"

"My God, do you have amemory."

"Zoya That wasit, right?'

"| think so. Sure, | remember. Zoya Mikhailovna Bubnov.”

"Tdk about memory," Sam marveled.

"I remember she had great bubnovs. Beautiful girl. Wonder whatever became of her."

"Y ou should have married her. She was head over hedsin lovewith you, if | recollect. She cameto visit
at thefarm once."

"l believe shedid,” | said. "That wasalong time ago. | couldn't have been more than twenty-one at the



time. That would have made her around seventeen.”

"Ah, sweset bird of youth."

"Horsefesthers”

"Y ep, you should have married the girl. Think where you'd be now."

"Inapsych motd."

"You'd be stting pretty, that's where you'd be."

"Sitting prettily."

"Huh? Oh, fudge. So what are you?-atruckdriver. A bright kid like you, dragging freight from mudbd| to
mudbal, swilling beer..."

"Damn, | could use abeer. We got any?"

"Don't change the subject.”

"You brought it up! Hey, back there! Any beer in the cooler?’

"Afew S& L's" cameDarldsvoice.

Sean & Liam's.

"Yecch," | said. "Any Star Cloud |€eft?!

"No, sorry, Jake. Y ou drank the last of it back on Ragna'sworld."

"Merte. Forget it.”

"Areyou sureyou don't want an S& L7?' Darlaasked.

"No, thank you."

"Big ol' dumb truckdriver,” Sam went on. "Y ou could have done anything you set your mind to. Been a
scientid, better yet an engineer. Anything.”

"What | really wanted to do waswrite," | said. "Poetry."

"I remember. Y ou weren't bad, actually. Had some talent. Poetry don't pay the rent, though.”

"Y ou can say that again. That's one of the reasons| quit writing."

"And now you can pay the rent every other month. Progress.

"C'mon, Sam, don't tell meyou don't like the road." Sam gave asemicommittal grunt and said, "Wdll, I'll
admit that life on the road hasits apped ... at times. Most of the time, though, it's boring. And ding dang
it, mogt of thetimeit don't pay doodly squat.”

" "Doodly squat," Roland repeated, tasting the phrase. "Oh, that's afine collectible item.” He turned and
amiled. "I'm compiling afield dictionary of your patois, you know. Could you give arough trandation into
Standard Received English?"

| got on theradio. "Hey, Carl."

"o

"Roland wants to know what “doodly squat' means. Can you give him afree trandation into white-folks
tak?'

"Doodly squat? Hey, Roland, didn't you ever squat on your doodly?"

"l think | get thegist," Roland said, "and I'm extremely sorry | asked.”

"Actudly, it doesn't mean beans.”

"| understand that," Roland muttered.

"You know," Carl went on, "'l am aware that alot of my speech patterns strike people as dightly weird. |
try to watch mysdf, but-"

Sam cut him off. " Jake, someone on the skyband."

"Put himon."

An unfamiliar voice came from the cab speakers. "-that rig up there, do you have your earson? | say
breaker bresker, breaking for the rig with the Terran Maze markings. Are you human? Come back,
please! Thisisan emergency!”

"Y ou're on the skyband, Jake," Sam informed me.

"Hey, you got the Terran rig here. Flaky Jake's the handle. What's the emergency? Come on?”

"Thank God! ! can't tell you what a pleasureit isto hear ahuman voice again ... We've been cut off from
humanity for two years ... Almost too good to be true. We thought we'd never-"

He stopped transmitting.



"Come on back? What's the nature of the emergency?"

"Sorry ... sorry. A little overcome with emotion. The emergency isthat we're lost! Been outside Terran
Mazefor the last twenty-six months. We are the survivors of an Authority expedition sent out to explore
uncharted road. There are threeleft in our party. Two humans, one nonhuman. Pleasetell us, do you
know away back? Come on?"

| sighed and said, "Sorry, no we don't. We'rejust aslost asyou are, I'm afraid.”

A long pause. Then, "'l see. But were still more than glad to have found you. We're about out of rations,
no medical suppliesto spesk of. Were at our rope's end and would be most grateful to team up with
you. We havelittle, but what we have well gladly share. We do have some possibly useful information,
maps and such that we've put together. What say you to that?"

"Welcome aboard,” | said. "Do you need medica assstance?'

"No, we'rein fairly good shape, congdering. I'm flashing my headlights now. Can you pick me up?'

| checked the rearview screen, then looked out the port at the parabolic mirror. "Okay, we're eyeballing
you." | couldn't make out what kind of vehicleit was.

"Arethesetwo vehiclesin front of me part of your convoy?'

"That'saten-four."

"How many areyou?"'

"Nine humans, one nonhuman, and an artificid inteligence who goes by the name of Sam.”

"Pleased to meet you dl. .lust call me Y uri. Tell me-where are you going?

"Yuri, that'savery good question, and one weve been kicking around for sometime. We had a ,notion
that shooting a potluck would be our best bet at the moment. Can you advise differently?’
"Unfortunately, no. We've explored this Expanded Confinement Maze quite extensvely over the past two
months. The planets are generdly not Terran normal, and we've come to the conclusion that there'sno
direct route back to T-Maze."

"Have you toured amaze belonging to arace caled the Nogon?"

"Weve heard of it and we were trying to find our way there when we saw those first Terran-looking
vehicles back there. We got no response. | assume they were just vehicles abandoned by unfortunate
luck-throughs and salvaged by diens. We've seen others occasionally. Then we saw you and thought
weld give it another try. Sorry, I'm digressing. No, we haven't been in Nogon Maze but | presume you
have. Did you find anything?"

"Hold on aminute. What Terran-looking vehicles are you talking about?"

"Wll, they were right behind me amoment ago, but they seem to have dropped back."

"How many?'

"Four. They looked like military vehicles. | tried calling on every channd and frequency but got no
response.”

"Right."

"Damn," Roland said.

"Son of aRoadbug's concubine,” Sam muttered. " Speaking of which, here comes one.”

Traffic merged into one laneto let the Skyway Patrol vehicle pass. It shot by.

"Which potluck do you plan to shoot?" Y uri asked.

"The cutoff should be coming up fairly soon,” | answered. "Y ou're welcome to come with usif you wish.”
"Thank you. We shdl."

"Y ou think we can trust him?" Sam said. "He could be with the other bunch. His story could be aclever
lieto get closetous.”

"I doubt it. I've dways heard rumors about the Authority sending out suicide expeditionsto explore
potluck portas. If he's playacting, he's giving agood performance. Sounded pretty desperate.”

Carl came through over the security channdl.

"Jake, | caught thetail end of the conversation on the Skyband. Y ou think thisguy'slegit?’

"Yeah, | think. Would you let Sean and Liamin onit? And ask Seanto givehim acall. Maybe he can
pick upaclue”

Carl did so. After abrief conversation with Y uri on the skyband, Sean switched back to the security



channd."l don't recognize hisvoice, Jake, and the accent'swrong for his being a Taltree loggermate. But
that's neither here nor there."

"Neverthdess" | sad, "l think he's okay."

"But he's Authority,” Sam countered.

"Y eah, that makes me alittle uncomfortable, but | don't think he'sacop. Do you?'

"Who knows? Does it make a difference? When he finds out who you are, he could be trouble.”

"I don't know. He says they've been outside T-Maze for over two years. How could he have heard of
me?"

"A point,” Sam conceded. "And itisadigresscdl ... But dammit, we're not exactly languishing in the
bosom of safety either. Were running out of room on thislifeboat.”

"Lifeboat ethicsaside," | said, "there's dways room for one more-or two or three."

Sam grumbled and gavein. A few momentslater, "Hey, I'm scanning that Roadbug. He's veering off to
the right. He must be on the cutoff."

| got on the horn to | et everyone know we'd be executing aright turn in about half aminute.

"Any traffic following the Bug?' | asked.

"Doesn't look likeit. If it's a potluck road, stands to reason there wouldn't be.”

"Right."

"Y ou think those Terran buggieswill befollowing us?' Sam asked.

"Does a bear defecate in the sylvan glade?’

"Depends on the bear.”

"Let's seewhat these animalsdo.”

The cutoff swept in alazy arc to theright; the Roadbug had dready lost itsdlf in the smog. | watched as
Sean and Carl made the turn, also noting that our new soi-disant friend was following, then got on the
horn.

"Okay, crew, let's squeeze hydrogen.” | tromped the power pedal.

"Won't we be tipping our hand?' Carl wanted to know.

"l gotaplan,” | said.

"Yourethe generd.”

"Don't you forget it, soldier.”

"Yesdr, Genera MacArthur.”

"McCarthy? Who's that?'

"No, not McCarthy... Aw, never mind."

| thought a moment. "First World War?" | asked.

"Second,” Carl said.

"Right. Knew I'd heard the name." | decided that now was as good atime as any. "Carl, when were you
born?’

"Augudt third, 1946."

After amoment, | said, " Serious?'

"Yeeh"

"Right. Carl, | think | believeyou.”

"Why should | lie?"

Indeed.

"What about what's-his-name.... Yuri?'

"What's he doing?"

"L ookslike he doesn't know what to do. Probably thinks we're trying to ditch him.”

"Weare inaway. Actudly, I'm redly interested in what he does.”

"Got you."

Sam said, "He'snot caling us on the skyband, if that means anything.”

"It might,” | said. "Are you scanning back there for any pursuit?”

"Yup. Nothing so far.”

"Want to send up adrone?’



"Theterrain's pretty flat. Probably won't need it. Just what isyour plan, if | may ask?'

"Don't redly have one," | answered, "unlesswe can find aplace to pull off-road and lay low."

"That might be a problem. Nowhere to hide out there-no hills or big rocks to spesk of."

"I was thinking, though,” | went on, "maybe we could go off-road far enough to lose ourselvesvisualy in
the smog, then power down and Sit. Maybe just listen for passing traffic. If we hear anything go by, we
wait alittle and double back to the main road, take another portdl.”

"Damn good idea," Sam said. "Damn good idea. Son, you show haf abrain now and then. Let's do that
thing."

About five klicks down the road, we did that thing. Nothing showed on the scanners as we turned off,
and the screens stayed clear until we shut everything down. We couldn't see the road, but the outside
directiona mike would betray anything passing. Y uri had slently followed us, driving what we now saw
to be a blue and white Omnivan, agood double-threat road/offroad vehicle. It looked battered and
travel-weary, though still serviceable. The ports were caked with dust, but we could see two dim figures
inthefront seats.

We sat, ligening to the low moan of the wind. Everyone was quiet.

About ten minuteswent by. Then Sam said, "Ask Carl who he thinkswill win the Nationa League
pennant this year."

"Hmph." | reached forward and tapped the main screen. " Juice up the scanners. Make one sweep
uproad on low power." Sam did so.

"Nothing,” | said. "Not ading-blasted thing. | thought for sure...”

"SodidI," Samsad. "I'm aso sure they would have scanned us taking the cutoff, if they were
interested.”

"Can't figureit. Maybe they were what Y uri thought they were-aliensin salvaged Terran vehicles.”
"Looksthat way."

| got on the horn. "Carl, who's going to win the National League Pennant this year?'

"Wadl, I'maDodger fan." Helaughed. "Are you kidding? Basebdl's one with the dodo, isn't it?"

"Last time| heard, they were restarting major-league play back in North America.”

"Redly?| hadn't heard.”

"1946, huh?'

"Nineteen hundred and forty-six, A.D."

"| take it you were born on Earth.”

"Yeah. LosAngees, Cdifornia”

"How did you get out here, one hundred fifty odd yearslater?

"I was kidnapped by aflying saucer.”
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Ask astupid question.

Languageis strange in what it carries as baggage through the centuries and what it lets drop by the
waysde. Though the phrase"flying saucer” haan't fallen into desuetude, its origina meaning hasfdlen
through the bottom. In contemporary usage, you get conked on the head and " see flying saucers,” i.e.
suffer temporary visua disturbances. "' Get off your flying saucer” means quit deluding yoursalf and come
back to redlity. Ask anyone what aflying saucer actualy isand you'll probably get a blank look, asyou
would if you asked what buck refersto in the phrase "passthe buck." (A hint: buck, in thisinstance, is
not dang for dollar, aunit of defunct currency.)

Crigindly, "flying saucer" meant only onething: an extraterrestriad spacecréft. If you believe the accounts
of the period, Earth's skies virtualy crawled with them from about the middle of the twentieth century to
about the third decade of the twentyfirst, when the section of Skyway on Pluto was discovered. After
that, reports of sightingstapered off. Officialy and genericdly, these phenomenawere termed
"UFOs'-Unidentified Flying Objects. " Saucer" arose from the fact that many of the objectstook the
shape of airborne crockery. | know al thisbecause | once prepared aterm paper on popular delusions
for acollege course entitled " The Masses and Collective Consciousness.” (I don't remember anything
about the course itsdlf, which | suspect isno grest [0ss))

Out here on the road between the worlds, people don't see flying saucers. They seedl kinds of things:
time-tripping dopplegangers of loved ones who have recently died, vehiclesthat are modern-day versons
of the Hying Dutchman complete with spectral occupants, vehicles driven varioudy by Jesus Chrigt,
Buddah, Zoroagter, Lao-tse, Krishna, John Lennon (I remember passing abeery evening in aroad house
awhile ago, buzzing with agaggle of Lennonites-avery interesting little sect), and assorted other
chimeras, but not spaceships. Who needs spaceships when you can climb in your buggy and drivea
hundred light-years?

Who needs spaceships, or rather starships? Answer: arace that does not have access to the Skyway.
"Carl, we havetotak," | said, "but weld best defer it, much as| hateto.”

"Right."

"Sam, give me the skyband, channel nineteen, on low power.”

Samdidsoand | said, "Yuri? Thisis Jake."

"Hdlo!"

"| suppose you're wondering what the hell we're doing.”

"I takeit you think there's reason to be cautious.”

"Good guess. Sorry we didn't warn you, but | thought it best to maintain radio silence, at least onthe
skyband. Y uri, do you have random-shift multifrequency decoding gear?'

"Yes, wedo."

"Good. Sam will set you up to receive on our security channd. Stand by.”

When that was done we all started up and headed back over theice toward the Skyway, following our
own trace through the dush. The ground wasflat and it was easy going. But when we had theroad in
sght, Sam suddenly ydled.

"Got something on the scannerd™

"We have time to double back?’

"No, it's doing Mach one-point-three. Must be a Roadbug.”

"Another one?'

Sure enough, it was. We watched the silver beetldike vehicle streak past, punching itsway into the bank
of smog downroad.

"Hey," Sam said, surprised. "He transmitted something at us. I've got it on ten-second delay playback.
Waitasec ... hereitis”

"ACCESSTO THE NEXT SECTION

ISFORBIDDEN.



TURN BACK AT ONCE."

The voice spokein Intersystem. It has long been thought that Roadbugs can scan for life-readings of
vehicle occupants to determine the appropriate language to use. (How do they learn the languagesin the
first place? No one's been able to figure that out.)

"Wadl," | sad, "I am not about to argue with a Roadbug. Troop, eft face."

| hung aleft, got over onto the double-back track and brought the rig up to cruising speed, checking
back to seeif everyone had followed. They had.

But soon the scanners were painting oncoming traffic. Five blips, none of them in any hurry but keeping
formation. They had an air of deadly business about them. | knew who they were.

"To therear, march," Sam said.

"Didn't Yuri say he spotted four Terran buggies?' | said as| swung therig into awide U-turn.

"Hedid."

"It may mean one of 'emisdien.”

"Now, | wonder who they could be." Sam knew aswell as|. Reticulans.

"What'll we do?' Sam asked. "Can't shoot the porta. Go off-road again?"

"Yeah. Lookslike they don't want to close with us. If we can lose them off the screen-do they have a
drone up?’

"Don't sse one”

"Good. Let'sget off the road and make like rocks again. Maybe we can fool them.”

"WEIl be the most prominent feature of the landscape, should they belooking for us.”

"l dunno,” | said. "1 thought | saw some large rock formations off to our right when we were parked.
Maybe thelay of the land changesfarther down."

It didn't, and our pursuers kept pace with us as we raced toward the tollbooths. We were doing top
gpeed. There was no way we could outrun them and our aternatives were dwindling to avery few.
"Should we turn and fight?' Sean asked. "Liam and | are gameif you are.”

Carl sad, "Arethey redly following us, or are we just getting paranoid? Maybe they're not the same
vehidesYuri saw.

"The thought has occurred to me," | said. "Could bewe're just alittle too jumpy. Want to pull over and
seeif they passushby?'

A moment'sdeliberation. Then, "Not redly,” Carl said.

"Ancther blip. Holy hdll,"” Sam interjected.

"What?"

"Another Roadbug.”

"Now that'safirg,” | marveled. "Don't recall ever seeing three Bugsthis close together. | wonder what's
up.”

| rolled over onto the shoulder |ane as the Bug whooshed by, then steered out toward the fast track
agan.

"Therée's gotta be something unusua on the other side of that porta,” Sam ventured. "What, though?"
"A new fagt food joint," | said.

"Y eah, and the Bugswant it al to themsdlves. That one shouted the samewarning at us.”

"Play it back," | told him. Sam did s0. The message wasidentica. "Why are they just warning us? Why
don't they stop us?'

The answer came about twenty minutes later. We had been cruising along while keeping awary eyeon
our pursuers, who had faded back to the edge of scanner range. Suddenly, weird pulses of light flashed
inthe mist ahead. | braked hard and pulled over to the shoulder lane.

A shimmering, digphanous tunnel of bluefire covered the roadway ahead, extending for asfar aswe
could see. Crackling discharges snaked through it and dazzling starbursts of energy appeared within. The
phenomenon straddled the roadway like an arched canopy, its walls formed by flaming prominences and
rainbows of pale luminescence. There was something amost biblica about it-like amanifestation of the
wrath of Y ahweh. | half expected abooming voiceto say, "BEY OND THISPOINT THOU SHALT
NOT GO." But words were unnecessary; the message was clear.



"No wonder the Bugs didn't bother to shoo usaway,” Sam said. "No onein hisright mind would drive
through that.”

"Oh, I don't know," | said airily. "It could be acar wash."

"Wherésthe dot for thefifty-credit piece?"

| came to a complete stop about three truck-lengths away. The rest of the squadron had kept formation
but now were edging back into the fast-lane to get a better look.

"Whet the bloody hell isit?' Sean wasfirgt to ask. "I mean it'sobviouswhat it is, but what's it made of 7
| sat watching the dancing plumes of firefor afew seconds before answering. "I don't know. Plasma,
pure force, maybe. Who knows. But can someone come up with a convincing argument that thisthing
doesn't extend al the way to the portd ?*

"Not |," Sean said.

"Doubt if we can go around it," Carl said.

"I should think," Y uri offered, "that to be an effective barrier it would have to extend al the way to the
commit markers. Don't you agree?”’
"Unfortunately, yes" | said.
"Our “friends have stopped,” Sam announced. "Wonder if they can seeit through the smog.”
"Well, if they can't, what they're seeing on the scannersis probably puzzling the hell out of them. Whichis
good." | took adeep breath. "Okay, gang, what are we gonna do?"'.
"l say we turn and haveit out with ‘em,” Carl voted. "No way do | want them chasing us off-road.”
"Wed be tangling with five vehicles, four of them we know to be heavily armored and possibly heavily
armed,” | said. "What chance would we stand?"
"With what I've got? Come on. Let'stake 'em.”
"Carl, | have no doubt you and Lori would be able to get through, but I'm thinking of the rest of the
members of this expedition. We're out of missiles, Sean and Liam's buggy is unarmed. If it were just me
and Sam-"
" ke

| turned around to look at Susan. Her eyes were red and puffy, but she had stopped crying. She
regarded me now with akind of grim determination that was amost disturbing in theway it transformed
her basically pleasant features. It was a Susan | had not seen before.
"Don' |et those bastards take us,” she said. "Do anything you haveto.”

| nodded. "That'sdl | wanted to hear." FHicking the mike back on, | said, "Right. Let'sget 'em.”
"Hooray!"
"Tel you what were going to do,” | continued. "Carl, you take the vanguard, and I'll lead the infantry
behind you. Sean and Y uri, | want you right up against my starboard beam al theway, and if you see
anything parked off-road on that side, drop back and hug my tail. Got it?’
"Affirmative”
"Right you are."

"Carl?'
"y egh”
"Can you conjure up aGreen Balloon?"
"Surecan.”
"Shoot one at 'em. Without scanners, they won't see us until we're on top of them.”
"WEell have to hang back awhile," Carl said. "We can't follow too close or it'll knock our gear. out-not
mine, just yours. The Chevy'simmunetoit.”
"Can you regulate the speed of that thing?"

"Y eah, but even a maximum it's pretty dow."
"Well, giveitdl it'sgot.”
"Right."
"WEeIl havetotimeit just right,” Samtold me. "I'll track it and tell you whento go.”
"Good. Arewedl ready?’
"Set," Carl reported as he turned the Chevy around and began rolling dowly back uproad.



| did another U-turn and got in behind him.

After everyone wasin pogtion, | said, "Okay, Carl, let her go."

"Remember, it'sgonnablank you guysout until it gets out of range. Even your engines.”

"It can suppress nuclear reactions?’ Sam asked wonderingly.

"That'sright. Maybeit'd be better to shut ‘'em down."

With Sam'shelp, | scrammed the engine and did a quick power-down, but |eft the screens up on
auxiliary power. "Ready,” | said. Sean and Y uri reported the same. "Okay, here goes,” Carl said evenly.
A sparkling, trand ucent, chromate-green sphere, about ameter and a half in diameter, sprang full-blown
from theroof of Carl's automobile. Our screensinstantly went down, dong with the rest of the
instruments that had been |eft on. The auxiliary motor died with awhine. The globe hovered above the
roof for asplit second, then took off directly over therig.

"Hey!" | yeled, though Carl couldn't hear me. "Wrong direction!”

Through the back window of the Chevy, | saw him throw up his hands in exasperation. Apparently, he
had aimed the thing when the car had been turned the other way, and he'd forgotten. He stabbed at the
dashboard to set up another launch, but before he could fire again the areato our rear let up with aseries
of quick, brilliant flashes. The ports polarized, but the ice-flats threw back adazzling light. | couldn't see
much through the rearview mirror.

The source of the flashing began to recede and auxiliary power returned. The communications board lit
up.

"I'm back," Sam said. "That thing knocked meright out. What's happening?'

"Wow!" Carl shouted. "It's shorting out the barrier!”

"Shorting out” was as good away to put it as any. Gliding over the road, the sphere was cancelling the
barrier phenomenon asit went, drawing tendrils of fireto itsaf, absorbing them. The barrier was breaking
gpart, disintegrating in awild display of pyrotechnics. Walls of incandescence wavered and tumbled,
wraiths of lambent flame legped skyward, then exploded into multicolored shards. Fountains of sparks
poured from midair to cascade onto the roadway. Geysers of energy erupted, arched prominences arose
and dissipated. The show was accompanied by sharp cracks of thunder and the sizzle of powerful
electricd discharges.

Transfixed, | watched. When the disturbance disappeared into the smog | |ooked ahead to find that Carl
was moving forward. | looked at the forward scanner screen. Thefive blipswere ill holding position.
The Chevy scooted down the road. When it was just about to fade into the smog, another Green Baloon
birthed itself from the roof. Carl swung the car into a hasty U-turn, tires screeching, and roared back. |
fired up theengine.

"Let'sgo, gang!" Carl yelled ashetore by. "That balloon wastrying to tel us something!"

"Just follow the bouncing bal, folks" Sam said merrily.

| said, "These kinds of things really don't happen to other people, do they?"

"No, son. Y ou donein the universe have been singled out.”

"Why do you think that is?" | asked while swinging therig around yet again.

"The gods are capricious."

"Thank you, O Oracle."

"l used to know an O'Oracle. Shamus O'Oracle. Owned abar in Pittsburgh.”

Wefollowed the bouncing ball. Either Carl's estimations of its speed were wrong or the balloon was
gaining energy from the encounter; because we couldn't keep up with it. Nothing but hazy air stood
between us and the cylinders, which came into sight about ten minutes later. The balloon had doneits
job, having gobbled up the barrier al the way to the edge of the dome of airlessness maintained by the
force fields surrounding the porta. The Green Balloon was nowhere to be seen, though. Either it had
faded away or had gone on through the gperture, which immediately brought up aquestion: Had it, if the
latter weretrue, interfered with the force field or, God forfend, with the portal machinery itself? But now
was not the time to pose the question, let alone answer it. The cylinders were there, as was the aperture
they created, and we shot through with nothing on our screensto indicate that anyone had amind to
follow.



Sam'sreaction to what greeted us on the other side of the portal was something like, "Wha? Huh??211"
| immediately forgot dl about the Green Balloon.

It took awhilefor what we were seeing to sink in. We had ingressed onto alimitless, mathematicaly level
plain, its surface shiny and metdlic, suffused with a pae bluetinge. The sky wasaglory of sars
bgewding curtains of luminous gas. A spectacular globular cluster hung afew degrees off the zenith.
Riversof dark dust carved their coursesin the firmament. Theterrain wasflat, impossibly flat. Not a
rock, not arill broke the uniformity, not arise or adip, however dight. It was the biggest billiard ball in
the universe.

But al of that wasthe least of it. Sam had gasped for another reason.

There was no road under us.

Rather, the surface was one big road.

"Sam?' | sad casudly. "Wherethe hell are we?"

"Son, I'm speechless. In al my years on the Skyway, I've never seen anything likeit."

"But wherestheroad?' | said.

"Y our guessisas good as mine. Wemay be onit, though.”

"What do you mean?"

"There may be some way to sense it-except I'vetried everything aready and I'm damned if | can seeit.”
" Are you scanning anything out there?' | asked.

"Nothing, absolutdly nothing. | can't make agood guess asm how far away the horizonis"

After thinking amoment, | said, "Take afix on astar up uhcad. Maintain our course that way. | don't
think I've drifted loo much since we ingressed.”

"Got one"

"Y ou have the conn.”

"Aye, aye"

"I'm going to assume there is aroad under us, even though we may not be able to detect it-not aroad, |
guess, but away. A directiontogoin.”

"Good idea. Hey, what'sthis? A dome, for pity'ssake." A "dome" isthe faint microwave image that
betrays the presence of a porta'sforcefield shell. The cylinders themsalves don't give off any
electromagnetic radiation that's easily detectable at a distance, and they reflect none.

"Where?' | said.

"Thirty degreesto port."

It was unusual to find aporta so near an ingress point; however, thiswas hardly an average stretch of
Skyway.

| got on the horn.

"People, we've detected aportal very near here, I'm for shooting it. Like to get off thisbowling ball as
soon as possible. What say you al?!

Everybody sad let's get off thisbowling bal, like, immediately.

"Follow me," | ordered.

Sam made the turn. | eased back into the captain chair for u short rest. We had been on the road for only
afew hours, but | was atrifletired. Getting old.

"I'll be switched. Another one."

"Portal?" | asked.

"Yup. And another. They're popping up over the horizon. Well, now &t least | can get afix ... let's see.
Y ou may beinterested to know that the heavenly body we presently inhabit o it little over five thousand
kilometersin diameter.”

"Pretty big," | mused. "And covered with portals. Interesting. But let's go ahead and shoot this near one,
per our plan.”

"Our plan?Wait, let me put stronger sneer quotes around that. Our 'plan’?’

"Such asit is. Roland, what do you think we have here? Any ideas?’

"Somefairly definite ones," Roland answered. "Remember dl those Roadbugs we saw coming here?’
"Yeah, and | think | know what you're driving at."



"It al adds up. Accessto this place was barred to dl traffic but the Bugs. We get through by afluke and
find something completdly different from every Skyway planet we've seen. It's obvious that the road with
the barrier was a serviceroad. And this..." He swept hisarm out expansively.

"This," | finished for him, "must be the Garage Planet of the Roadbugs.”
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"Or agarage planet,” Roland went on. "One of many in avast network servicing the whole Skyway
sysem.”

"With aweb of service roads connecting them,” | said. " Stands to reason.”

"I wonder if thisisthe main garage for the Milky Waydo you think?'

"Maybe" | answered, "if were dill in the Milky Way." Roland looked through the forward port &t the
sky. "No telling wherewe are, but if were il in our galaxy, we may be very near the galactic nucleus.”
"Let's hope not too near. A gaactic-core black hole throws out alot of hard radiation.”

"If youreworried," Sam said, "the counters are absolutely silent. Not even cosmic-ray background.
Either, weve got equipment failure-which would contradict what 1'm reading-or this planet has radiation
shidding."

"Interesting,” | said. "Wonder what it means?'

"Imagine aradiation shield covering awhole planet,” Roland marveled. "And one that can stop
high-energy particles, too." He shook his head. "But why? What needs to be protected here?"

"Maybe the fact that we're in adifferent region of the galaxy Ims something to do withit," | suggested.
Then | shrugged. "Who knows? And who cares, for that matter?' | folded my arms, snuggled into the
seet and closed my eyes. "I'm going to try to catch awink or two."

"Y ou do that,” Sam said cheerily. "Nothing to eyebd| out here anyway. Best to let me handleit.”

So | did for about the next ten minutes. | didn't deep, though. The matter of what happened to the Green
Baloon reasserted itsdlf, and | redlized something. The technology of Carl's automobile was at least equa
toif not greater than the technology of the Roadbuilders. Thiswas nothing less than arevelation. Such a
dtate of affairs was unprecedented in the known sections of the Skyway. The technological achievements
of the Roadbuilders were generaly thought to be unequalled in the universe. No one had any hard
evidencein support of the notion, but therewas an intuitive fed of truth to it. The portalswereimpaossble
congtructs, yet they existed. It was difficult to concelve that the race who had created them had not had
meastery of the basic forces of the universe.

Fact: Cruising dong behind us was an artifact, amachine, which had neutraized a Roadbuilder security
mechanism. Fact: The owner, or supposed owner, of this artifact was a twenty-year-old human being
who claimed to have been born on Earth over one hundred and fifty years ago, and who also claimed to
have been shanghaied by some sort of time-traveling extraterrestrial spacecraft.

Fact: The artifact wasin the form of an antiquated vehicle, specifically that of a1957 Chevrolet Impala
".

Supposition: The occupants of the extraterrestria spacecraft had built the artifact according to its present
owner's specifications and quite possibly at hisbehest. (Carl had said only that "diens’ had built his
automobile, but based on what Carl had implied, the inference that his captors had built it for him was
easy enough to draw, unless| was misremembering.)

Item: Carl talked, acted, and appeared to be who and what he said he was: an American of the twentieth
century displaced in time and space. (Not afact, but a series of observations.) Hypothesis. Carl was
kidnapped by the Roadbuilders. But to what end? Insufficient data.

Hypothesis: Carl was abducted by beings who had no direct access to the Skyway and who had
developed interstellar space travel.

Why? To check out the Skyway.

Why did they bag Carl? They needed aspy. Huh?

Thiswas getting me nowhere. Obvioudy along talk with Carl wasin order. Unitil then ...

Something out there againgt the star-field ... black shapes outlined in glowing gas ...

Sam swung us hard to starboard before | could grab back the controls.

"Y ou saw it too, huh?"

"Yegh! Jesus”

We had been approaching the portal array from the side. Y ou ought not to do that sort of thing.



"Well," | said, "were off the beaten path, if thereisone.”

"Now we know that Roadbugs don't need roads,” Roland lamented.

"Hereésaquestion,” Sam said. "How are we going to shoot a portal without astraight road for an
approach path, aguide lane, commit markers, and the rest of it, when we can't even see the cylinders?*
"Carl'sinstruments can probably handleit,” | said. "l hope. let'sask him."

| got on the horn and did.

"No problem," Carl said confidently. "This car hasways of detecting cylinders nobody €lse has."

The cylinders aretricky thingsto read. They suck up just about everything in theway of electromagnetic
radiation and emit dmost nothing that can be picked up without sensitive |aboratory equipment. Thisside
of the commit point, however, you can register small tiddl stressesthat can give you afairly good idea of
how to approach the porta. Personaly, | don't trust most commercia instrumentation. | have relied on
instruments when weather conditions have dictated it, but in those instances the orientation sgnasfrom
the commit markers had nnade thingsfairly easy. Here, there were no commit markers. | had never
negotiated a portal on cylinder-scanning insruments aone.

We saled on into the starlit night for awhile, discussing the ramifications of Carl's automobile's
astonishing capabilitics. Roland and John agreed that the car's technology had to be amatch for the
Roadbuilders.

"But who could the manufacturers have been?' John said. " Some race in the Expanded Maze? The Ryxx,
perhaps?”

"The Ryxx have starships,” | said, "but rumor hasit that they're fusion-powered sub-lightspeed crafts.”
"That would explain the time-traveling aspect of Carl'sstory," Roland said, "but if the Ryxx arelimited to
sub-lightspeed technology, they couldn't have built Carl'sbuggy.”

"I would tend to think not, but there's no way of knowing. Maybe faster-than-light travel isimpossible,
just like Einstein said. From what | know of recent work in theoretica physics, Relativity's been taking
quite a beating, but no one's been able to deliver aknockout blow yet."

"Wll, "beating' may not be the appropriate word," Roland said. "Most of the last century has been spent
trying to reconcile Relativity with twistor theory and other such things. Actualy-"

"HANG ON!" Samydlled.

Therig veered sharply to the left, the G-forces nearly snapping my neck. Just as we were straightening
out, a black shape shot across our bow, visiblefor the barest fraction of a second before it vanished into
the hdf-light.

"What the hell wasthat?" | asked after my heart had resumed beating.

"A Roadbug,” Sam told me. "Doing around Mach three. Never seen one go quite that fast.”

"Where the hell was he going? Holy smokes, that was close!"

"l don't know where he was going, but | do know he's turning to come after us.”

"Step onit, Sam.”

"Will do."

"Jake, what was that thing?" 1t was Carl.

| checked the rearview screen and saw three pairs of headlights maneuvering back into formation. " Sorry
about the sudden course change, folks, but we almost got creamed by a Roadbug.”

" Guess he wonders what the heck we're doing here," Carl said.

"Very likdy," | answvered. "I don't think we can outrun him. Maybe we should stop and tel him were
logt, act innocent.”

"Could he know about what we did to the barrier? | suppose not, huh?"

"Don't see how, but I'm alittle nervous about what hell do in any event.”

"Me, too. He could just decideto zap us.”

"Eventually, maybe, but hell conduct aquickietrid first, ask ushow we got here."

"What'll we say? Best get our stories coordinated.”

"Well just say, What barrier? We didn't see any barrier!" or wordsto that effect. In fact, let's not say
anything except that we're lost and we had no idea this was aforbidden zone. Got it? Sean, Y uri-are you

listening?'



They were.

"Isthe Roadbug listening?" Sean asked pointedly.

"Oh, God, who knows what they can do,” | said. "I've never heard one spesk English, which means
nothing. But I'm fairly sure even they can't decipher cross-band frequency-shift scrambling based on
random number generation unless they have the reassemble code.”

"Makes sense”

"Should we pull over then?" Carl asked. "He's completed histurn ... vectoring in on us now."

"| don't seewhat choice we have," | said. "Except... wdll..."

"l could sic aGreen Baloon on him.”

"The thought had occurred to me. Matter of fact, let'sdo it."

"What about the risk of retaiation?' Sean said, sounding worried. | didn't blame him one bit.

"Sean,” | answered, "I'm the only person | know who's had the monumental tupidity to fire on a Skyway
Patrol vehicle. I)id it quite recently, it SO happens. There was no retdiation. 'I'hey don't have human
motivations. Now, I'm not saying | can predict what this one's going to do, but odds are he won't nmear
usfor taking apotshot at him. Besides, those balloons are so damned innocuous, he might not even
recognize it as awegpon-unlessit has an effect on him, in which case we can get away. Sound logical ?'
"Logicd or not,” Carl said, "here goes. I'm going to drop way back so you guysdon't catchiit.”

The rearview screen showed another tranducent green egg disgorging itself from the roof of Carl's buggy.
It drifted up und went off-screen.

My eyes were beginning to adjust to the strange haf-light and the even stranger surroundings. | could see
the tops of cylinders blotting out the star-daubed sky on the horizon. They seemed to be everywhere, but
nonein proximity except the we we had dodged a moment ago. The surface under us continued in
featureless uniformity. It was hard to focus on, but the more | looked at it the more it looked metalic and
artificial. Thewhole place looked like an immense video studio, darkened and bare, surrounded with a
painted cyclorama. Thefloor glowed an egrie violet-blue, like awhite surface under ultraviolet light.

The rear scanner showed abig blip approaching fast, and the readout had its speed at Mach 1.3 and
decderating. HEd be on usin twenty seconds. The balloon didn't register at dl. "Sam, giveit dl you got,”
| said.

"I'mgivin'it."

Suddenly, the blip started veering off. It sSwooped off to our |eft for afew seconds, then began wobbling,
its speed dropping grestly. It appeared to be disoriented, unsure.

"l think I can seehim," Roland said, peering through his port out into the twilight. "He's pacing us. It's asif
he can't see us. Remarkable."

From the rear came adim greenish glow as Carl launched another balloon in the Roadbug's generd
direction. | took my eyes from the scanner for amoment to watch it scoot outward. Carl was about three
hundred meters behind us now.

The blip drifted away from us, describing ameandering arc. Carl fired another balloon after it for good
messure.

"Carl, old pd, old buddy," | said, "you have done what nobody in the known universe has ever managed
to do. You told aBug to go punk off."

"Yeah, get logt, yaassholel”

"Bugger off, Bug!" Sean contributed.

"Okay," | said. "I'mfor getting off this cue ball immediately. Let's turn back toward that near portal and
shoot the motherpunker right now. Carl, get yourself up here and take point sowe. . . Oh hdll.”

Another blip was vectoring toward us from the left. No problem, redly; Carl fired another balloon &t it,
producing dmost the same effect. This Bug, however, didn't drift off. It continued to close with us, dbeit
dowly, effectively blocking us from turning toward the portd. By that time the first Bug was cautioudy
gpproaching again, having seemed to recover control of itself. Carl fired again to theright, but thistime
thefirst Bug dropped back suddenly, apparently waiting for the balloon to drift out of range. We
continued like thisfor severd kilometers, running as hard as we could while keeping the Bugs a a safe
distance. Either the Bugs did not have longrange wegpons or were not using them for some reason. More



blips appeared on our screens. Word seemed to have gotten out about us. The Bugs kept pace with us,
paralding our course but keegping at aprudent distance. Occasionaly one would swoop in daringly nesar,
then scamper away.

"What do we do now?" Carl asked glumly.

"Find aportd right quick," | answered. "'l get the feeling they're herding us toward something, but | don't
see aportd in the direction were heading.”

"L et's change course then.”

"Okay. Turn right forty-five degrees. Acknowledge.”

"Right forty-five degrees, roger.”

We turned and the Bugsfollowed us.

"Well," | said, "were heading toward aportal at generaly theright angle. Carl, you're going to have to
take the lead sooner or later. Well need your instruments to shoot the hole.™

"Right. Want meto do it now?"

"If you warnt... Hey!"

A blinding white firebal erupted from the surface ahead and afew degreesto the right. Sam turned
sharply, dodging its expanding edge and bringing us back to our origina heading. There wasno
concussion and the explosion had caused us no damage so far aswe could tell.

"That was awarning shot across our bow, | suppose,” Sam said.

"They areherding us," | said angrily. "Rats.”

"L et meget off asalvo of balloonsat 'em,” Carl suggested eagerly.

"No, Carl. Too many of them, and they're wise now. Y ou say you don't have any offensive weapons at
dl?'

"I do, but | have to be under attack directly for them to work... which | guess makes 'em defensive,
actudly. The Tasmanian Devils are offensive, that | know. Troubleis, 1 only got two left.”

"Save'em," | sad. "Areyou running out of Green Balloons?!

"No, | can generate an indefinite number of those."

"Areyou sure about that?'

"Pretty sure

"Okay. Let's continue on this course until we figure out what to do next."

Ten minutes and no ideas later, something appeared up ahead.

At firg it was athin dark line which grew to become along notch set into the surface, degpening toward
itsfarther end. We were headed straight for the beginning of the gradually narrowing ramp that
descended into it. | could guesswhereit led.

"Let'stry to turn off again," Carl said.

"Notime" Sam said.

And there wasn't. With no visua cues outside there had been little sensation of speed, but aquick check
of the instrumentstold me that Sam was roaring along at aterrific clip. In very short order we entered the
mouth of the ramp. Sam braked as we descended. We could see the end of the notch now, a sheer wall
into which was set a hemispherica opening.

A tunnd.

"Wonder how much to park down here," Sam said. "Have any spare change?"

"Wheré's the guy who hands out the tickets?' | asked.

"I hope we can get out of hete," Carl said worriedly.

"Theresgot to beaway out,” | said. "Actudly, thismay be agood thing. The Green Balloonswill be
more effective underground. No way to duck ‘em.”

"l guessweredly don't have achoice.”

"Couldn't take a chance that they'd stomp us. They could have. Obvioudy they're curious-maybe they
want to talk." Thetunnd waslarge, itswals glowing with the same spooky bluelight that dimly lit the
surface. The passage continued straight for about haf akilometer, till gently descending, then went into a
wide banked turn to the right.

"Cal?'



"Yeeh"

"Fireabaloon back up the tunne.”

"Will do."

Hedid. A greenish light came from behind, then faded. "That should dow 'em down, if they follow," |
said. "Shoot afew more for insurance.”

"Roger.”

The turn became an interminably descending spird. The turning radius was enough to preclude dizziness,
but at about the twelfth circuit | began to get alittle disoriented. | thumbed the toggle that gave me back
manua control of the rig and dowed down. We descended till farther, about ten more levels, until the
tunnel straightened out, ran dong for afew hundred meters, then debouched into ahuge circular cavern.
Spaced evenly aong the walls were entrances to passageways radiating outward. | swung therig sharply
to the left and aimed for atunnd-mouth that took my fancy.

For the next haf-hour we wandered aimlesdy through a maze of gigantic rooms connected by rampsand
passageways. Here and there we passed huge empty bays cut into the walls going back at least a
hundred meters. Therewas nothing at dl in them, no equipment or machinery. After finding at least a
dozen of them, something occurred to me.

"Everyone on auxiliary motors,” | ordered.

"Good timeto test ours under field conditions,” Sean said, referring to the strange new backup engine
which Ahgirr technicians had retrofitted Ariadne with. From what | had gathered, it was athermoelectric
motor powered by the controlled burning of oxidized fuel pellets-sort of like a solid-propellant rocket
running in dow motion. | didn't entirely understand how it worked, but Sean reported good numberson
hisreadouts. It wasworking, more or less. (Ahgirr technology was odd in that it was highly advanced in
some aress, like dectronics, and clumsly jury-rigged in others.)

"Good thinking, Jake," Carl said. "Neutrinos can travel through solid rock likeit wasn't there.”

"Should have thought of it eerlier.”

"They probably have other ways of tracking intruders.”

"I'minclined to think they don't get many intruders here, or don't expect to,” | said. "Anyway, we might
aswel diminate the obvious method.”

"One problem, though.”

"What'sthat?'

"Thisbuggy doesn't have an auxiliary motor.”

"No? Do you have any idea how the power plant works?'

"Not the foggiest. If you look under the hood, you'll seethat it looks like achrome-plated internd
combugtion engine. Infact, it'saringer for aChevy 283 with fud injection.”

"Yegh? What'sthat?"

"That meansit has a 283 cubic-inch displacement, and instead of acarburetor it has... Never mind al
that. Doesn't mean athing, because the enginesadummy.”
"Well. .." | Sghed, resolving once again to get to the bottom of Carl's mystery somehow, evenif | had to
beet it out of him. "Hell. Shoot that weird goddamn thing into the trailer and shut it off."
"Hey, don't talk about my car that way." Carl was highly offended.

| squel ched the mike and cocked an eyebrow at Roland. "Touchy bastard, isn't he?'
"I've dways thought that most Americans have odd neurotic quirks,” Roland said in al seriousness.

| stared at him for amoment. "Roland?"
"What?"
"Gotohdl."

He shrugged it off. "Tak about touchy,” he mumbled. "Simply an observation.”
"Sorry about thet, Carl," | said when | had turned the mike back on. "Didn't mean anything by it."
"| should be the oneto apologize. | wastotaly out of line. It'sjust that-"
"Forget it. I'll evac thetraler. Sam?"
When Sam didn't answer, | reached up to thetrailer control panel and did it mysdlf. "Sam?"

No answer.



| tapped Sam's voice synthesizer module. "Sam? Y ou there?' | withdrew the module, blew lightly on the
contacts, and reinserted it.

"Sam? Can you hear me? Blink your function light if you can.”

Thetiny red light under his camera-eye on the dash remained steady.

| flipped down the keyboard on the terminal, punched up Sam's diagnostic display and ran aquick
program. The problem wasn't immediately apparent. The readings were strange, though.

| blew air through my lips and sat back. "We got problems.”

"Serious?' Roland asked.

| shook my head dowly, staring dolefully at the screen. "Don't know.”

Cal'ssgnd camealittle weekly, bouncing out of thetrailer and off thewdls. "I'min."

"Sean? Get your buggy in there, too."

"Right you are.”

After Sean had climbed up and in, | lowered the rear door, retracted the ramp, and recycled. When
there was enough air in thetrailer to carry sound, | switched my feed to the intercom. " Stay in your
vehiclesahit. Going to look around for adark corner to hidein, then well palaver. We gotta decide
what werre going to do.” | flipped off the mike, then flipped it on again. "Besides panic.”

"What about Y uri?" John asked from the back.

"Ah, Yuri," | said. "Mind's preoccupied.”" | reached and switched over to the comm circuits. "Y uri ?'
"Yes, Joke?'

"Areyou usng your auxiliary engine?'

"Yes weare."

"Good. Just follow me.”

"Affirmative. "

Our tour of the area continued desultorily. Werolled by several kilometers of empty bays ... until we
found one occupied.

By aRoadbug.

Rather, one-and-a-half Roadbugs.

"It'sdividing! Roland gasped in wonder. "Reproducing itsdlf!"

| yelled for everyone to come forward.

Thething in the bay had developed adeep rift down its back and had expanded to half again its normal
width. It was astunningly smple and effective method of parturition.

"Now we know they aren't machines," John said in awe.

"Dowe?" | asked.

Roland shook his head at theimmense bifurcated blob within the enclosure. "But, complex organisms
can't reproduce that way! They just don't!”

"Maybethey'redl one cell,” Sean suggested.

"Impossible” Roland answered, sounding lessthan certain.

"My questionis" Susan said, "are they the Roadbuilders? And isthistheir home planet?'

"Everything pointstoit,” John said. "The barrier, the obvioudy artificid nature of the planet, the dozens,
maybe hundreds of portals. . ."

"I wouldn't jump to conclusions, John," Roland cautioned. "They act like bloody machines, though,” Liam
sad thoughtfully. "And they function like machines. Yet..." Hetugged at hisuntidy beard and pursed his
lips

"Yetthereitis" Darlasad. "They're organismsin the sense that they reproduce. But that doesn't rule out
thelr being machines™

"A Von Neumann mechaniam,” | said.

Sean squinted one eye and looked at me askance. "'1've heard of that somewhere. Self-reproducing
machines-isthat the concept?'

"Moreorless" | sad. "But I'm inclined to believe that we're looking at something here that obliteratesthe
borderline between organism and mechanism, between the organic and the inorganic.” | turned to Susan.
"Asto your question about whether they're the Roadbuilders, 1'd say no. It'sjust ahunch. Bugs may be



highly intelligent, maybe enough to have congtructed the Skyway, but take it from an old
sarrigger-they're cops. Therésan air of the bullet-headed civil servant about them. Whoever caused the
Skyway to be constructed had some very good reason-sublime or practica, | don't know which. But it's
al part of agrand scheme. These guys'--I cocked athumb at the featurel ess silvery shape within the bay
-"don't know from grand. They're functionaries. They have ajob to do and they do it."

"Couldn't they be aspecidized class of Roadbuilder?' Darlaasked.

"Maybe, but if they are, they're different enough to occupy a separate species dot within the genus. My
guessisthat Roadbugs are artificia beings, probably created by the Builders.”

Weadl continued watching the thing until Roland said, "Aren't we taking achance just Stting here? This
one seemsto be immobilized, but-"

"Not too smart, arewe? You'reright,” | said. "Let'smove.”

We wandered about for the next hour or so, encountering neither birthing-bay Roadbugs nor ones that
were up and about. The layout of the place changed. We roamed through an expansive multileveled area,
atiered arcade built around a bottomless central well. Spira ramps connected the levels. We plied these,
up and down, trying to find away out. Giving up, we tried doubling back but took awrong turn and
lucked into a different area, this one an immense circular arenawith adomed roof at least 500 meters
high at the apex. A short tunnel led out of thereinto an identical room, from which we took a passageway
into yet another vast airless crypt, this one cubica in shape. Like everything dsein this subterranean
necropolisit waswithout distinguishable features and without discernible function.

"Hell," | said, "thisisas good aplace as any. Let's stop here."

"l supposewe should al gointo thetrailer,” Roland said. "Good idea. Y uri and hisfriendswill haveto
suit up and come in through the calo-if they have suits.”

They did.

A few minutes later | stood at the aft-cabin control panel and pressed the switch that brought down the
air-tight door between the cab and aft-cabin, then hit the evac button. When | had good hard vacuum out
there, | opened the cab'sleft gullwing hatch. Watching through the viewplate, | saw three utilitysuited
figures climb in. The two adult-size ones |ooked around, caught Sight of me and waved. The smdler
figure didn't look likeachild, but it was humanoid and there was something strangely familiar about it. |
closed the hatch and repressurized.

The two humans were doffing their helmets aswefiled into the cab. Firgt to reved himself wasa
shaggy-haired, bearded man of about my age.

"Jake, | presume," he said, smiling and extending agloved hand. His manner was warm and amiable.
Deep wrinkle-lines a the corners of his brown eyes gave hisface a big-friendlybear look. He was no
taler than me, but the tight-fitting utility suit reveded a powerfully built body that lent the impression of
height. There were other linesto hisface: those of worry, fatigue, and the emotiona exhaustion of along
and difficult journey, al now partialy smoothed by redlief.

"Y ou presume correctly,” | said, shaking hishand. "Y ou look well, but tired.”

"Weare." He looked around at everybody in the crowded cab. "I can't tell you what apleasureitisto
see new faces. | am Yuri Voloshin." He bowed deeply. "Allow meto present my colleague...”

My jaw dropped as the woman took off her helmet and smiled at me across the suddenly narrowed
chasm of thirtyodd years.

"Zoya" | gasped.

"Y ou remembered so quickly!" Zoyasaid, throwing her arms about me. "1 didn't think you would. |
recognized your voice ingtantly ... So many years, Jake, so many. Wonderful to see you!"

| withdrew my face from the curls of her chestnut-brown hair, took hold of her arms and looked at her,
my jaw Hill dack.

"Zoya," wasdl | could say.

"Remarkable!" Voloshin said. "Two old friends, | see! Remarkable." Heturned to the crew. "As| sad, |
would liketo present my colleague-and lifecompanion-Doctor Zoya MikhailovnaVolashin. And this"
He bent to help the non-human off with itshelmet. "Thisis Georgi, our guide.”

From the rear of the cab came a squeal from Winnie such as| had never heard from her.



Georgi could have been her twin brother.
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Y ou would have thought that George (as| cameto call him) and Winnie were long-separated lovers. |
feigned looking around for a crowbar to pry them apart. We learned that they had not known each other
back on Hothouse; hadn't even been neighbors. | guess they were just glad to see afellow species
member. Horny too, probably.

| wasn't surprised to learn that George had maps, and that Y uri and Zoyals expedition had been following
them. The cartographica knowledge of the native anthropoids of Epsilon Eridani 11 was one of the
Colonia Authority's most closaly guarded secrets. Rather, it had been. Leaks had probably caused the
flood of roadmap rumors. George's maps were dmost identical to Winni€'s, but hisjourney-poem didn't
jibewith hers. Each poem charted an dternative route to the same degtination: Red Limit Freeway.
Neither of them were of any use to us now.

Almost from the moment of its departure, the Voloshin Expedition had been beset by a series of
disagters. Two weeks into the journey, a high-speed head-on collision on the Skyway had killed four out
of the nine members who had started out, wiping out two vehicles. Nonethel ess, the expedition
continued. They had no choice; they were on the never-never side of a potluck portal. Following
George'stour guide, they made their way adong the Orion arm of the galaxy and were just about to hit a
junction of the Gaactic Beltway when amisreading of the journey-poem caused them to make aright
when they should have done the opposite. Thereafter they wandered blindly, shooting potluck after
potluck. A fifth companion died of an unknown vira infection fourteen .monthsinto thejourney. A sixth
was |lost when aflash flood had swept through a campsite on an uninhabited planet. George and the
Voloshinswearily set out in one vehicleto find away back home. They traversed maze after maze,
encountering every sort of planetary environment and inhabitant. Some races were friendly, some
indifferent. A few were openly hostile. They managed to find suitable food, though it was scarce. Despite
the catastrophes, the expedition had amassed agreat deal of scientific data, and Y uri and Zoyacarried
on thework. They reported discovering vast mazes of Earthlike planets, al uninhabited. These they
observed, recorded, and catalogued. Additiondly, data on nonEarthlike planets of interest were dutifully
compiled. Zoya, atrained astronomer and astrophysicist, made frequent observations of theloca galactic
neighborhood, canvassing star population for spectral class and other characteristics. Y uri, atheoretica
physicist and expert on the phenomenon of the Skyway and its attendant wonders, took readings on
cylinders and noted variationsin road structures-bridges, causaways, interchanges, and thelike.
Doggedly, they kept &t it, sometimes going for days without food. In acivilized maze, they could buy
auitable protein, synthesized to order-awful stuff if sophigticated flavor additives are unavailable, which
they were. In the bush they had to forage for what they could, sometimes nearly poisoning themselvesin
the process. Seriousillness struck the Voloshins severd times during the journey, but they survived.
Scurvy became a constant problem when supplementsran out.

"My gums bleed every time | brush them,” Zoya complained. "When | brush them," she added
sardonicaly. "Unfortunately the strains of along journey can induce neglect of persond hygiene.”

"Have another apple, Doctor Volashin,” Sean offered, reaching into the barrel. "Good for what allsye.”
"I've had three, thank you. Save them, by all meand” Y uri looked around the crammed trailer, admiring
the stacks of cratesfilled with victuas. "Y ou seem to have everything here" Heturned to his
lifecompanion with alook of rue. "We should have taken one of these. A trailer truck! Why didn't we
think of it?"

Her expresson was atrifleironic. "Our tieswith the working masses have been stretched rather thin,

Y uri. We smply wouldn't have thought of atrailer truck.”

Y uri gave a sarcastic grunt, then chuckled. "I suppose not."

"By the way, please cal me Zoya With two Dr. VVoloshins about | should think thered be some
confuson.”

"Very wdl, Zoya" Sean sad.

| was still staring at her, comparing the face | saw now with theimage of a seventeen-year-old Zoyal



had retrieved from memory. The comparison was favorable. She had held up well. Antigeronic
treatments had hdted her a around thirty-eight, maybe forty on abad day. Perhapsthetrids of the
expedition had added afew years. There were afew strands of gray in her hair, afew lines of character
graced her features-otherwise she as as beautiful as| remembered her to be. Hers was abroad Slavic
beauty: brown eyes spaced wide agpart, firm straight nose, generous mouth with full plum-colored lips,
and awell-defined cleft chin that gave her force of character without coarsening her festures. Her eyes
were keenly intelligent; thiswas her most distinguishing attribute. Her gaze was, most of thetime, incisive
and penetrating, probing levels of meaning around her to find the core of what was sgnificant. Therest
was not worthy of attention. There was asense of humor implicit in her face, the kind expressed in
throwaway lines ddlivered deadpan.

Her figure had held up well, too. She still had great bubnovs. She grew aware of my gaze and turned to
look a me. Sheamiled. "Do | seem like aghost?!

"A very good-looking one," | said. "Y ou haven't changed oneiota."

The smile broadened, though turning alittle abashed. "Y oure very kind. | must look afright.” She passed
ahand through her tangled curls. "Y uri sheared melike asheep, and then he refused to let me cut his
har."

"l saw what the result would be," Y uri explained. "Besides, mine grows out to a certain length and stops.”
He stroked his untidy whiskers. "The beard grows like cabbage, though.”

"Neither of you looksat dl frightful,” I said. ™Y ou seem to have come through your troubles remarkably
wdl."

"Y ou haven't changed either, Jake," Zoyasaid. "l remember you as one of the most charming men I've
ever met, in your own inimitable, rough-hewn way, and | see the memory is accurate.”

"Thank you," | said, "though | must warn you that the years haven't smoothed me around the edges. I've
even been known to fart at state dinners.”

Thisdrew from the VVoloshins far more laughter than the joke was worth, the result of fatigue, no doulbt.
"And | remember your sense of humor," Zoya said, sitting down weerily on acrate of picklejars. She
leaned back, giggled alittle more, then said, "Oh, it's S0 good to laugh. It's been so long since there was
something to laugh about ... people to laugh with." She looked around at everybody. "We're so happy to
have found you."

John said, "I'm afraid our Situation doesn't have many humorous aspects. Overal, we may bein aworse
way than you were, and you may want to reconsider throwing in with us when you learn the whole story.."
"l would be very interested to hear your story,” Yuri said. "But my first questionis.... what isthat strange
vehiclethere?' He pointed to Carl's Chevy.

"Thai'satael'd beinterested to hear," | said, casting asidelong glance at Carl. "What do you say, Carl?
Want to spill it now?'

Sharing awooden crate with Lori and munching a pickled egg, Carl thought it over and said, "L et me
work uptoit."

"| saw it operatein avacuum,” Yuri said, "so | know it's Skyway-worthy, but it's smply fantagtic that it
could be, sinceit doesn't even have. .." Hethrew up hishands. "What am | saying? It's hardly fantagtic
compared to what it did to the barrier.” Y uri turned to Carl. "Wherever did you get this vehicle?"

"I keep telling everybody,” Carl said through amouthful of egg, "but nobody believesme. | got it from
some aienswho kidnapped me on Earth and brought me out to the Skyway."

Y uri shook hishead. "On Earth, you say? But very few aiens have ever goneto Earth-afew diplomats, a
handful of tourists. How could-?"

"They picked meup in agtarship,” Carl said, and when Y uri looked blankly at him, he shrugged and
added, " See?’

Susan interjected, "He forgot to tell you that al of this happened a hundred and fifty years ago.”

Noticing Zoya's puzzled stare, Susan laughed and threw out her arms helplesdy.

"l see" Zoyasad.

"I'mafradit'snot a adl clear tous," | said. "I'd like Carl to elaborate at some point, but while he's
working up to it | think we should assess our situation. Anybody got any ideas as to what we should



do-for now, &t least?"

"Maybe we'rein a position to bargain with the Roadbugs," Roland said. "After dl, we can defend
ourselves-at least Carl can-to some extent. And I've seen the offensive weapons on that Chevy." He
turned to Carl. "What do you call them? Tansanian Devils?*

"Tasmanian Devils. Jugt anickname. Cdl ‘em anything you want."

"Appropriate, in any case. Anyway, perhaps we can negotiate our way out of here."

"That'sathought,” | said. "The Roadbugs seemed not to want to harm us, and it did look as though they
wanted to talk to us. They even may havetried, but the audio amp wasn't taking afeed from the
Roadbug channd at thetime-" | thought of something and snapped my fingers. " Sam should have
recorded it on ten-second delay, and he would have told us and played it back. He didn't break down
until we got into thetunndl." | chewed my lip, trying to remember.

"Maybe the baloons were mucking with the Bugs communications,” Liam suggested.

"Maybe," | answered. "If there was a message from the Bugs, it's been erased. Sam may have beenin
the process of going haywire right then." | sat down on ametd barrd. "Any other ideas?'

"We could smply sneak about until we find away out of here," John said.

"We'd get caught again for sure on the surface," Sean countered.

"Very likely," John said dourly.

"That doesn't leave us much choice then,” Carl put in. "We ether shoot our way out and make a break
for the nearest portal, or we give ourselves up.”

"I didn't say anything about shooting,” John said. "I don't think that would be wise."

"They know ‘we'rein here and they'll belooking for us. We may haveto tangle with them eventualy.”
"Well, weve successfully avoided them so far. The place seemsempty.”

"That may be," | said, "becauseit's o big. But for once | agree with you, John. The Bugs seem to want
something from us. Let'stalk with them first before we contemplate any gunplay. Well aways have that
method asalast resort.”

"Shall we get on the Roadbug channd and put out acdl?' Roland asked.

"Not just yet," | answered. "Instead of just munching, why don't we al sit down and eat agood medl.
Then we can talk business.”

"Arent we vulnerable likethis?' Carl said. "'l should be outsde in the Chevy standing guard.”

| sighed and leaned back against a stack of wooden crates. ™Y eah, you should, | guess. But if they
wanted to stomp us they would have done it topside. And since we've decided on diplomacy..."
"Yeah, | guessyou'reright,” Carl said. "Look, I'm done eating. Why don't | go up into the cab and keep
aneyeout, justin case?'

"No need," | told him. "I've got the bogey adert on and piped through to the trailer speakers. Well know
whenthey arrive.”

So we quit munching and broke out the heavy-duty foodstuffs: smoked ham, bread from hotpaks,
cheese, pickles, crackers, more not-so-fresh fruit (the apples were getting bruised and pulpy by that
time), and peanut-butter cookies for desert. They'd been kept in the freezer.

"Thesearegood,” | said. "Homemade?'

"Liamisamaster padiry chef," Sean said.

Zoyahad eaten lightly, saying she didn't want to oversiretch her somach, but Y uri had dug in, ignoring
Zoyaswarnings, and now looked as though he were paying the price.

Y uri massaged his midsection, smiling quessily. "A little too much too fast. Again, | should have listened,
Zoya"

"Strange that you never seemto learn,” Zoyareplied iffly.

"l said | was sorry," Y uri snapped back. "I was hungry.”

"Y ou were perfectly aware of the consegquences, yet you went ahead anyway. It'sbehavior | can't
fathom."

"Hunger, my dear,” Y uri retorted, "is hardly difficult to comprehend. If you can't fathom it, asyou say,
you had best refrain from making judgments on human behavior in generd, and on the behavior of this
human in particular.” He crumpled an empty hotpak and stared at it moodiily.



After an uncomfortable slence, Zoyasighed.

"I must gpologize for both of us," shesaid. "The strains of the journey. . ." Shelooked at me. "Please
understand.”

"It's completely understandable, Zoya," | said, "and you don't have to apologize. Weve been biting each
others heads off lately and we haven't had haf the trouble you've had.”

"Thank you, Jake. Still, we should not have quarreled in public.”

"Think of usasfamily, Zoya. For better or worse, all we have is each other. It's better to get these things
out in the open. We don't want to let resentments fester.”

| finished off my bottleof S& L and set it aside. "1'd rather ride with atruckload of brawlersthan a
bunch of smoldering volcanos. Besdes, when thefigtsfly, it'skind of fun to watch." Both Darlaand
Susan reddened dightly.

John recited,

"l wasangry with my friend,

| told my wrath, my wrath did end,

| was angry with my foe,

| told it not, my wrath did grow.

"Blake, | think," he said, amiling, "though you might amend that second lineto reed, "I punched him up,
my wrath did end."

"Or," Roland said, "'l kicked hisarse, and that wasthe end. ™

Thisdrew alaugh from everybody and generally eased the mood.

In arich dramatic tone, Sean recited:

"And therefore| have sailed

the seas and come

Totheholy city of Byzantium.

"Yeats," he said, cracking open another bottle of beer. John regarded him sardonicaly. "Was that
goropos of anything in particular?’

"No," Sean answered, ""but when someone starts quoting bloody English poets, | fed the urge to reassert
my ethnic heritage.”

"Some animogities never die" Roland said.

"Surely you don't disgpprove of William Blake," John said to Sean.

"Of course not. But we Irish never forget.”

"Not even since the Reunification?' Roland asked.

"Fat lot of good the Reunification does usout here. I'll never walk the streets of Derry again.”

"Why did you emigrate?'

"Why does any Irishman leave the Old Sod? To get a bleeding job.”

| said, "Maybe that line about Byzantium is apropos. This placeisn't exactly my idea of ahaly city, but it's
somekind of big dedl, and we've come along way to get here.”

"TheHoly City of the Roadbugs,” Sean intoned. "A veritable buggy Mecca, and here we are stranded,
infidelsto aman. Bloody dangerous spot to bein.”

"Tha may be," | said, "but I'minclined to doubt it. I don't think for amoment that were completely safe
here, but it seemsto methat there's only one way to wind up on the wrong side of a Roadbug, and that's
to bresk arule of theroad. Asfar aswe know, we didn't do that."

"Wedid abit of vanddism, didn't we?' Liam put in.

"And there were witnesses," John added.

"Good point. But since no one up to this point has ever been able to do damage to a Roadbuilder
artifact, vandalism may not be against the law. Understand? In other words, the Bugs aren't programmed
to ded withit."

"But can we be sure of that?' Sean asked. "And can we be sure that someone at some point didn't
manage to blow a porta to smithereens?'

"Y uri'sour newly resident Skyway expert,” Susan pointed out.

Y uri thought a moment, then said, "So far as| know, Jake isright. Any damage we encountered was due



to geological forces.. . damage to the roadway, that is. | can't imagine what would damage a portd.”
"But geologica forcesdon't redly destroy theroad,” | argued. Do they? | mean, they just sometimes
make the road impassable.”

"True. Now, | have heard of stretches of Skyway where the portal ismissing.”

"Weverunintothat," | said. "A planet named Splash in the Consolidated Outworlds.”

"I'd be very interested in visiting it someday.”

"If you ever do, don't go near the water."

"A low-landmass planet?’

"Y eah. Parts of the Skyway are submerged, and one spur, | wastold, isadead end. No portal."

"Isthe spur submerged?”

"l believe s0."

"l see. Very interesting indeed.”

"Very," | said. "The seasrose, and... What happened? Did the portal short out? Explode?’

"Wall, if the machinery that suspendsthe cylindersweretofail..." Yuri smiled and chuckled. "Well,
according to conventiond thinking, the cylinders would drop and burrow themselvesto the center of the
planet, where they would do some very nasty things.”

"Scratch one planet,” | said.

"Eh?Yes, absolutely. But | have my own theories on what would happen.”

"I'd love to hear them, maybe later. But to get back on the main track, let me ask you this: Canthe
roadbed be damaged, or isit imperviousto any known force? Everyone knows the road surface doesn't
seem ever to wear."

"Not impervious" Y uri said. "There have been some experiments. . ."

"Results classified, | suppose,”" Susen said.

Y uri grunted. "Of course. | have seen them, however, and | somehow don't fed constrained to maintain
security, under the circumstances. A smal fusion device could do considerable damage to a Skyway
roadbed."

"Then vandaismispossble” John said.

"Nonsense," Susan scoffed. "Who'd do it, and for what reason?"

"Y ou have apoint, Susan," John said.

"l rest my case,” | said, "if you can cdl it that. Which brings us back to what Carl's Green Balloon did to
the barrier." Wedl turned to face Carl. Lori wasadeep in hisarms, resting her head on his chest.

Carl grinned. "Lori'slast comment was, "These people suretalk alot.™

"Let'stdk alittemore,” | said. "Carl, who built your car?"

"l don't know."

"Y ou don't? But you said-"

"I never saw them. They never showed themsalvesto me, never told me who they were or why they
were doing what they were doing to me ... which was to abduct me-kidnap me, dig?' Carl's jaw muscles
tensed. "Y'understand what that means? Have you ever been kidnapped, taken against your will’? Do you
know what it'slike to be so scared. . ." He stopped and lowered his head, nestling hisfacein Lori's short
blond hair. Lori stirred but didn't awake.

"Yes, Carl," | said gently, "I do know what it'slike.”

Carl raised hishead and |ooked sheepish. "Y ou're right. Y ou do, don't you? | completely forgot. Sorry."
"It's okay. Go ahead, Carl."

"It'shard.”

"I know, but it could help. Usaswel asyou.”

| got off the metal canister and sat on the floor, stretching my legs and crossing them, propping my back
againg acrate of freshwater jugs.

"Y ou said something before about aflying saucer. Did you mean an dien spaceship?”

"| guessthat'swhat it was" Carl answered. "It was night, and | couldn't really seeit. All | redly
remember isthis huge thing in the sky blotting out the stars, coming down on us."

"Y ou weren't done?"



"No. My girlfriend and | were out in my car... up on Mulholland. Y ou know, messing around.”

"Uh-huh."

Hethrew hishead back and gave asudden forced laugh. "God, it was like right out of some monster
flick. Teenage couple necking, and this dimy thing comes creeping out of the darkness. The girl screams.”
After ashort bout of giggling he shook his head back and forth. "Jesus, Jesus, it was weird. So weird.”
"Y ou said you could see the ship's outline against the sky. Wasiit saucer-shaped?’

"Nah. It wasirregular, and it was big. Had this really complex structure. | couldn't describeit.”

"It didn't have any running lights, markings, anything like thet?"

"Nope. It was just this huge dark shape. The part of it that got near the car was this big rounded thing
that opened up to look like the neck of a soda bottle. That's what sucked us up.”

"Y our girlfriend was abducted with you?'

He shook his head sharply. "Nah. She-" He sighed. ""They didn't take her. | mean-" He leaned his head
back againgt the bulkhead and gazed upward. "I pushed her out of the car. | think | might have killed her
indoing it. Hard to explain exactly what happened. | guessI'll never really know if she madeit.”
"Sounds like you tried to do theright thing," | said.

"Maybe," hesad dully.

"Was there any sound? Did the ship make a noise?"

"That wasthe weirdest part. It dl happened in complete sllence, except for Debbi€'s screaming.” Hisface
contorted with the pain of the memory. "God, I'll never forget her screaming. Never.”

| paused before | continued probing. “Now, you said you were in your car.”

"Y eah, my Chevy got sucked up with meinit.”

"That Chevy?" | asked, pointing to the burgundy-colored oddity parked between the stacks of supplies.
"No, the origina from which this copy was made." He shrugged. "I think. Thisthing looks exactly the
same, down to the little nicks and scratches in the paint. But it can't be the same car | was driving that
night. Right? So..."

"I doubt it," | said. "Okay, now, youreindgdethethip." Carl drew hislipstogether, pursng theminto a
thinline. "What'sthe matter?' | said.

"l don't want to talk about it any more."

"Why, Carl?'

"BecauseI'll go crazy if | do."

"It was bad?'

He considered it awhile before he answered, "Not bad physically. They didn't do anything to me. But
insdethe ship, it was... | dunno, strange. | was disoriented. Scared. | couldn't figure out what was going
on."

"That'snot surprising,” | said. "Did they communicate with you at al?'

"Y eah, they taked to me. Somebody did. Some guy. | never saw him. I'll never forget hisvoice, though.”
Wewere dl surprised. "The voice was human?' | asked.

"Y eah. He had kind of an accent. English, maybe. A little like the way John talks-but not exactly.
Actualy, he sounded likeafag."

" Fag?

"Yeah. Sorry, | mean ... you know, ahomo. Er, homosexua."

"Oh"

"Héll, I don't know. He just sounded strange:” Carl looked at John. " Sorry, John. | didn't mean to imply
that you were strange or anything.”

"Quitedl right," John said affably.

"Okay," | said, "so thisguy wastaking to you. What did he say?"

"Not too damn much that made sense. He didn't say much except that | shouldn't get upset and that
everything would be dl right and that they weren't going to hurt mein any way. | remember | was pretty
hysterica at first. | mean, | thought Debbie was dead. They told me shewasnt, but | didn't believe them.
| till more or lessdon't."

| nodded, waiting for him to go on.



Presently, hedid. "I guess| cantalk abouit it to adegree. But | don't want to go into what went on in the
ship. It was like adream. | have trouble remembering mogt of it. Next thing I knew... | mean, when things
got alittle clearer and it wasn't like adream anymore, | was driving my car down this strange road ... and
| saw aporta for thefirst time. But | knew what it was! Boy, it wasweird. I'd never seen onein my life,
but I knew exactly what it was and what | should do. Stay in the guide lane, maintain constant speed, dl
that stuff. And | knew where | was-out in space somewhere. | didn't find out when | was until later." Carl
took a deep breath and looked down at Lori'sface. He amiled. "Shelookslike Debbie. A little bit
anyway.”

"Maybe Lori would liketo hear this™ | said.

"I'vetold her alittle of what I'vetold you." He looked up and grinned. "For some reason it was easier to
talk to her."

Lori's eyesfluttered and opened; then she sat up suddenly and said, "Huh?' She looked around at
everybody, frowned disapprovingly, and yawned. "Y ou people ftill jawing?' she said huskily.

"I wastdling them about, you know, the crazy stuff that happened to me, about how | got out here and
dl that," Carl told her.

"Oh, that." Shelooked at us. "l think he'sfibbing.”

"Y ou should try out thewhole story on Lori first,” | said, "then spill it to us. If she' believesyou, you
know we will."

"Oh, I wasonly kidding," Lori said, snaking a possessive arm about Carl's neck. "'l don't redlly think
yourelying, Carl. It'sjust that it's S0 hard to believe."

Carl nodded. "Sometimes| think I'm dreaming thisal up.”

Lori yawned again, then complained, "I'm tired."

"Soareweal," John said. "Perhgpswe should turnin.”

"I'm for that," Roland seconded.

So we did; rather everybody did but me, after we had stowed dl the comestibles back into their
pressurized packing crates and had generdly cleaned up. We aso had to work Zoyaand Y uri into the
deeping arrangements, split up the bedding and such, but we got it all squared away, and | took Susan
forward with me, tucking her into the bunk in the aft cabin. | would take first watch, she the second.

| went out to the cab, did the shotgun seat over in front of the keyboard console, and sat down to have a
good look at what was going on with Sam. | had run acursory check before the V ol oshins had boarded,
making sure the life-support monitors were working. Everything had seemed okay. Rechecking now, |
found dl systems functioning normally. | coded some diagnostic programs and went into main memory to
see what was up, though | had a strong hunch what had happened. More than a hunch. Entity X had
come out from hiding and had done his dirty work, that much was clear: | just wanted to know exactly
what dirt had been done. Sam's Vlathusian Entelechy Maitrix, that semimysterious thumb-sized
Read-Only Memory component which was the seat of Sam'sintellect and personality, had been
completely bypassed. The phantom Artificid Intelligence program was in complete control. Hunched
over the keyboard for two migraine-provoking hours, | tried and tried to ater that Situation.

And failed miserably. There waslittle | could do but shut down the CPU-but you can't run and monitor a
nuclear fuson truck engine without acompuiter, at least not very well.

Entity X was cdling the shots.

| folded up the console, did the seat back, sat down on it, and put my feet on the dash.

"Okay," | said, addressing the unseen malevolence that hung in the cab like abad odor, "who are you
and what do you want?'

"What have you got, Jake?' Corey Wilkessaid.
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Corey Wilkes.

He and Sam had been friends and busi ness partners once. Together, they had founded TATOO, the
Transcolonia Association of Truck Owner-Operators. Y earslater, shortly after | started driving, Corey
engineered a power grab that ingtalled him as president more or lessfor life. Sam resigned from the
board of directors and eventualy from the organization itself. | followed suit. Sam wanted to retire to the
farm, but | persuaded him to help me start the Starriggers Guild, which he did. And that wasthe start of
our troubleswith Corey Wilkes. Wilkes harassed us, off and on, for the next ten years. Guild drivers
kept disappearing. There were numerous suspicious mishaps, hijackings, and the like. It got so that some
manufacturers refused to contract with Guild drivers, and most, while they would hire an occasiona Guild
member during peak periods, would not become signatories to the Guild's Basic Agreement, which had
been the organization's raison d'etre in the first place. TATOO had become a combination private
trucking company and labor union, run for the express purpose of lining the pockets of Wilkesand his
friendsin the Authority bureaucracy. Five years ago, Sam had died in an apparently unrelated Skyway
accident: A few weeksago | had learned from Wilkes himself that he had hired stunt driversto stagethe
incident. | may have been the intended victim. Sam had been on hisway to see agrain futures broker on
Eingtein, ameeting | had arranged and had intended to keep, but ajob | couldn't refuse-times being what
they were-had come up and Sam had gone instead.

"| thought you were dead, Corey," | said.

A faint chuckle came from the speaker on the instrument pandl. 'Y ou know, Jake, | don't believe I'll tell
you oneway or the other. Right now | can't think of agood reason not to level with you, but you never
know when alittle datum like that could comein handy if heldin reserve.”

"I'd say you were dead. Y ou took that .44 dug in the chest, as| recall: Looked likeit hit near the heart if
it didn't hit dead center."

"That very well may be. But let me preface thiswhole conversation by saying that you aren't talking to
Corey Wilkes. | am an Artificia Intelligence program imbued with the persondlity and some, but not dl,
of the accumulated life memories of Corey Wilkes. | have been updated on recent events, but not in
detal. | have aso been programmed with ingtructions.”

"Whichare... 7'

"You'l forgive meif I'm not too specific, but generdly | have been charged with the task of keeping an
eyeonyou."

"And with leaving atrail of radioactive wastes," | added, ""so we could be easlly tracked.”

Again, achuckle. "Hard to put anything over on you, Jake. | don't know why | try."

| exhaled noisily and crossed my arms. " Cut the merte. What do you want?!

A sound like asigh came from the speaker. "Y es, what in the world do | want? A very good question.
Unfortunately, as amere Persondity Analog | lack the psychic underpinningsto answer that with any
depth-1 don't have the complete backlog of memory, the Freudian substrata, if you will. Something drives
me; | don't know quite what."

| scowled. "The question wasn't philosophica. What do you want specificaly? Now."

"Oh, of course. Sorry. Wdll, what with the facts that have recently cometo light, | suppose | want the
Cube"

"You can haveit.”

A short sllence. Then, "That was easy.”

"l mean it. Takethe punking thing. It'syours.”

"Well, that's settled.” Another pause. Then the voice said cautioudy and alittle wonderingly, ™Y ou'd redly
hand it over with no fuss?'

"Absolutdly. It'sworth nothing to me. In fact, it's been nothing but aliability. Besides, no one has any idea
what thething is. Odds are it's not a Roadmap."

"Yes, therésno tellingwhat it is. But it'sworth agreat ded. To me, anyway."



"Why?'
"Well, my origind ded with the Colonid Authority sill stands, | suppose, whichisthat | deliver you or
the Roadmap or both to them in exchange for immunity from unpersonhood. But seeing as how the
Authority wasn't entirely straight with me, | don't fed entirely obliged to hold up my end of the bargain.”
"How did they doublecrossyou?'

"It wasn't adoublecross per se. More amatter of withholding pertinent information. They didn't tell me
anything about the Black Cube.”

"Maybethey didn't know about it," | suggested.

"I'm pretty surethey did. If Darlas story about getting the Cube through the dissident network istrue,
and if key people within the network have been subjected to Delphi scans, they'd have to know about it.
Mind you, I've pieced this together from snippets of conversation I've overhead since | came on board.
I'm fairly sure you think they know about it."

| saw no usein denyingit. "Youreright."

"And when the deal was struck, it was emphasized that they wanted you dive. And they wanted your
truck, too. That tells me they were very interested in searching for something hidden on board or on your
person. What | don't understand iswhy they didn't tell me about the Cube. | was ready to hand Winnie
over to them, which of course would have dicited gales of laughter.”

"It might be aquestion of timing, Corey," | said. "When did you cut your ded with the CA?'

"Several months ago. Two or three. There was a prolonged period of negotiation.”

"Uh-huh. Well, according to Darlas timetable, they ran the Delphi on Assemblywoman MarciaMiller
only amonth or so ago. They could have found out about the Cube then.”

"Y es, thereisatime element to be consdered here. Hmm." A long pause. "1 think you may beright,
Jake. When | bargained with them, they may only have had rumorsto go on. Rumor had it that you were
in possession of a Roadbuilder artifact, a Roadmap. They knew it wasn't Winnie-of course they
neglected to tdl me-"

"No one knew or could have predicted that Winnie would come dong on thistrip. Our picking her up
was atotd fluke"

"So | gather. As| was saying, at the time the dedl was cut, the Authority may only have known that you
had a Roadmap, nature unspecified. A few months|ater, they find out about the Cube."

"And naturaly enough,” | said, "they thought the Cube was the map."

"Naturaly enough. But they should have told me, dammit." He sounded hurt.

| laughed. "And have you wind up with it? Tell me you wouldn't have demanded that your dedl be
renegotiated just ated.”

"I'm truly embarrassed. Y ou'reright, of course.”

"Y ou should be, you sneaky son of abitch. When you had us aboard the Laputa, even | didn't know that
Darla had the Cube. She seemed to have thrown in with you guysthen.”

"Y es, the cunt. I'd bewary of her, Jake."

"l am."

"But..." Thevoicedid animitation of aweary sigh. "But wouldn't I have wound up with the Cube
anyway?' A thoughtful interlude. "No, | guess not. | never suspected for amoment that Darlahad it.”
"No, you didn't, and you wouldn't have aslong as you had to string Darla's father dong in believing that
al the brouhahawasfor the purpose of protecting your little drug-running scheme.”

"l seeyour point. Talk about not being in the know. That fool ... that contemptibleidiot. And then he
goes and shoots me, for Chrigt's sake.”

"Hisfinest moment."

"Redlly, Jake. But it still seemsto me | would have found out about the Cube eventualy. Wasn't the
Authority taking an awful risk? After dl, they didn't know Darlawas carrying the Cube. Did they?!
"I'mnot sure,” | said. "Maybethey did. If not, though, I'll bet that when Miller spilled her brainsthey got
really worried. That was probably when they dispatched Petrovsky to get the Cube. Y our ded was
rendered null and void then."

"Ah, Petrovsky. Yes, | see. | see” The voice clucked mournfully. "It all does seem to fit together, doesn't



it? Marvelous bit of deduction, Jake."

"Elementary, my dear shithead."

"Please, Jake, it'sbeen amicable so far.”

"I don't fed the least bit amicable toward you," | said.

"l suppose not. Can't say that | blame you. And | must admit that I've bumbled through thiswhole affair
shipping no smal amount of mertein my cranid compartment. | made some bad moves.”

| was amazed. "Thered Corey Wilkeswould never make an admission like that."

"No?1| guessnot.”

"l have aquestion for you.”

"Shoot," the voice said.

"Why did the Authority agreeto hire you to catch me? Why didn't they assign Petrovsky to mein thefirst
place? Or any other part of MilitiaIntelligence-or anybody elsefor that matter. Why you?"

"A couple of reasons,” Wilkes voice answered. "For one, | happen to be one of the highest ranking
Militia Intelligence officers around, have been for years. | hold the permanent rank of
Lieutenant-Colond-1nspector. Plainclothes division of course, undercover section.”

| smiled, nodding. "Sam and | dways suspected you were an M| agent.”

"Soyou see, dl thishasbeen in theline of duty, don't you know."

"Of course."

"Also, the road and everything that happensonit ismy bailiwick, and what with my past association with
you, | would have been the natural choice anyway."

"l see. Soundslogica enough.”

"And Petrovsky ... if he'still dive. HeEsin bad odor with the Authority generdly, by dint of his
lifecompanion's having turned up as adouble agent. He was hardly their first choice.”

"Right." | took my legs down from the dash, sat Sdeways on the chair and crossed my legs. "Well, what
now?"'

"Don't redly know, Jake," thevoice said. "I'm playing thisstrictly by ear. | suppose you hand over the
Cube, then-"

"l want Sam back first."

The voice was placating. Y ou'll have him back, Jake. Don't worry."

"If you've done anything to him. . ."

"| said don't worry. Hesfine. | smply erased him from main memory. His VEM isin perfect working
order and you can load him back in anytime | givetheword. Infact-" A long pause. "In fact, even aswe
speak, Sam is doing something strange down at the microcode level. Hmm. Now, how the hdll ... 7'

| grinned evilly.

"I'll be damned,” Wilkes voice said in awe. "l sensed that this hardware had three-dimensional system
architecture, but there wasredlly noway | could ... Well, look at that, look at that.”

"Anything interesting?' | asked after waiting afew moments.

"Very. Thisisredly strange. If they had only had more time back at the garage. . . Amazing. What could
he be doing?"

"If you can't take acastle by escalade,” | said, "you dig under the walls."

"Apt metgphor.” The voice did an gpproximation of an admiring whistle. "Could he be setting up a
smulation of hisVEM in microcode? No, that'd take him years."

| laughed.

"No?1 don't understand-" The voice made anoise like throat-clearing. "Well, | can see Samisgoing to
do hisbest to worry meto death at least, if he can't do anything elseso, let me do this ... and this."

The voice was sllent for about thirty seconds.

"There, that ought to hold him. | hope. Wily old Sam.”

"1 dill want him back firgt," | said.

"Now, wait aminute, we still have some bargaining to do.”

"Concerning what?'

"Little maiter of that young man's automohile.”



"I was wondering when you were going to get around to that. Y ou want it?"

"Yes, | think | do," the voice said after adight heditation.

"Why?"

"I'm not sure. | don't think it has anything to do with the Roadmap affair, but it isan amazing artifact...
and Carl's story about his abduction isvery intriguing indeed. That machine of his should be worth
something to somebody. | think | should have it to keep in reserve to sort of strengthen my bargaining
position vis-A-visthe Authority, should | chooseto deal with them again.”

| got up and walked to the aft-cabin. Standing at the kitchenette, | loaded the coffee brewer and started
it working. "The car doesn't belong to me, Corey."

"Widl, I'm not asking your permission to takeit."

| chuckled. "I'd like to see you try to separate that buggy from its owner. Y ou know how young men are
about their jalopies.”

"Oh, I don't think helll be too much of a problem.”

| reached for the medicine chest, opened it, and took out the aspirin bottle. "Damn headache. Do you
mind?"

"Let me have alook at what you're doing.”

| held the bottle up to the camera-eye above the kitchenette, then shook two aspirin tabletsinto my other
hand. " See?'

"Okay."

"Y ou seem to fed in control here, Corey, ordering me about and al.”

"l am, Jeke."

"Y ou aso sound like you're expecting help. If the Roadbugs can't find us, your buddies back there are
going to havearoughtime. That is, if they followed us through that last portd..”

"Well see" the voice said.

"Answer methis, Corey. Say you get what you want from us. Where do you go from here?!

"How the hell are you going to get back to T-Maze or wherever you want to go. We're lost.”

"Indeed we are. But I'm redlly not al that worried.”

| popped the aspirin into my mouth, took a cup from the small cupboard, and filled it with water out of
thesink tap. "You'renot? | am." | took adrink and swallowed the pills.

"I don't seewhy," Wilkes voice said. "Y ou know you're going to get back, if the Paradox isred."
"Then you're bound to losein the end, Corey. I'll have the map.”

"Maybe. I'm ill thinking about that. Maybe | really don't want the Cube. Maybe just the Chevy.”

"It sounds as though you redlly don't accept the redity of the Paradox,” | said, placing the aspirin bottle
back into the medicine chest, and successfully, it turned out, palming the small vid of chlorpromazine
tabletsas | drew my hand away.

"Asl sad, I'm gtill thinking about it, but emotiondly | suppose | don't. Theway | seeit, aparodox isan
impossibility. Look what's supposed to have happened in your case. Y our future saf hands the Cube
over to somebody, who givesit to somebody else, and so on. Darlafindly winds up with it, and she gives
it to you. Y ou go back intime and close the loop, handing it over to the first person again, etcetera,
etcetera. Now, dammit, that Cube hasto have an origin somewhere! But aslong asthe loop keeps
recycling endlesdy, there's no possibility. Thereé's no entry point. The Cubejust is, and therésasmel of
unredity toitdl.”

| went back to the cab carrying acup of black coffee. As| passed through the hatchway, an areathat
wasn't covered by any of Sam's camera-eyes, | dipped the vid into my pants pocket and cracked it
open. | withdrew my hand, palming two tablets.

"l can't argue with you, Corey," | said, Sitting in the driver's seet.

"I wish youwould,” thevoice said. "Y ou have an absolutdly incisve intellect, Jake. Why did you ever
want to drive atruck for aliving? Seemsawaste.”

"I like keeping people off-balance. Nobody expects atruckdriver to have any brains. It amuses me."
"Hell of apriceto pay for anusement, I'd say."



"Nah. Very smdl." | made asif to wipe the edge of the cup with my finger, and in doing so dropped the
tabletsinto the coffee. Then | spped from the cup.

"It'syour life," Wilkes voice said. "Anyway, getting back to the subject of where we go from here and
why I'm not very concerned about it, let's consider this. We have Winni€'s map and George's map. We
have the Cube, which might be amap. There are two very good techniciansriding with the convoy
following us, the same ones who tampered with Sam. They have some equipment with them, and they
just might be able to crack the Cube. I'm not banking on it, mind you, but it'sapossibility. Last but hardly
least, here we are on a Roadbug service planet. There hasto be aporta leading back to Terran Maze,
Reticulan Maze, or the Outworlds. Hasto be. I'd be willing to bet anything on it."

"Y eah, but how are you going to find it?"

"Don't know that yet. Maybe we just ask the Bugs."

"They'll probably tell you to go inseminate yourself," | said, scoffing.

"Maybe, but then we have dl those other options.”

"I don't know why you think either Winnie's or George's map is an option. If we happen to luck back
onto either trail, fine. But chances are we won't."

"It just seemsto me," the voice sad irritably, "that with &l these stinking maps around we should be gble
to come up with something, for God's sake.”

| shook my head in pity. "That's your biggest flaw, Corey. Y ou design these grand schemes and Sit back
and admire them, thinking the detailswill take care of themselves. Y ou're agrest Strategist but a poor
tactician. Wars are won in the trenches, my friend.”

"Thank you, Karl von Clausawitz." The voice gave ashort, deprecating laugh. "Actudly, you may not be
too far off the mark. I've dways tended to think big, big, big-and the bigger the thinking gets, the more
my best-laid plans gang agley al over the punking place. Witnessthis current fiasco. But I'm not licked
yet. Far fromit. Infact, | fed I'm operating from a position of considerable strength at the moment. Most
of the options may beiffy propostions, but they're options nonetheless.”

| sat and drank, gaze fixed on the camera-eye, intrigued by the fact that this smulacrum of Wilkes
personality was far more introspective than the original. | wondered why.

"I have another question,” | said. "Who put you together? Y our programming, | mean. Asfar asbeing
able to mimic emotions and persondity traits, you seem to be the equa of Sam's VEM. That makes you
pretty unique. Terran Al programsjust aren't that good.”

"Oh, I'm pretty good, dl right, but I'm al homemade. By humans, that is. It was written and debugged in
the Outworlds. I'm gtrictly domestic goods.”

| worked one semidissolved chlorpromazine tablet into my mouth and swalowed it. "I'm surprised. Didn't
know they had that kind of expertisein the Outworlds."

"Y ou would be very surprised. Brain drain, Jake. We attract some of the best talent in every field.”

"My impression wasthings are pretty primitive there.” "They are. But did you ever try to build a
civilization from scratch? Tekestime.”

| nodded. "I see" | finished the rest of the coffee, and with it the remnants of the second pill, its bitterness
duicing over my tongue and down my throat. | set the cup down into acircular receptacle on the dash.
"Okay, Corey. | think I've had about enough of you."

"Oh?"

| switched on the intercom and bent to speak into the dashmouthed microphone. "Carl, Sean, hey,
everybody. Emergency. Everyoneinto the cab, please. Except you, Carl. Get in your buggy and stand
by. Acknowledge." | switched to LISTEN. It wastoo quiet back there.

"They won't answer, Jake," Corey Wilkes voice said. "Roland? John? Darla? ... Anybody?' | leaned and
ydled into the mike. "Hey, back there! Everybody up! Rise and shinel” Nothing except light snoring.

| rose and started aft.

"I wouldn't go back there, Jake."

| stopped in the aft-cabin. Susan was sitting up, looking at me blearily.

"What's the matter, Jake?' she asked. Then she shook her head, clearing the cobwebs. "Who were you
talking to? Is Sam back?"



She looked at me even more strangely as | directed my voice toward one of Sam's speaker-mikesin the
corner. "What do you have working back there, Corey? A dream wand?"

"No, not thistime,” Wilkes voice said. "Just some knockout gas. Almost the same symptoms, though.”
Susan's right hand shot up to cover her mouth, and she pulled the ratty blanket up to cover her chest.
"Hi therel" the voice said brightly. "Susan, isit? Last time we met, things were rather hectic. I'm Corey
Wilkes."

Susan uncovered her mouth and rasped, " Jake, how?' She was shocked, eyes fear-rounded and
disbdieving.

"It'sokay, Suzie," | said, not very convincingly. The bogey-alert gong sounded.

"Weve got company, Jake."

| rushed to the ordnance locker, threw open'the door, and rummaged through our stash of weapons. |
tossed apistol to Susan.

Just then the hatch between the cab and aft-cabin did down. | lunged vainly to catchit.

"The wholerig's booby-trapped, Jake," the voice told mein an aimost apologetic tone. "Redlly, |
wouldn't move aninchif | wereyou. Y ou'reinhaing gas now. Y ou could get hurt thrashing about.”

| picked mysdlf up and went over to the cot. | sat beside Susan. She threw her arms about me.
"Seems the Roadbugs have escorted my friends here, Jake, old buddy. | was pretty sure they would.”
| said, "I take back that comment about your being a poor tactician.”

"Thanks. | get better dl thetime.”

| pushed Susan down on the cot and covered her body with mine, burying my facein her silky hair.
"Jake, I'm afraid," she said into my ear asthe darkness closed in.

"Seep, honey. Seep,” | said softly, gently. With any luck, | thought, well never wake up.
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The Snark was big but fast. | chased it into agathering whirlpool of darkness, gaining on it dl the time but
never catching it. It yawked and hooted up ahead somewhere, ever-dusive, aspasticaly-dancing figure
againg the coiling black lines of force whaose current kept tugging me off balance as| ran. Stomach
churning and head redling, | teetered on into the dark.

But soon the maelstrom swallowed me and there was nothing for along time.

| woke up nauseated, my head throbbing. | was on my back with my feet trussed together and handstied
behind, both arms gone numb and prickly. They had put mein thetrailer behind some packing cases. |
rocked back and forth until | rolled over, finding Darlaface down next to me. Wilkes smulacrum had
said that everyone had been knocked out with gas. That might have been true, but Darlas symptoms
were unmistakable-open glassy eyes, dull vacuous stare-which meant that adream wand wasin
operation somewhere about. | redlized that it might even be the one | had taken from Wilkes during the
fight aboard the Laputa. Maybe the Rikkis had been carrying only one wand. And that's why the
knockout gas had been necessary. | knew that awand's effect could be thwarted by taking asimple
tranquilizer; the chlorpromazine seemed to be doing its job, now that the effects of the gas had worn off,
but I wondered how much time | had before the Reticulan mindcontrol device began to work its
Supefying magic on me.

| looked around. If anybody noticed | had moved they might guess | was temporarily immune. | could
See someone's big boots, probably Sean's, sticking out from behind the | eft front tire of Carl's buggy. No
one dsewasvisible from my vantage point. | waited until some circulation returned to my armsand rolled
over on my back again. Thetrailer was slent. | listened for half aminute. It seemed no one had been
charged with keeping an eye on us. | struggled to my feet and hopped away.

The wand would have to be back here somewhere- No. | remembered that the device's range was more
than acity block, and walls didn't seem to stop it. | searched the forward end of thetrailer by the
egg-crate section. Nothing there. Well, the drugs I'd taken should hold up for severa minutes at lesst,
time enough maybe to get free of the ropes.

The small tool compartment had been emptied, doubtless by our captors as a precaution. Awkwardly
holding up the lid with my bound hands, | looked over my shoulder insde to seeif any of the debris at the
bottom could be useful. Nothing but stray nuts and bolts, afew scraps of paper. Then | remembered a
wickedly sharp edge on a piece of the astronomical equipment we were supposedly hauling (ddlivery was
just abit overdue), abig cabinet affair with ametal counter. | had nicked my finger on it during loading.

A sideshow contortionist would have had an easy time of it. Asit was, | nearly didocated severd joints
angling myself to bring my hands up against the edge of the counter, which wasn't assharp as| had
thought. They had done agood job tying me, even wrapping the forearmsto prevent me from bringing
my arms around by.wriggling my butt and legsthrough. | didn't have a knife edge to work with, but
luckily I had sometime. The rope materia wasn't strong either. It took ten minutesto cut through, and |
wasfree.

Everybody but Carl was back here, lying like corpses among the cargo: here Suzie, there John and
Roland, Lori. They were probably questioning Carl about his strange vehicle. None too gently, | feared;
but Carl was atough kid.

| had to do something fast, and quietly. The monitoring camerain the trailer was il out, victim of the
mortar shell; we had never gotten around to repairing or replacing it. But no doubt they would be listening
periodicaly for any sounds of movement. | checked my pockets. No, they hadn't searched me and found
the tranquilizers. Wilkes analog had probably reported | hadn't had the chance to take any, but they
might be back here at any moment to make sure.

Ho ho.

Why hadn't Sean mentioned the shooting ironsin his buggy? There they were, under the front bucket
sedts. Wedll, everyone carries weaponsin their vehicle-no need to mention it. Our captors had been
negligent in overlooking them; but then they had been relying on the wand. | chose aheavy beam wegpon



of Ryxxian make.

The only plan of attack open to me, | thought, was a fronta assault-or backal, looking at it another way.
| would have to crawl through the accesstube and ... do what, exactly? | felt acold anger rising, an even
more murderous version of what had come over me on Tdlltree. To be held against my will yet again, the
fourth time in less than two monthg! It burned me. | was more than ready to just roll through the hatch
and gtart blasting. I'd shoat al of them, every last one of the vermin. Moore, I'd do him firdt, just because
of his conceited smirk and the sham friendliness he had shown me. Then Wilkes, if he was around. Him
I'd hand-carve, dowly, giving Sam aringside sest. And anybody e se who was part of thiswould get
what was coming to him. I'd seeto that. The only thing preventing me from diding right through and doing
it wasthe possibility that Carl might get caught inthemiddle. So | crept, commandolike. At the far end of
the tube | stopped. The hatch was dightly gar, and | could hear voices.

All too familiar ones

| eased the hatch open just the barest centimeter and peeked. Geof and Chubby were Sitting at the
breakfast nook playing cards. Standing over them, kibitzing, was our old friend Krause, the sociable
sailor, who had given us ahard time back on Splash. | had more or |ess settled the score with these
three, with Geof especidly, though | regretted not shooting the bastard when I'd had the opportunity.
Someone €l se came through the hatch into the aft-cabin. | couldn't see him but knew whose voice it was.
"Y ou twoll be playing hearts on bloody Doomsday!" Zack Moore growled.

"Not redlly much to do, guv,” Chubby said lamely.

"Y ou can bloody well get us something to eat. Y ou've abloody kitchen here-or haven't you noticed?”
"Have aheart, Zack," Geof sad. "It was hard work cracking that safe.”

"Shut up and get this out to Darrell and Jules," Moore snapped.

Geof dropped his hand of cards and caught the Black Cube. "Y ou get some food on," he added to
Chubby.

| pushed open the hatch and aimed the gun at Moore's midsection.

"Edt this, motherfucker."

A tableau: Moore, mouth agape, stlanding in front of the hatch; Chubby caught in mid-rise from the table;
Geof holding the Cube, gawking; Krause petrified.

Me on my bely with amonstrous weapon, wondering in the intervening few secondswhether | had it in
me to cut aman down, even such aman asthis, and the rest of them-mass murder? Would it be?
Somebody make amove, | pleaded slently. It'll makeit easier.

But no one moved.

"We... haveyour friend,” Moore said cautioudy, gravely. Tentatively.

"You areadead man," | stated.

"l have more men," Moore went on. "Outside. Y ou'll never-"

"Dead," | sad. Silence.

"Nothing | can do, Zack," Corey Wilkes voice brokeinfindly.

A question was forming in the air, hanging over the proceedings.

So?

The question dowly settled on me, became avast weighty thing bearing down. Meanwhile whedls spun
franticaly in my head. My first shot should be to the CPU, knocking out Wilkes smulacrum, taking the
horrible chance that Sam's VEM wouldn't be damaged. | knew approximately where it was. But the
anglewas bad. Think, think.

"What do you want usto do, Jake?' Wilkes computerghost asked mildly.

There was someone else, | knew, in the cab, waiting for Moore to either go down or get out of the way
S0 asto get ashot off at me. | could shoot Moore and hose the hatchway, but Geof would in the
meantime go for hisgun. Or Krause, or Chubby.

"Ohmy God," Wilkes voice said. "Here they come, and what atime.”

"Bugs?' Moore asked.

"Thesame."

Moore looked at me. "See here," he said. "We're not getting anywhere-"



The next few moments were very confused.

Hereis approximately what happened. The lights dimmed alittle: Things and people began to sail around
the cabin. | found mysdlf floating up off the bottom of the crawl tube and coasting out into the air, finding
it extremely difficult to move. Aninvisible wrapping covered me, arubbery, yielding envelope of force.
Coming out from the tube, | rose, did amidair backward somersault and bounced gently off the ceiling.
Krause was levitating below me, and Moore below him. Chubby and Geof weretwirlingin air over the
breakfast nook, struggling franticaly againgt the unseen bundling that covered them. Other thingswere
afloat, every object in the cabin that had been loose: cups, spoons, cards, somebody's sock-one of mine
that had been left lying under the cot, | guess-and the Black Cube, which Geof had apparently let go.

It was difficult to move, but not impossible. | strained againgt the envel ope and got my feet flat againgt the
ceiling. Then | pushed off and rammed into Krause, rather into his envelope, which yielded duggishly. |
pushed him out of the way, brought my gun arm around and aimed a Moore, who dowly wafted up at
me. | squeezed the trigger and nothing happened. With consderable effort, Moore brought his pistol
around and tried the same thing. Same result. | let go of the pistal. It hung close to my hand, rotating
lazily. Arms outstretched, Moore came up to meet me, and we grappled clumsly. | aimed akick at his
groin and missed, though it would have landed with the force of athousand snowflakes at least. Moore
tried achop a my neck which | blocked, grabbing his envelope and compressing it until | felt my hand
close about hiswrigt. Heflalled a mewith his other arm, to little effect, then kicked at my midsection,
catching me good enough to send me spinning away, but | held onto hiswrist. Finding myself againgt the
ceiling again, | pushed off with my might and dammed into him, sending us plummeting toward the
breakfast nook. His head whanged off the edge of the little table, which under ordinary circumstances
would have knocked him out. With the envelope acting as a cushion, he was merdly disoriented. | got my
hands around his neck and squeezed, concentrating al my force and will. He brought his forearms up
through minein the standard countermove but couldn't raise them high enough. Transformed by rage, the
muscles of my body became taut wire cable, the hoop of my armsaring of power conducting furious
white energy. Theinvisible envelope dowly gave until Moore's eyes went wide and filled with fear. There
was amadman on him who wouldn't let go.

"Tel menow," | said through clenched teeth, "about how you'll abuse those women and make me watch.
Tdl me. | want to hear it."

"Bagtard!" he hissed. "Y ou-"

“Indetal. Tel me”

The pressure got to histhroat. He gurgled, gave up trying to bring his arms through, seized my wristsand
began vainly to tug at them. His kicks were wesaker now. | ignored them. His head drifted under the
table. | yanked and whacked his face against the underside. It felt good and the sound was most
satisfactory. | did it again.

"Tel me" | kept repeating with each thwack. His body went limp but | did not stop choking him.

A current of force caught us then, whooshing us out from under the nook and toward the hatchway. In
theair, aflurry of objects swirled about us, more than could possibly have been loose. The doors and
drawers of the kitchen cabinets were open, spewing out streams of utensils, dishes, cups and such. They
too seemed to be heading in the genera direction of the cab. We drifted through the hatch and my grip
weakened. The distraction of what was happening deflected my-concentration, and my fury began to
subsde.

But when | saw what they had been doing to Carl, my wrath doubled and redoubled. He tumbled beside
me nude from the waist down. Wires dangled from his scrotum, to which they were affixed by tape. The
wiresled to asmall battery-and-switch affair floating nearby. Carl was fumblingly trying to pick the tape
off, encircled by trailing lengths of rope by which he had been tied to one of the back sests. | tried to
tighten my grip on Moore's enormous neck but couldn't. The envel ope had tiffened. | lost my hold
completely and drifted away. Moore was unconscious, hisface dark and bloated, but | couldn't tell
whether | had killed him. He might <till have been breathing. Another of Moore's henchmen wasin the
cab. | kicked at hisface as| flew by, then tried to push myself off the front port and back to Mooreto
finish thejob. Drifting objects got in my way and | batted at them likeflies. They were everywhere:



pencils, lading sheets, binocular case, backpacks, shoes, apacket of feminine napkins, the druggy
contents of the medicine chest, somebody's lost sandal, dishes, scraps of paper, amoldy dinner rall,
books, a pipette reader, the Ahgirr maps ... al the junk that had accumulated over the past month and
which everyone agreed needed to be cleaned up-tomorrow, maybe.

| had just about reached iVIoore again when both the cab's gull-wing hatches sprang open. The explosive
decompression drove everything and everyone out of the rig and into the hard vacuum of theimmense
chamber.

But | could bresthe. Theinvisible envelope held trapped air. As| drifted upward, tumbling and turning, |
wondered how much and how long it would last.

Soon my rotation dowed, not due to any effort on my part, and | could see the action below. There were
Bugs everywhere, maybe about thirty of them, flittering here and about and from vehicleto vehicle, al of
which were spewing an endless stream of objects and people from sprung hatches. Therig vomited
clouds of jetsam from both ends. All our equipment and stores came flying out, including the astronomical
gear-minusits protective wrappings. The whole gang too: Darla, Sean, Susan, Lori, the Voloshins,
George and Winnie (where the hell had they been, | wondered), John, Roland, and Liam, dl freed from
their bindings and from the spell of the dream wand. Wide-eyed and disoriented, Darla passed me aswe
ascended. Then Lori went by, and | tried to wave. She saw me and shouted something but made no
sound at al. Shelooked very frightened. | didn't blame her. | was scared bowelless mysdif.

Everything rose, tumbling, wobbling, spinning lazily. At about the height of fifty meters, the ascent
stopped. Everything then proceeded to form into avast swirling cloud like aflock of migrating birds,
orbiting about a point on the floor of the chamber around which the Bugs were arranging themselvesinto
acircle.

The scene was dreamlike; everything transpired in perfect silence. | could hear mysdlf as| shouted and
caled out to everyone, but no sound conducted through the vacuum between individua force-envelopes.
No reason why it should, | thought, so | shut up.

The cloud of junk and people began to order itsdlf, forming spirding linesleading down. During the
reshuffling, | was astonished to see Wilkes-the genuine flesh-and-blood Corey Wilkes-go watfting past.
He was naked from the waist up and wore white pajama bottoms. His chest was wrapped with white
bandages. He looked asif he was having trouble breathing. His eyes seemed to find me as he passed.
Dim recognition formed in his expression for amoment, then his eyes closed and he floated out of my
ken. It was areunion up there. Twirrrll, the surviving Reticulan, ghosted by, zoom-lens eyesfixing mein
an insensate stare.

If Wilkes had been ashock, the, sight of Ragna coming in for adocking maneuver had ruereding. In
spite of mysdlf, | yelled out, "Ragnal What the hell are you doing herel! 77"

Well, he answered, and what he said was probably something like " Greetings, Jake, my friend of the
bosom! Isthis not of immense interestinghood?* or wordsto that effect, if hisidioticaly effusve smilewas
any indication. A dight perturbation of hisorbit took him away, with hiswife Oni following. | groaned.

| saw men | didn't recognize; other members of Moore's gang of cutthroats no doubt.

Abovethe circle of Roadbugs agigantic cyclonic funnel took shape. Currents of force carried junk in
spiraing patterns down to make awide circuit in front of the Bugs, then back up again through the funnel
and into the hovering cloud of people and debris. It seemed the Bugs wanted to inspect us and every
doodad and whatnot we owned. | found mysdlf in the funnel in short order, and began a dizzying descent
inaquickly tightening gyre. As | neared the bottom, though, everything stopped.

They had found the Cube.

Thecircle of Bugsdrew tighter. In the dim light of the chamber | could barely see ablack dot making the
ingpection circuit by itself, pausing briefly in front of each Bug before moving on. The Cube made the
circuit twice, and that seemed to be enough. The funnd cloud began twisting downward again and |
found mysdlf parading before the assembled ingpectors, floating Sngle file with an assortment of digging
tools. | had amomentary fantasy, imagining what was going through the Bugs minds-if they had minds-as
they categorized and cataloged everything.

Inanimate: implement; inanimate: foodstuff,inanimate: (unclassifiable); animate: being (Ssemisentient,



bipeda, mammalian); inanimate: gpparel (covering for pedal extremities) ...

They found me of little interest but paused for amoment to better scrutinize George and Winnie. Then |
gravitated up into the cyclone again, ahdica course until | returned to take my place in the huge swirling
galaxy of stuff and people above.

| looked down. Carl's Chevy wasrising on its own specid updraft. When the funnd cloud had
dissipated, it floated down to rest on the floor in the middle of the circle. The Bugs crowded even closer
together to get a better look at it-if that was what they were doing. None of the car's hatches opened and
none of its contents came out. They spent agood ten seconds looking it over, then backed off,
gpparently either satisfied with what they saw, or despairing of ever making sense of it.

The strip-search was over-none too soon, because | was finding each succeeding breath more difficult to
draw.

What happened next happened quickly. The cloud of stuff broke gpart, its eements falling precipitoudy,
but gathering into adozen or so individua streams. | fell, my stomach flipping over even though the
sensation wasn't like an ordinary fall. | started tumbling, tried to stop but couldn't. Blizzards of junk
accompanied me. Somebody's shirt covered my face and | brushed it off. Then atool box bumped into
my protective envelope but didn't hit me. | grew disoriented and dightly nauseated. Thelast few moments
of the ordeal were mercifully quick, and | can't describe exactly how | got there, but the next thing |
knew | was back in the cab again. A cataract of debrisfollowed me through the hatch, spilling onto the
deck in an ever-rising tide. John shot through the hatch, then Susan, then Roland, followed by the rest of
our party including the VVoloshins. None of M oore's gang appeared. Then my invisible wrapping ceased
toexist and | fell headfirst into the lake of junk. The hatches dammed shut and there was silence.
Someone was standing on my legs. | twisted, and whoever it wasfdl over. | surfaced from the junk, tried
standing up. My leg oozed into a pile of loose crap, sending me over. | grabbed the back of the shotgun
seet and pulled mysdlf up. "Interesting weether weve been having," areassuringly familiar voice said.
"Sam”

"Yup, I'mback."

The cab was, needlessto say, agod-awful mess. Severa minutes went by and we still hadn't found
Winnie. Eventually she turned up under amound of bedding, unhurt. She jumped up on me, and
queezed mein ahug.

"Helo, Winnie honey," | said soothingly. "It's okay, girl. It's okay."

| redlized that the rig was moving.

"Hey, Sam," | said. "Where are we going?"

"Yougot me" hesad. "l antdriving."
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We were moving, but the rig's engine wasn't on. Neither would it start when | tried it. There weretwo
Roadbugsin front of us, acting aslocomotive and tender to our little train, which was composed of the
rig, theriderless VVoloshin vehicle, Moore's complement of buggies, and Ragnas vehicle.

| checked the ingtruments and found that the rollers weren't turning. The rig was floating about hdf a
meter off the road. Neet trick, that.

Another Bug brought up the rear. Every train needs a caboose.

"I want to know," Sam said, "how they got dl theair back in."

"Maybe each molecule of gas had its own gravitic envelope,” Roland offered.

"I likethat," Sam admired. "Makes no sense, but | likeit." Wewere dready out of the huge chamber and
into atunnel, traveling a aterrific rate. Apparently the Bugs knew exactly where they were taking us.
Probably to the incinerator.

"The Black Cube!" Roland exclaimed, holding the thing up for al to see.

"1 wonder why they didn't keep it,” Susan said, frowning suspicioudly.

| wishthey had,” | said glumly. "I can't even givethat thing away."

"Sam," Roland sad, "where were you?"

"It'salong story,” | said. "What | want to know is, where'sthe Wilkes Al program?”

"My God," Roland breathed, "it was Wilkesin there?'

"It's safely bracketed in main memory,” Sam sad. "We can erase it anytime we want."

"Won't it load right back in," | wanted to know, "just like before?!

Sam chuckled. "That's where the problem was, in AuxStorage. I've blocked accessto it temporarily,
which iswhat we should have done in the first place. It's been tampered with physically, and we never
wouldve been ableto flush Wilkes out. WEIl haveto go there and fix it."

"Geez, Sam, | don't know if | can doiit. I'm no computer techie.”

"Il help, don't worry. We've got the manuals-"

"But they'rein AuxStorage, Sam.”

"We have the hard copy back in thetrailer, remember? In the egg-crate nook. If you'd clean thisrig out
onceinawhile. . ."

"Okay, okay. Well get to that later. How did you manage to dig out from under Wilkes?

"Well, when the hocus-pocus started, the stray radiationwhatever it was-erased the CPU clean. That was
all the opening | needed. The Al program isacomputer, but one set up in software. I'm hardwired,
therefore one hell of alot faster. A few nanosecondswasdl it took."

"Well, I'll be," | said. "But how did Wilkes get the jump on you in thefirst place?’

"That was afool'smate," Sam answered. "We should have seen it coming when we ran those
diagnodtics..."

"Wait aminute, let's save that for later, too. | want to see what the hell Ragnais doing here.”

| got on the skyband and hailed him.

"Jake, my most specia friend of mine! Hello and breaker bresker to al our buddies of the good variety!"
"Y eah, yeah. Ragna, how did you get here? And why in God's name did you come?”

"Oh, Jake. Thisisadtuation of embarrassment.”

"Comeon."

"Oh, indeed. Doubtless | am in the process of incurring your wrath when | am telling you that various
surreptitiousindividuas of our people followed you."

| laughed. "No, you won't incur my wrath. Everybody followsme, al thetime.”

"Thisisof truth. It was reported that many, many vehicles were being on your case like aton of bricks.
And on the planet where the highways are being interchanged, it was observed that materid of an
excremental nature was coming in contact with the rotary blades, to employ ametaphor.”

"Yes, that's exactly what happened,” | said. "Go on."

"It was a the time that our science individuas arefinaly understanding what is going on indde the Black



Cube"

"Oh?"

"Y es, they have been making some sense of the object. Their understanding is-let me be making this of
perfect clarityfar from being of completeness, but they are arriving a the nub of itsgi<... if you are drifting
withme"

"l undergtand,” | told him. "So what isit?"

"Ah, Jake, as| have rdated, of scientific cognizance | am in possession of doodly squat. However and
moreover, Oni isin ownership of vast quantities more than |, and she has been subjected to various
briefings on the matter at hand. 1 will be having her talk with you, if thisisnot of inconvenience. Be
sanding by, please..."

"Wait aminute, Ragna,” | cut in. "We have someone here who is possession of vast quantities of
whatever you said. | want him to talk to Oni, but let's make it later, okay? We're knee-deep in debris
here. And | want to find out where they're taking us.”

"That isastupendous ten four. We are having the same vicisstudesin this vehicle of ours. Okay, Jake!
We are going to be taking off our ears at this moment, and we will be catching you down the sardab at a
later point intime. Until this point is reached, we are wishing excellent numbersto al our goodbuddies!
Clear!"

"Right," | answered.

"My God," Roland groaned. "Where did they pick up that skyband lingo?"

"I dunno. Must have got it from our libraries.” | looked around. "Where is everybody?*

"Aft," Roland said. "More room. But if you think thisis chaos, you should seethetrailer.”

"All right, people,”" Sam announced over every speaker intherig. "What do you say we get thismess
cleaned up?'

"I likethe 'we,"' | sneered.

"Heh heh heh."

All attempts at communication with the Bugsfailed. We could only guess asto our ultimate destination,
and we were too busy at first to do that. The Bugs dragged us out of the underground garage, through a
nearby portal, and across a succession of nondescript planets. We spent most of that time cleaning up the
mess.

Carl was excused from clean-up detail. His scrotum had swelled up to the Size of agrapefruit, and he
wasin horrible pain. All | could do for him was shoot him up with hydromorphone and cortisone, and
hope for the best. Carl had talked, told them everything they wanted to know; they smply hadn't
believed him. Toward the end, he'd thought they were coming around to buying his story about the
saucer abduction; but he wasn't sure. Mercifully; though inadvertently, the Bugs had intervened. Lori was
in adate, dternating between fits of crying and tantrumsin which sheld smash things against abulkhead
and screamingly relate in detail the parasurgica procedures she would perform on the bastardswho'd
tormented her boyfriend. In aday or two, Carl was much better and she calmed down.

The clean-up lasted three days. We took inventory and found nothing missing. Sean'sand Liam's vehicle
was undamaged, aswas Carl's of course, but Carl's car was now behind the magenta roadster, which
was better, | thought. We might need to get the Chevy out quickly at some point. | regretted now ever
having Carl driveit aboard. Tak about bad moves-| had made my share.

When it became agpparent that we werein for along trip, we settled down to aroutine, deeping and
egting in shifts, sanding watch at the instrument panel in turns, generdly setting up some semblance of
housekeeping. Thirteen bodies makeliving in atrailer truck an exercisein the art of the socid contract.
Thetruck wasbig, but with the vehiclesand all the cargo, there was limited living space. Toes got
constantly stepped on, elbows jammed into ribs, and there was awaiting list for the toilet. Nevertheless,
at one point Darlaand | found oursalves alone in the aft-cabin. | took the opportunity to sound her out on
afew things. | sat her down on the bunk.

"Wilkestold me, or rather hisanaog told me, that he hadn't heard of the Black Cube until he actualy saw
it through Sam's eyes here in the truck. That make senseto you?'

Darlaraised her eyebrows dightly and said, "1 guess. Otherwise he wouldn't have been so keen on



finding Winnie aboard the the L aputa. He didn't know | had the Cube. Nobody did."

"Nobody except the person who gave it to you. Who was that person?’

"That person is dead. His name was Paavo and he was a very good friend of mine, Hedied in the
shootout | escaped from on Xi Boo."

"Areyou sure he died?

"Paavo dways vowed never to be taken by the Authority.”

"Did you see him dig, or hear for surethat he did?' | asked.

"No. Isit important?'

| nodded. "I think. I'd like to know exactly at what point the Authority learned of the Cube's existence.”
"I'd dways thought that they found out from running the Delphi on MarciaMiller."

"Probably,” | said, "but when was that? When was she arrested? Sam and | can't find anything in our
newsfiles that would fix the date-which isn't surprising, because it was probably a secret arrest.”

"Mogt likely it was. But why isthe timetable so important?'

"Let me go into something esefirst.” | leaned back and rested my shoulders against the bulkhead. "Y ou
never told me any of the details about what happened at the Tedlies farm that night, after they took me
away, that is."

She shrugged. "1 gave up, they took usdl in.”

"Y ou werewith the Tedies dl thetime up until Petrovsky questioned you?"

"No, they took meto the hospital first to get my burnstreated. | inssted on it and they grudgingly gavein.
| think one of the Militiamen took afancy to me. | never saw the Tedies after that until we met them on
the gtreet in Maxwellville" She frowned and shook her bead. "Funny, | expected to find them at the
Militiagtation, or at least get some indication they were there, being held, questioned, something. The
cops didn't seem to be very interested in them.”

| filed that datum away, then said, "Okay. Now, Petrovsky didn't know you had the Cube. Right?'
"That surprised meto no end. He didn't even search my pack.” Darlagave alittle sarcastic grunt and
smiled strangdly. "Of course, he had a persond interest in my case.

"Even 50, if hed known you were carrying the Cube he would have searched you and found it. No?"
"Yes." She nodded empheticaly. "Most assuredly.”

| wove my fingers together and put them behind my head. " So. Petrovsky didn't know about the Cube,
and Wilkesdidn't, if heisn't lying again. My question is, who did the Authority send to get it? Whoisthe
person representing their interestsin dl this?!

Darlathought about it along time. Then she said, "There does seem to be avoid in that area. Grigory
must have been acting completely on hisown. His career wasruined. | ruined it. They would havetold
him nothing. He was investigating your case as amatter of routine." She consdered it abit more. "But
maybe it's a question of the timetable. Maybe whoever they sent just didn't catch up toyou intime.”

"Or toyou."

"Me?

"Yes" | sad. "You were, and are, afugitive: Maybe the Authority knew exactly who had the Cube, and
they knew it al along, Y ou had it, and they caught you! On Maxwellville! It may be that Petrovsky's and
the Authority's paths converged there. Grigory was having adevil of atime getting cooperation from the
local cops. But he was the ranking officer, and before Reilly, the nomina CO, could get authorization to
shove Petrovsky aside, we were sprung by my mysterious doppelganger. Or whoever did it."

Darlabit her lip and shook her head dowly.

| looked at the ceiling. "Then again, | could be wrong. But I've had this growing feding lately, the feding
that something is missing. Or someone. Someonewho's playing it very closeto theves.”

Darlalooked at me, puzzled; then a startling possibility occurred to her. ™Y ou don't mean ... one of the
Tedies?'

| sat forward. "Funny you should say that,” | said.

Her eyeswere wide and dishdieving. "No, they couldn't . . ." Then her face fell and her shoulders
dumped. A look of profound exhaustion came over her, and she leaned againgt me. "Oh, Jake, I'll never
make sense of dl this. | thought at onetime | knew what was going on. But | don't know anymore. | just



don't know."

"Nether do1," | said. "Who can make sense of aparadox?' We sat unmoving for awhile. Therig
seemed unusualy quiet; no engine sounds, No voices near us, just the ever-present whistle of the
dipstream as we were towed through another dien wind.

Presently | noticed my shoulder was moigt. | tilted Darla's chin up with onefinger and watched abig,
round tear roll down her cheek.

"What'swrong, Darla?"

She wiped the tear away and straightened up. "I've got something to tell you,” she said. "I'm pregnant.”
Coming from vast eternities ahead, the wind whistled cold and drear.

"How couldyou... 7'

Shelaughed mirthlesdy. "How?'

"I mean, how could you let it happen?’

"I'm on the cusp of athree-year pill. | wasn't in the position to go into aclinic for another one, and |
couldn't get one. They're very expensive, you know. There wasn't much of achance-1 ill had a month of
80 percent effectiveness |eft, 60 percent after that. But..." She shrugged. "It's been known to happen.”
"How late areyou?'

She shook her head. "Doesn't matter. | have a pregnancy test kit in my pack. | knew forty-eight hours
after.” A dow, hittersweet smile crept across her face. "It may have been the night before, but | think it
was that day on the beach.”

| kissed her then; | didn't know why. Perhaps because, smply, | loved her.

The Bugs should have goneinto the railroad business. The ride was transcendentally smooth, incredibly
fast. Planets whooshed by so quickly you couldn't look out the ports for any length of time without getting
alittledizzy. Lori, John, and Liam came down with motion sickness, which fortunately responded well to
the drugs we had. Roland seemed to enjoy the ride. He spent hoursin the shotgun seet, looking out,
amiling enigmaticaly (I hestate to say inscrutably).

A week went by.

Every oncein awhile wed come out on another service planet. Thefirgt timeit happened we thought we
had arrived at our destination-but no, the Bugs shot us through another portal, and our fateful journey
continued.

We passed some of the time gabbing, at one point speculating asto why the Bugs had put Moore's gang
back in their vehicles but had deposited the Voloshins with us. The concensus was that the Bugs
somehow knew that the humans were divided into two antagonistic factions, and, as usua, wanted to
reduce the potentid for trouble. Also, they had checked al vehicles, found little food in the VVoloshins,
and had put them in with usfor the long journey. The Bugswere harsh, but fair. John said that, and |
laughed, remembering an old joke.

A conversation stopper, though, waswhat Y uri told us about the Cube. He thrashed the subject about
with Oni over afourday period, then caled a conference. Heréswhat he said:

"If I can make any sense out of what Oni has been telling me, the Cubeis one of the strangest objectsin
the universe." Helaughed. "Odd choice of words, asyou'll seein amoment. And strictly speaking, it's
not an object in the conventional sense. It's made of amost nothing at al ... literally nothing at dl. What it
is, isagpace. A gpace within aspace. The space without is our universe, our continuum. The one within
is..." He scratched his beard and hunched up his shoulders. " Another space.”

"Areyou saying therésauniversein there?' John asked. Y uri sat back in his seat and shoved his hands
into his pockets. "It may be no more than alight-year across.”

"Only alight-year," Susan gasped, then fanned her face with her hand in mock relief. ™Y ou had me
worried therefor aminute.”

"How can that possibly be?" John demanded. "Y ou mean it's been... shrunk?"

"Folded," Yuri said. "Mogt likely. Folded and refolded along many dimensions.” He withdrew his hand
and turned his pocket insde out. "Think of it thisway." He made afold in the pocket. "Now, keep tying
thisup, rolling it up, and fairly soon you can't put your hand in anymore. But the pocket still exists,
doemntit?'



"l s8¢ Johnsad. "l think."

"Now, dl thisis pure speculation on the part of the Ahgirr scientigs.”

"What arethey basing it on then?' | asked.

"The stream of raw datathat seemsto be coming out of the Cube. | can't imagine what can be supplying
that data, or perhapsit'sjust energy that becomes datawhen it gets out. It'sin the form of some very
exotic radiation, part of it. And the other partissmpleradio sgnas.”

"So," | sad, "thisuniverseislosing energy.”

"Yes. Now, at first blush the data doesn't seem to make much sense at dl. It didn't to the Ahgirr until
somebody made the association and looked in acosmology text. The values coming out, and the States
of energy within the Cube that the values seem to imply, correspond very closely to what cosmologists
think existed in the very early stages of formation of our universe.”

"Y ou mean the Big Bang?' Darlaasked, amazed.

"No, long before the Big Bang. Before there was any meatter at al, and very little energy. Almost none of
that either.” He sivung around in the driver's seet toward hislifecompanion. "Neither of usareredly
qudified in this area, but Zoya has had more exposure to the subject than L"

Zoyasghed. "I don't know whereto begin." She amiled thinly, then said, "Let me put it thisway. In the
field of theoretical physics, the last century was spent wrestling with some very basic subjects. Among
them was the fundamentd nature of matter itself. Absurdly smplified, the current concensusis that matter
isspacetied up in knots. Vortices, matrices, call them what you will.. ." She scowled and scratched her
forehead. "No, let'stry that again. Think of agtate of affairsin which..." She thought amoment. "Can you
imagine acloud of mathematica points arranging themsalves by random processesinto a pattern that may
define ageometrical space? Coming together out of absol ute nothingness, purely by chance? And can
you imagine this defined space, this completely empty metrica frame, undergoing evol utionary changes,
random fluctuations which induce aknotting up of itsdf at certain discrete points? Now imagine the knots
aslittle blobs of energy. And since matter is equivaent to energy-" She held up apam. "Please. Asl
sad, thisisabsurdly smplified. But do you understand me so far? What I'm describing is nothing less
than how the universe could have cometo be crested out of nothing.”

"Andthat," Yuri said, "iswhat the Ahgirr scientiststhink is going on insde the Black Cube. At any rate,
that istheir best guess.”

We listened to the how! of the dipstream for awhile. "It'samost unfathomable,” John said.

"Quiteso," Yuri agreed. "Quite 0."

"l think it'saneat idea," Susan said. "A Universe Egg." Shelooked around at everybody, grinning
delightedly. "That'swhat the Cubeis. Anincubating universe.”

"l wonder if it'sours,” Roland mused.

Another week went by. Then another.

The dayswere featureess, colorless, distinguishable only by the random shape some snippet of
conversation or tiny event gave them. y recdl afew.

Oneday, Susan said to me:

"l know you Hill love Darla. | know it has nothing to do with the baby either. You two are.... | don't
know. Destined for something. It's bigger than both of you." She crinkled her nose. "That sounds
ridiculoudy overdramatic. 1 redly don't know how to put it."

| asked, "Isthis Susan the Teleologica Pantheist speaking?”

She put a hand behind my neck, tilted my head down, and kissed me. "Thisis Susan speaking, who loves
you."

And another day Darlamade some little joke over breakfast; a passing remark that struck us both
funny-I can't recall what exactly-and we laughed as we hadn't done in along time. And when we were
done her face was bright and her cheeks glowed and her eyeslooked lovely, thetiny highlightsin them
like sparks from a cheery hearth-fire.

And Lori making mefed old when shesaid | reminded her abit of her grandfather, who had raised her
until she wasfive, and whom she vividly remembered. (When pressed, she admitted her grandfather had



been only around thirty-eight when she was born.)

And the fight the VVoloshins had over atoothbrush. With their persond effects ill in their vehicle, they
had |lacked certain necessities. Liam had made toothbrushes for both of them, handleswhittled from
firewood, brushes made ingenioudy out of tiff plagtic thread from some undisclosed source. Y uri had
lost hisand Zoyarefused to share hers, berating him for being so careless. They didn't spesk for three
days.

One of Moore's men caling on the skyband, God knows why, or why he thought anybody here would
want to talk with him-Krause | think it was, but maybe not-wanting to know how our food was holding
out. | asked how theirswas holding out. He said it was getting low. | told him | sincerely hoped what
they had left was growing botulism. He thanked me and signed off. He didn't call again.

Susan and Darla had areconciliation, of sorts, an unspoken one. Susan ddlivered atypica wisecrack and
Darlalaughed. Susan looked at her tentatively, then they both laughed. Still, they maintained awarily
respectful distance between them.

Ragnasaying, "Ah, Jeke, friend of mine, | am wearily contemplating the continuation of this merte of the
bull."

John spending an hour with the Cube in the pam of hishand, staring &t it, then suddenly looking up at me.
"Isit possible?' he asked. "Could it be possible?’

| didn't answer.

Oneday | waked into the cab to find Roland at hisfavorite pogt, staring out into an dien night.

"Jake, come and look at this."

| sat inthe driver's seat. "What's up?’

"L ook at the sky."

| did. There were very few stars, and on one side of the sky, there didn't seem to be any.

"We're on the edge of agdaxy,” Roland said. He pointed to hisright. "Over hereisintergaactic space.
Nothingness. Now |ook over to where the sars are. See the glowing cloud behind them? The disk-edge
of thegalaxy."

| saw and agreed.

"Weve been hitting these planets regularly. Sometimesthere are afew stars on the other sde and it's
hard to tdll. But this planet belongsto astar right on the very edge of its galaxy."

Teleologists mugt cultivate a sense of degtiny, | thought. Roland's face glowed with it, and he regarded
me with the salf-assured smile of aman who relishes his meeting with theinevitable.

"Thisisit, Jake," he said. "We've been on it dmost the whole trip. Were on Red Limit Freeway."

| looked at him solemnly and nodded. "I know," | said. "And at thisrate, it won't be long before we
reach the end of the road."
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About four weeksinto the journey, the Bugs pulled us over for arest stop. Y ou could cdl it that, but it
might only have been to give the Taltree contingent an opportunity to bury Corey Wilkes. Apparently the
grain had been too much for him.

They didn't bury him, though. We had to do it.

We stopped in the middle of one of the most attractive landscapes | had ever seen. It could have been
Eathitsdf. "Maybeit is," Roland said. "We have no ideawhere we are in space or intime." He pointed
to arange of mountains lifting snow-capped peaks above the horizon. "Those could be the Pyreneestwo
million years ago. Or maybe the Appal achians.”

"I'd bewilling to bet,” Y uri said, "that we're abit farther back than that. Severd hillion, infact. Thismight
be aplanet of agar that lived and died abillion years before Earth's sun was agleam in the universe's
eye”

"Hey, they're getting out!" Carl yeled.

Sean ran into the cab with ahandful of wegpons, but the men who had come out of one of Moore's
vehiclesweren't in a position to make amove. Chubby, Geof, and two otherswere carrying the limp
body of Corey Wilkes. They dumped him like aload of garbage just ameter or so from the shoulder,
looked around briefly, then returned to their vehicle and shut the hatch. | wondered whether they had
donethison their own or at the Roadbug's behest.

| radioed and asked.

"Hewas beginning to smell abit,” Chubby told me. "So we requested permission to open the hatch and
throw 'im out as we were going dong. Instead, the Bugs stopped.”

"They answered you?'

"No, they just pulled over, and we found we could open up-"

"Okay, thanks."

"Right-0."

"Weren't the Bugs afraid they'd escape?' Roland wondered. ™

Towhere, pray tell?" Sean asked, gesturing toward vast expanses of rolling pastureland dotted with
stands of tdl timber. 1t dl looked friendly and inviting, but there wasn't very much to do out there.

"True"

"The patrol crestures must have had their reasons,” Zoya said.

"They have ordersto take care of us" Lori said, sounding asif she knew.

"Who?' | asked.

"The Bugs. They got ordersto deliver us safe and in good hedlth. And you can't have astinky body lying
around, can you?"'

"Hmmm," | said, and thought about it. Then | asked, "Who ordered them, Lori?"

She looked at me and said impatiently, "The Roadbuilders, of course.” She shook her head. "Redlly,
Jake, sometimes you're just alittle bit thick. Don't you redlize that we're going to meet them? Where do
you think they're taking us, on a punking picnic or something?' Sherolled her eyes up in exasperation.
"Sheesh!”

"Ohhh, | see"

We looked out at Wilkes pale body.

"We can't just leave him lying therefor thelocd scavengers” Sam said. " Somehow it'sjust not right.”
Thissurprised the hdll out of everybody, including me, but nobody commented.

"Youredly think?' | asked hafheartedly.

"Look, asfar as1'm concerned, Wilkes was the lowest form of lifein the known universe. But he was
human, dang it, and if he deservesto rot in hell, which he surely does, he al so deserves adecent buria-or
the best one we can give him." Sam grumbled to himsdlf for amoment. "Besides, | think we should do it
because we're better than hewas.”

"Well, we may be moving again any second-but let's seeif the Bugsl! let us,” | said.



| bent toward the dash microphone. "Hey, out there. Y ou guys. Bugs-whatever the hell you cdll
yoursalves, Wed like the time and the opportunity to conduct aceremony of interment. Y ou know?We
want to dig aholeand put himinit. It'sour custom.”
"Use Intersystem, for God's sake,” Sam scolded. The answer was astonishingly quick.
"GRANTED."
Anditwasin English.
"Bedamned,” Sam said. "When will those things stop surprisng me?"
Yuri said, "I think they were waiting for someone to go out thereand do it.”
"Maybe"
Carl pulled the release bar on the left hatch. It whooshed open, rising like a seagull’'swing into the
sweet-smelling air. "Nobody thought to check when those guys got out,” he said. "These were unlocked
dl thetime"
We went outside to find Ragnaand Oni climbing out of their vehicle, looking crumpled and weary. The
thing they were driving was sort of like acamper, with alittle room to move around in, but for thetime
they had spent cooped up in there, it must've been hell. They wereindomitably cheery, though, in spite of
itdl.

Ragna stretched and took severa deep breaths. "Ah, that isfeding much like the body | had of old, not
thishurting thing | am having for the last severd years, it isseeming like."
Oni smiled. "I am hoping we will be having the time to be working out the entirety of our kinks."
"Depends on how kinky you are, Oni," | said.
She nodded, then did atake. "Oh, that isajoke." She gave apolite, forced laugh. " Quite funny, too!"

| laughed. | liked Oni alot.
So we buried Corey Wilkes. | found an old shaped-charge mine in the ordnance locker-they're good for
clearing a blocked back road when you have to make a ddivery, though | hadn't had the occasion to use
oneinalongtime. | picked alikely spot alittle way off the road and blasted out a good-sized hole with
it. Sean helped me carry the body over. Before dumping Wilkesin, | looked down at him. Bare blue feet,
white pgjama bottoms, bandaged chest, purple lips and earl obes, the generaly collapsed look about the
face and swelling of the abdomen signaing the commencement of decomposition-he didn't look like the
formidable enemy | had known.
"| suppose some appropriate words should be spoken,” Sean said.
"If you fed likeit, go ahead,” | said. "Unless you have something to say, Sam."

Sam spoke from the key. "Not really. Dump himin."
"I didn't know the man,” Sean said, "except by reputation, though I've seen his handiwork in what was
doneto Carl, and the trouble those rowdyboys have given us. Nevertheless.. ." He closed hiseyes
momentarily, then opened them and spoke. ""And Cain said to the Lord, "My punishment istoo gresat to
bear. Y ou are driving me today from the soil; and from your face | shall be hidden. And | shdl bea
fugitive and awanderer on the earth, and whoever findsmewill kill me." But the Lord said to him, "Not
30! Whoever kills Cain shall be punished sevenfold.” Then the Lord gave Cain amark so that no one
finding him should kill him. And Cain went out... and dwelt in the land of Nod to the east of Eden.™
Then Sean crossed himsdlf. He smiled and shrugged. "'I'm not sure how appropriate it was, but | imagine
it sounded dl right.”
"It wasfing" Sam said. "Better than he deserved. That wasthe Douay verson, wasn't it?"

Sean nodded. "It'sthe one | know."

| sghed. "Wel..."
Wethrew himin. | used another mineto blow ashelf of rock to smithereens. John and the rest, who had
been looking on from a distance, came over to help us carry the pieces over and cover him up. Wefilled
the hole to about three quarters of the way, up, making asort of sunken cairn, then kicked in what little
loose dirt was handy. Everybody helped but Darla, and | didn't blame her.
And that was that. We stood around, not very eager to get back into our traveling prison. | wasn't very
worried about M oore trying something, not with the Roadbugs around.

Darlawas gazing off into the distance. "If thereisaheaven, | imagineit would look something likethis



place”

| looked out. It was the most Earthlike planet I'd ever seen.

| could have sworn that the treesin the closest stand of timber were Douglasfirs. The sky was purest
blue, daubed with fleecy clouds. The air carried familiar smells, thetall grasseswere kelly green, waving
inabenign breeze. A clear stream flowed through adip in theterrain to the left. A gentle hill rosefrom
the far bank-great place for afarmhouse, nice little place indeed.

"Y ou could find peace here," Darlasaid.

| watched her for amoment. Then she came out of her daydream, gave me astrange little smile, and
walked off. Winnie and George were having agood time, chasing each other through the grass like two
kids-which they were, in away.

"We go home!" Winnie had said when asked where she thought we were being taken.

"Home!" George had echoed.

Everyone till wondered what they meant. An hour had gone by quickly.

"Okay, everybody," | said. "'l hateto say it, but we should probably get back aboard. The Bugs are
probably getting impatient.”

Groans. But they dl climbed in.

Wetold Ragnaand Oni to come with us. They protested but finally gavein, and after running to fetch
somethings, they climbed aboard.

Beforel did, | looked toward Moore's string of vehicles. They had been watching us envioudy through
the portsthe whole while. Apparently, their doors had been sedled after they'd deposited the body.
"Too bad, kids" | yelled. "Be good and they might let you out for recess next time."

Puzzled |ooks from the boys. What'd he say?

We watched it happen on alifeess planet with athin, clear aamosphere of carbon dioxide. Around us,
endlessplains of orange dirt rolled out to afeatureless horizon.

We saw aBug road crew create and spin up acylinder.

It was about aweek after the rest stop. We hadn't run out of food, but most of the good stuff had been
consumed. We assumed Moore and his gang werein bad shapein that regard. We had gotten afew
desperate calls.

Onour arrival, we had discovered anumber of Bugs moving, towing strange equipment and generally
scurrying back forth over the road. Farther down the road, there were more gathered afew kilometers
from where the portal should been.

Our Bug trainmen pulled us over not far from the road crew on the plain, something was happening. A
gray shadow cylinder gppeared wavering at firg, then stastabilizing and taking on substance. The shadow
darkened, becoming an inky shaft jutting into an orange sky. Gradually, the cylinder took onitsfamiliar
hue, which isto say it was no color at al except of black velvet at midnight.

We watched, mouths agape.

Y uri, though, was excited. "l wasright! Damned if | wasn't right. They're made of pure virtud particles.
The goddamn things don't even exist!"

"What do you mean?"' John asked.

"I don't have the ghost of an ideahow it's done, but these objects are being sustained in their existence
from microsecond to microsecond. No, let me correct that. The time interval hasto be vastly smaller.
Perhgps the mass that makes up cylinder only exists within an increment shorter than the Planck limit, less
timethan it takeslight to crossthe diameter of aproton. But string those infinitely tiny blips of time
together, and the masstakes on virtud existence. Thething of it is, anything goeswithin that interval. The
physical laws of our continuum are null and void. Y ou can creste anew class of matter and anew set of
physicd redlitiesin there. Y ou can do anything, aslong asit's canceled out within ashort enough period
of time. Our universe looks the other way. It's like a student making rude faces when the teacher's back
isturned and ingtantly becoming amode pupil when the teacher spinsaround to caich him at it."

"I think I'm undergtanding this," John said. " Somewhat."

"l won't say it'svery smple” Yuri went on. "But what'simportant here is understanding that this new kind



of mass may have, and probably does have, radically different gravitationd characterigtics. That's haw the
gravitationa fields around a cylinder can be shaped and tallored so as not to interfere with the planet it
restson. That's how the effect zone can be so limited. And that may be how the field is cut off precisely
at theleve of the road surface and centimeters off the ground.”
"Pretty dick," Sam said.
Yuri laughed. "Yes yes itis"

| said, "Everybody's dways wondered what would happen if the machinery holding up acylinder wereto
fal."

"Exactly,” Yuri sad. "And the answer is-the cylinder would Smply ceaseto exist! They're no morethan
projections, like theimages of amoation picture film. If you turn off the projector, they disappear.”

"But they arered, inasense,” Roland said. "Aren't they?'

"Inasense” Yuri sad. "Taken oneframeat atime, oneinfinitesmd interva, they are the stuff of
nonexistence. But taken asaprogression of serid eventsin ablock of red time, they have virtua
exigence. Virtua-possessing qualities or being something in effect or essence, though not in actud fact.”
Zoyasad, "Congratulations, Y uri. Y our theories were precisely on target."

It wasn't grudging, but it was cool.

Y uri's smilefaded. "Thank you, Zoya. We must of course collaborate on the paper.” His expression
turned grim. "'If there was only some way to get out and use our instruments.”

"Rity," Zsoyasad.

"Where do you think the machinery that sustainsthe cylindersislocated?' Liam asked Y uri.

"Mogt likdly it's beneath the ground at the porta site. Perhapsin the roadbed itself.”

| nodded. "Like Sam said, pretty dick."

Eventualy my gaze was drawn e'sawhere. | hadn't noticed it at first, for understandabl e reasons, but
there was ahuge circular paved area off the left shoulder, connected to the road by a short ramp made of
Skyway materid.

Our train sarted up again. Thelocomotive Bug made a sharp turn onto the ramp, dragged usto the
middle of the disk and stopped. There were other disks, about half a dozen of them, spaced at even
intervals up and down the road. Like this one, they were colored silver.

"Have we been shunted off to asiding?" Sam wondered. "Yeah," | said, "to take on cod and water."
There was about aten minute wait. We looked out the starboard ports but nothing was happening out on
the plain at the portd dte.

Then suddenly, something very disconcerting happened. The world began to tilt.

It wasn't us, or didn't seem to be. Everything seemed normd and it felt asif we were dill level. It wasthe
ground that gppeared to drop from beneath us. Looking straight ahead, we saw sky. The ground looked
to betilted down forty-five degrees from the disk-but of courseit wasthe disk that wastilting up,
"Strapin, everybody,” | yelled. "Just in case.”

"Jake!" Susan screamed. "What's happening?”’

"Um, | think were going to take off."

Andwedid.

Oh, did we take off.

The planet dropped away from us. Our accel eration must have been ahundred Gs. Wefelt nothing. We
heard nothing. "Sam, are you registering any airgpeed at dl?'

"None. 'Course, that can't be."

"Maybe, if theré's some kind of force field around us. Can you see adipstream or contrail behind us?'
"Yup, youreright, thereis."

Presently, the sky darkened and the curve of the planet appeared. Ahead was star-sprinkled blackness.
Wewerein space, just like that.

"Incredible” Y uri murmured. "Absolutdly ... "

Asdistance increased, the visually-induced sensation of speed abated. We floated above the planet for a
while, banking to the right. The still mammoth but dowly dwindling orange disk of the world below



heaved full into the starboard ports. Then the terminator line came over the horizon and swept past. We
were heading for the dark side and away from the sun.

Roland's face was transfigured with delight. His grin drew a crescent from ear to ear and he was giggling
like athreeyear-old child on hisfirst merry-go-round. His Oriental eyes were narrowed to curved dits.
Helooked absolutely insane.

"Spaceship!" he burbled, then laughed maniacdly. "Y eah, neat," | said. "Jesus Christ, Roland, take it
easy." Everyone dse was silent and awed to the very marrow. The planet waned to athin bright crescent
and dropped away behind. Obliviousto the laws of physics asthey are commonly understood, our magic
disk, our spaceship, whisked us at unimaginable speedsinto deep space. We were like meat on aserving
dish. The planet crept to the stem, dwindling fast, and by thetime | could get it on the rearview screensit
had been reduced to atiny scratch against the dark wall of night. Gone.

"Sam, can you get any kind of estimation of our speed?’ "Trying," he said. A moment went by, then he
went on, "You wouldn't believeit. | can't believeit. We're accelerating so fast | can't even giveyou
numbers. Cdl it umpteen million klicks per second and Htill accelerating.”

"Carl," | said, "did your flying saucer look anything like this?*

"Nah, but | bet it went asfast."

"I'll haveto try for star readings now," Sam said.

Theillusion of gpeed was gone now that there weren't any points of reference. But even the sars, what
little of them there were, seemed to be shifting like distant scenic features aswe flew past. If Sam's
readings were to be believed, we would be out of thelocal solar system and into interstellar spaceina
matter of afew hours, aday at the most.

"By Chrigt," wasal Sean could say, staring out the port. "By Chrigt."

"Wel, gang," | said, "what do you make of this?

"If Bugscanfly," Carl wondered, "why do they run on the road?

"Good question,” | said. "But | never doubted that Bugs could do anything they wanted to do. They
probably keep to the Skyway for their own good reasons. Which are ... who knows?'

"Thegars" Yuri said, leaning forward in his seet and looking out the front port.

The stars ahead were taking on aviolet-blue cast, and in an areadirectly in linewith our path, they were
disappearing. "We're approaching lightspeed,” Y uri said. He sighed and leaned back, shaking his head,
hisexpresson troubled. "1 may belosng my mind."

"Hang on for awhile," | said, but | knew what he meant. There is only so much wonderment the human
mind can absorb beforeit just takes acab: Thisjourney had been one long assault on the limits of
endurance.

"Anybody have any speculation?' | asked, "on where they're taking us, and why?"

"| think we've pretty much run that subject into the ground over the past month,” Susan answered.
"Haven't we? | mean, first we thought they were taking usto Bug jail, then back to T-Maze, then to the
Roadbuilders, and now ... God, who could possibly guess? What would the Roadbuilders be doing off
the road?’

John said, "I think at this point we have to dispose of al the common assumptions made about the
Skyway and whoever created it. None of the usua explanations ever made any sense anyway."
"Exactly,” Yuri said. "It'saways been taken for granted that the Skyway isan artifact of some
long-vanished civilization. But just think about it. Here we have aroad system that actualy goes nowhere.
Thereareno ruins of citiesaong it, nothing that would indicate that the road was ever used by those who
built it. There were dways the patrol vehicles-but now we know they're not vehiclesat al but actua
beings of somekind. Jake said it best, | think, when he likened them to civil servants. The Bugswere
created to keep the road passable and relatively safe ... for us. I've dways believed that the Skyway was
built for the express purpose of providing away to bridge the fantastic distances separating the intelligent
races of the universe. And for no other purpose.”

"But why are we now off the road?" John asked.

Y uri shrugged. "We all saw that road crew spin up anew cylinder.”

John nodded. " Of course. It's still under construction.”



"We're on adetour,” Susan put in.

"Very good, Susan,” Yuri said, amiling.

John's brow knitted and he put along-fingered hand to one sde of hisface, massaging it. " So confusing,”
he muttered. "See here. Y ou just said that the Skyway doesn't go anywhere. But weve just spent a
month on Red Limit Freeway. | don't know where in God's name we're going, but were surely going
somewhere, and it bloody well ssemsto methat Red Limit Freeway was built for the express purpose of
taking usthere."

Y uri sat forward and propped his chin up. on hisfists, his eyebrows twitching perplexedly. "Yes," he
said. "Yes, it does seem that way, doesn't it? Y ou're absolutely right, John, and | have to confessthat it
undermines my theory." He sat up sharply and pounded afist into histhigh. "But dammit, if the
Roadbuilders wanted people to be following a prescribed path, why the devil didn't they make that path
abundantly clear? Why the blind aleys, the cul-de-sacs, the obscurity, the whole tangled mess of it al?"
As he spoke, the accumulated frustration and stress of the past two years and the boredom and
uncertainty of the past four weeks rose from whatever placeit iswhere such things cook and stew under
pressure until they have to be released.

"Dammit al, I've spent half my lifetrying to understand one basic thing, trying to find some sort of clue,
struggling to shed asingleray of light on asingle overriding question and it's been like butting and butting
my head against the roadbed itself. Sometimes | think I've been afool-but that's of little importance. It
wasmy choice-l madeit and | mugt live with it. But the question gtill remains, dammit. It won't go away.”
He crashed afigt into the armrest, his voice erupting to a shout. "If the goddamn fucking Roadbuilders
had wanted usto follow their fucking road-" He began pounding the armrest in cadence. "-why the
bloody fucking HELL didn't they give usafucking MAP!"

The last thwack on the armrest nearly brokeit.

After apregnant pause, Sam began to laugh. And that set usall off.

Y uri looked around at us, hiseyeswide. Then he collapsed inside, spent, the rednessin hisface quickly
turning from anger to embarrassment. Hefdll back in his seat in total hel plessness and arted to laugh,
too.

We spent at least two full minutes laughing oursalves silly. We began sobering up when we redlized that
Y uri had dovetailed into crying. Zoyagot up, sood behind him, and began massaging his shoulders,
groking histouded hair.

Y uri wiped hiseyes on hisfilthy, tattered deeve. "Forgive me," he said, his voice choked with remorse.
"My friends... you mugt ... forgive me.”

"Nothing to forgive, Yuri," | said. "Y ou were entitled to that, and it was just about time you collected.”
"Still, I must gpologize for the outburdt...” He managed asmile. "And the language.”

"Y ou won't find any virgin ears around here," Susan said, "so don't worry about that." She thought a
moment. "Of course, I've never tried it that way."

Thissat usoff again and thistime Y uri'slaugh was unadulterated mirth.

When we had sobered up again, Sean got up from the deck, straightened his black turtleneck, and
thumped his stomach, which had become dragtically reduced in the last few weeks.

"I'm for grub," he said. "What thereis of it left, anyway. What do you say, me hearties?'

"Nonefor me" Zoyasad. "Maybe adrink of water."

"Zoyishka, yourewasting away," Y uri said.

"Good for the soul.”

"Not so good for the body, Zoya," | said. ™Y ou should eat. Come on, we're not on starvation rations
yet"

She shrugged, then looked a me and relented. ™Y ou'reright, | should. It'sjust that my appetite seemsto
have disgppeared. And when | do eat, my digestion isfrightful. Theré's some pain.”

"What about Winnie?' Roland brokein.

The non sequitur brought everyone up short. Carl asked, "What did you say, Roland?'

"What about Winnie's map-and George's? Isn't it clear by now that they were planted? Maybe there are
other races, other borderline-sapient animals who have map knowledge. Thousands, millions of species



seeded dong the Skyway likethat. It dl fits" He ground fist into palm, hislips pursed. He seemed to be
off somewhere on hisown magic carpet of thought. "It dl fits

Y uri waswilling to plod back to the previous conversationa sequence. "Y es, that'sadistinct possibility,
and in fact that's been one of the operating assumptions of our investigation into the matter. But it'saso
manifestly clear that Winnie and George's so-cdled knowledge is anything but religble.”

"Yeah," | said, "which brings us back to square one. So quit grinding your teeth, Roland, and relax. It'sa
safe bet we're not going to get to the bottom of thisfor sometime.”

Roland seemed miffed. "I wasn't grinding my teeth.”

"Just an expression.” | reached back and dapped hisknee. "Take it easy. Okay?'

He unwound abit and smiled alittle sheepishly. "Sure. Sorry."

"It'sokay."

"l have an announcement,” Sam put in.

"Let'shaveit,” | told him.

"Wevejus gone superlumind.”

"What'sthat?' Susan said.

"Fancy for “fagter than light."'

Y uri and Zoya exchanged glances. Then adow, worldweary smile of capitulation spread over Y uri's
face. "Wdll, we knew the Roadbugs had superscience. Now we know they have magic.”

"Sam, are you sure?"

"Hell, no. I'm not equipped to analyze data like these, but I'm damned if | can explain this crazy stuff any
other way. Do you see any stars out there?”

| looked. Blank space. "Wow. No, | don't."

"| watched them disappear, but they didn't just disappear, they dopplered right off the scale.”

"What's he saying, Jake?" John asked.

"I have an inkling, maybe."

"I can't redly explainit,” Sam said. "l don't have the wherewithd to put it into easly understandable
terms. Not redly in my programming. | can give you figures, but you wouldn't want ‘em.”

"Sam," | sad, "thisradiation. | was wondering about that. Even at lightspeed, we'd be smacking into stray
hydrogen atcomswith terrific energy. 1t'd fry us. What kind of count are you reading?'

"I'm not getting any high-energy particles, but I'm tracking very high frequency photons, about one per
second. Whichisnothing, redly, in terms of hedlth hazard."

"Y ou say you're tracking them at faster-than-light speeds?'

"No, no, no, of course not. Light that's faster than light? The Situation isn't that crazy yet. What | am
saying isthat these little buggers used to be starlight.”

"Oh"

"Here's my hunch. We have just crossed the lightspeed barrier. No hyperspace, no fifth dimension; none
of that horse nonsense. We are smply going faster than light.”

"Oh," | said again, not knowing what €l seto add.

Susan was befuddled. "Hey, isn't that supposed to be impossible?!

Weadl looked at her.

"Jugt trying to be helpful,” she said lamely.

"Let'sedt," | sad.

Our space journey lasted three days. We spent the time pretty much as we had done up till then, eating,
deeping, attending to persond matters, playing cards, playing chess (Sam took usdl onin amarathon
session-he won hands down againgt al comers. "It'snot me, it'sjust my gamefiles,” he said modestly),
reading, gabbing, athough that tapered off after awhile. We had hashed over everything of moment and
were running out of small-talk materia. We'd decided not to trade life stories. Carl was il reticent on
the subject of EverybodyKnew-What, but he said he was working oniit.

Sam eventud ly admitted he had given up trying to make sense of the data he was getting. And pretty
soon he waan't getting anything.



"Nothing out there, | guess,” he said. "I'm not equipped for radio astronomy, so there's no use even
Speculating.”

Along about a Tuesday morning ... Actudly, it was a Tuesday, and it was the fourteenth of March-at
least it was back on alittle blue planet some billions of light-years away, billions of yearsin the future, or
the past, who knows. Anyway, along about a Tuesday morning we spotted something up ahead. That is,
Sam did through the light-amplifier. | looked into the scope. Nothing but afaint smudge of light. Couple
hours later, though, it was brighter.

"A gar?' | ventured. "That'd mean we're nonsuperlumina, wouldn't it?”

"| think s0. Actudly, judging from the blue-shift, I'd say we were strolling along at alittle under point nine
cee and decderating.”

"So that's our destination.”

"Wdll, seeing that there's no other place around the place, | reckon that must be the place ... | reckon.”
"Hmph."

"Except that'sno dang gtar,” Sam sad. "What isit?"

"Besatstheliving hdl out of me."

| sat back in the driver's seet. "From what Y uri's been telling us, were billions of years back in the history
of the universe, no telling how many hbillions. Obvioudy far enough back so that stars haven't even formed
yet. Maybethisisaquasar.”

"No, if you swing that thing to these settings, you'll see something that looks like what a quasar should
look like."

| positioned the scope and looked. A fuzzy blob of light with afaint spike coming out of it cameinto
focus. "Y eah, that's what they're supposed to look like-some of 'em, anyway. Buit it should be alot
brighter, shouldn't it? | mean, if we're back when quasarsfirst formed, we should be ahell of alot closer
tothem, and. . ." | sat back. "Hell, who am | kidding. What | know about astronomy you couldn't stuff a
fleawith."

"Maybeit isn't aquasar,” Sam sad.

"l wasjust guessing. Why not ask Yuri?'

"Weve been picking his brainsfor three days now. Zoyas and Oni's, too. They're deeping.” | thought a
moment, then said, "Y uri told methat if we had the right kind of microwave scoop we could tunein the
cosmic background radiation and calculate exactly how far back we are.”

"If we had the right kind of microwave scoop,” Sam snorted. "L ook, thisis fun, but another hour and
we're gonna be there. So let'swait.”

Sowedid.

When we first began to see some detail, the strange object looked like asmall star cluster with a bright
corethat was a bit off-center. Then it got very strange. It wasn't acluster but a perfect sphere of stars
with abrilliant spot near the very edge. But here was a problem.

"Those can't be stars,” Sam said. "We'retoo closeto that thing. They're just points of light.”

"Artificia objects?"

"Gottabe."

Soon, an interior festure revealed itsdlf, asolid disk bisecting the sphere. We were viewing it dmost
edge-on. It had the abedo of a planetary body and reflected itslight from the much smaler sunlike disk
riding just below the outer surface of the sphere. Our magic spaceship changed course, and eventualy
the disk tilted up toward us. | got out the missile aming sight, cranked it up to full gain and had alook.
The surface of the disk wasaworld.

There were blue areas and brown areas-seas and continents. Wisps of cotton floated just above the
surface. Clouds. Aswe got closer, rivers, mountain ranges, and other details appeared. A patchwork of
tans and browns and greens spread over the land masses and details of the coastd regionsreveaded
themsalves. There were deserts, plains, and areas of what seemed to be thick vegetation. All this
geography, though, was on asmaller scae than one would expect. It looked like a planet in miniature.
"Fvethousand kilometersdiameter,” Sam said. "Exactly.”

"Nice round number."



The star spherewas just that. It was like a glass bubble spattered with drops of luminous paint. Not
everything in the skies above the planet-disk orbited in the same plane, though. The sun-thing, whatever it
was, hung alittle lower, and there were other points of light and asmaller, lessluminous diska
moon-thing?-which looked asif they were borne aong on inner concentric spheres.

The entire construct-it had to be a construct-looked like amedieva astronomer's orrery.

"A damn planetarium,” Sam said.

"It'saworking model of the Ptolemaic universe," Roland said. "Though | think even Ptolemy accepted a
gpherica Earth, so it'samixture of ancient astronomies, probably aien onesat that."

Beyond this, no one was willing to speculate.

Thedisk of the surfacetilted full face toward us and we began our descent. We could see now that the
back side of the sunlike object, aso adisk, was dark.

In afew minutes we reached the surface of the star globe and found nothing there. Individual stars were
dill only pointsof light, al floating in exactly the same plane.

"What, no crystdline ethereal spheres?' Sam complained.

"Well, you wouldn't seethem anyway," Y uri pointed out, "if | remember my ancient astronomy correctly.”
Helaughed. "Imagine crashing into one and leaving ahole.

"So dl these screwy objects up here arejust artificia satdllites of thiseven goofier planet,” | said.

We dropped quickly. The sun object, which had become adark ova when we got aboveit, turned its
bright sde to usagain and we werein brilliant daylight. Y ou couldn't look directly at it, and it looked for
all the world like asun, a Sol-type one at that. The stars faded and a blue canopy of sky came up, dark
and cold at firgt, lightening and warming as we continued to drop.

The surface was a patchwork of every kind of terrain. There were deep forests, wastelands, mountains,
grasdands, stretches that ooked like aien planets, stranger areas where it was hard to tell what was
going on. It was acrazy quilt down there. And there were sgns of intelligent life. | could see roads now,
though not many. Structures, too, some very big and very unusua ones, dotting the landscape at random.
| didn't see any cities but there was an immense green-col ored edifice below that seemed centrdlly
placed. It could have been an arcology of some sort. The thought made my skin crawl.

The jumble and variety reminded me of something, and the notion was so incongruous, when juxtaposed
with my expectations of what this place could possibly be, that | laughed aloud: | was reminded of what,
in my day, used to be called disneyworlds. | forget what they're called now-in fact, | redly don't know if
there are any on the colonized planets. Amusement park is another and even older term.

Were we being taken on aschool picnic?

In any event, we were about to land. | looked back at everybody. We were al armed, Lori included.
Everyone had the same expression: alittle fear mixed with expectation. We had discussed what to do at
journey's end. We had no idea of what to expect, but we al knew it could be bad. That was one
possibilty. It was aso possible that we could be greeted by brass bands and cheering crowds, and be
hailed asintrepid explorers. We could hope. Of course, nobody had any delusons of defending
oursalves againgt either the Roadbuilders, if they were down there, or the Bugs, if thiswastheir home
planet. But the dight glimmer of hope existed that we could be st free, and so could Moore and his
gang. We ssimply did not know. In any event, and for any event, we were prepared.

| looked down and saw afamiliar sight. The black band of the Skyway. So we never redly did get off it.
Just a detour, as Susan had said. But one thing we did not see on this planet was a portad. The Skyway
was here dl right, but thiswasit. Thiswas Road's End.

Below, strange buildingslay aong the highway. Maybe these were the ancient ruins Y uri and everyone
had been looking for. But maybe not-from this height they didn't look ruined, just incredibly varied and
uniformly strange and wonderful. Were they temples?-palaces?-residences? | hoped we would get to
find out.

Our magic carpet was coming in for alanding. "Okay, people, thisisit," | said. "Whatever it'is."

"I wouldn't be worried about Moore too much,” Sam tried to reassure us. "1'd be wary, of course, but |
suspect he and his boys are going to be on their best behavior. Wouldn't do to scrap in front of
Roadbuilders, and | can't believe they'd be stupid enough to do it.”



"I'm hdf-inclined to believe you," | said, "but | wouldn't put anything past that dimeball.”

"Maybethey're dead," Lori said. "We haven't heard a peep out of them for awhile."

"That would be abit of luck," John said. "We haven't had afart'sworth of good luck on thisentire trip.”
"Werredive, aren't we?' Susan said.

"Arewe?| hadn't noticed.”

We swooped over the roadway and came to a sudden stop, hovering momentarily before drifting down.
There were docking ramps here, too, and the silver disk lined up over one of them and settled down.
Our train was pointed toward the road.

As soon aswe had landed, the Bugs dragged us off the disk, swung out onto the Skyway, and stopped.
Then they decoupled us.

Therig'smain engine groaned and turned over. A quick check of the instrument panel told me we had full
power and total control of our weaponry.

The Bugs were pulling avay. The three of them, locomotive, tender, and caboose, shot ahead and
quickly disappeared. We were free.

But Moore and his gang were heading the other way. The rearview cameras showed al four vehicles
whesling around and tearing off down the road.

TwirrrllI'svehicle followed them al, though the pursuit was halfhearted. The domed bubble-top of his
buggy was opaqgue, but | could just imagine him looking over hisbony shoulder, camera-eyes on extreme
zoom, hoping to catch sight of his quarry one more time before he beat a hasty but strategic retrest.
"See?' Sam laughed. "They're more afraid of usthan we are of them.”

"Sincewhen?' | said. "They have aguilty conscience, isal. They're afraid of the Roadbuilders.”
"Soaml," Susan said. "Let'sget the hdll out of here.”

"What, and miss shaking hands with the Mayor?' | said. "Not on your life, Suzie." | looked around.
Susan was hunched over on the sest, thin arms wrapped tightly about her and holding the gun she
abhorred tightly against her sde. Her eyes were wide and worried, her face tight and strained.

| reached back, took her shoulder, and squeezed it consolingly. "How far do you redly think they'll get,
honey?" | asked gently. "Hmm?"

Gripping my arm, she bent her head and kissed my hand. "I know," she said quietly. "I know." She
looked up. "I'mjust ... you know, alittle scared.”

"It'sokay."

We sat for awhile. Nothing happened.

"You know," | said findly, "thisisahigh speed road. We should either pull over or get moving."

"What'll it be?" Sam asked.

"I hateto St and wait. If our destiny's down thisroad, let's go have alook at it. What say, everybody?
Shdl wetake avote?!

"The ayeshaveit, Jake, me boy," Sean said, speaking for everyone. "Let'sroll.”

"Ragna, are you back there?

"Indeed. | am hardly el sewhere.”

"Do you want to get back in your vehicle or leave it here and come with us?"

"Being that | am scared to the point of voiding my nitrogenous wastes, no, thank you, | think. We will be
gpace truckersfor awhile.”

| started forward.

The road followed atrough between two low grassy hills. There wasn't much to see except afew strange
trees and some shrubbery. This area had amanicured look to it, like a park. The grass was short and the
trees had a pruned and cared-for look to them, though that very well could have been their naturd State.
Therewasalot of color here. The green of the grass was brilliant, dmost iridescent, and the trees and
shrubs were of various pastel shades. Pink and blue strata of rock ran aong the dopes higher up.
"Pretty,” | heard Darla say.

Everyone nodded in silent agreement. The valley began to wind and the road bore dowly upward.
"Anything snegking up behind, Sam?"

"Not asoul.”



"Hmm. | wasjugt thinking."

"What?"

"Did you erase the Wilkes Al program yet?'

"No."

"How come?"

"I haven't been ordered to. Y ou know | can't erase any fileswithout your okay."

"Oh, right, sorry."

"So why haven't you?' Sam asked pointedly.

"Huh?'

"Why haven't you ordered me to erase Wilkes?"'

"It's harmless now, right?"

"Absolutely. | got him right where | want him."

"Well, maybe we should let it be. That program may have some information we need. There are ill
plenty of question marksthat need clearing up.”

"Whatever you say."

"Y ou're sure you pulled its teeth, now."

"Don't worry about it. Y ou can't fool this computer twice."

"Wdl, we don't want a repest of that takeover bid."

Sam grew exasperated. "Hey, did anybody elsejust hear metell him not to worry about it?!

"I'd never count Corey Wilkesout,” Darlasaid. "I wouldn't even trust death to cramp his style.”
"Yeah," | said. "He's sortalike you, Sam, inaway."

"How would you like to walk, son of mine? Next time you get out of thisrig, | just might not let you back
in

"Sorry."

"No respect for the dead.”

Theroad leveled off on abluff overlooking awide plain. | dowed and pulled off theroad. | wanted to
have alook at this. "Oh, it's beautiful,” Susan said.

"Sam, something tellsmethe air hereisjud fine"

"It certainly is”

"Let'sget out."

"Uh, I'll stay inthetruck."

"Okay. You-" | did adouble-take. "Yeah," | said, and laughed.

Weadl spilled out, walked off the shoulder, and stood |ooking at the marvel acrossthe valley below. On
afar hill sood amagnificent structure.

It was a paace or maybe an entire city, amassive yet graceful array of tall domed cylinders and lofty
spiresall enclosed behind afortresswall. It wasafairy city, an imperid paacein anever-never land. It
was El Dorado, or Xanadu, or Shangri-La. And it was dl aglossy, brilliant green. Flying buttresses of
green glass soared between towers, sparkling in the late afternoon sun. Crystalline ramparts |ooked out
acrossthevaley.

Susan was awed. "It'sthe Emerdd City."

"Itislooking quite like our fables and stories of old,” Ragna commented.

| looked down. The Skyway cut across the valey and went into serpentine turns asit climbed the citadel
atop which the city stood.

The black dot of avehicle had just come down from there and was heading across the valley toward us
a aterrific clip.

"Waell," | said. "Here comes something.” '

Everybody caught sight of it and drew back alittle, getting closer together.

Wewaited.

The dot grew into avehicle that was deek, long and black with green trim. After shooting acrossthe
valey, it dowed alittle and began its ascent up the near Sde, taking sharp turnswith effortless grace.

In another minute it gained the crest of the hill. It pulled off the road about twenty meters away from us.



The vehicle was magnificent, atechnological rhapsody in shining ebony and jade green, its aerodynamic
surfaceswhimsica and free yet somehow mathematically precise aswell. Finsangled up from therear,
thin swept-back wings flared from the sides. The fusalage was set about with tear-shaped bubbles and
rounded protrusions. The needle-nose was tipped with silver. It looked more like a plane than aground
vehicle, and | didn't doubt that it could fly.

Wasthis an example of Roadbuilder technology? If there were Roadbuildersinsde, why hadn't they
smply levitated across the valey to meet us? Compared to the wizardry that had brought us here, this
was decidedly middle-tech.

The next thing that happened shocked the hell out of us. The green-tinted bubble-top popped open and a
human being climbed out.

A strange one, though. Hislong hair was the color of copper, hisface the color of coffee with heavy
cream: Hisblack eyes were large and wide apart. He had a straight sharp nose over tal lipsand hisface
was a perfect oval. There was something of the androgyne in him, with masculine and feminine aspects
melded into one body. He climbed down from his vehicle and waked toward usin aflowing movement
in which grace and sdlf-assurance were combined.

Hewas dressed in agreen full cape, black pantaloons and boots, and a black leather jacket with black
piping. The cape was embroidered aong the edges with elaborate designsin black thread and the jacket
flowed with green scrollwork.

He stopped afew meters from us and spoke.

"Welcome," he said, and smiled. ™Y ou've come along way and you must be very weary. We offer our
gpologiesif you've been inconvenienced in any way."

The voice was not effeminate so much asit was epicene. It was clear, lyricd, lilting-almost musical.

No one responded. We all stood there airing our tonsils. Findly | shut my mouth, swallowed, and said,
"Hello. Yes, were pretty tired. Uh, thank you.” | massaged my forehead and tried again. "Uh, look here.
I'm Jake McGraw. And theseare my friends. . ."

"Greetingsto you dl," the man said, smiling warmly and looking around. ™Y ou may cal usPrime."

"Us?' | sad.

"Uh ... me. Forgivethe plurd. Merdly ahabit."

"Prime," | repeated.

"Yes, Primewill do." He turned and looked up, watching acloud roll by. "Beautiful weather, wouldn't
you say?"

"Yes." | shook my head. "Seehere-" | began.

"Y ou know, | wasjust about to have lunch,” Prime said, turning to me, "when | had news of your arrival.
Y ou must betired and hungry. Would you al do methe honor of joining mefor abiteto eat? After
you've dl had achanceto freshen up abit, of course.”

"Yes" | sad. "Yes But-"

"Forgive me. I'm sure you have many questionsto ask me. And I'm perfectly willing to tell dl in good
time. But some thingstake priority, don't they? The universe stops for lunch. Why shouldn't we?' He
laughed.

"Onequedtionfirs," | said. | pointed to the Skyway. "Did you build that?"

Helooked. "What, that road specificaly? Mysdlf?'

"No, dl of them. All theroads. Wecdl it the Skyway."

Hisgrinwas strange and dy. "'l supposeinaway | did."

"Inaway?'

"Please. | don't want to sound enigmatic, though I'm sure | do. But | will answer al your questionsat a
later time. Any questions, truthfully and honestly.”

He motioned over his shoulder. "1 live acrossthe valley there. If you'll be so kind asto follow me-"

"Do you know anything about a black cube?' | blurted.

"What? Oh." Hefrowned. "Y es. Um, you haveit, don't you?'

v

"Good. Wdll, keep it for now. But a some point | would liketo get alook &t it."



"Whet isit?"

"What isit," herepeated. "Well, it'sbadcdly an experiment.”

"An experiment inwhat?'

He considered his phrasing. "L et us say, an experiment in the creation of auniverse.”

"Any universein particular?' | asked.

Helooked at the sky and smiled. "Is there more than one?"

"Isthere?"

His gaze lowered to meet mine. "That question can be answered in many ways." Helaughed again. "Well.
More of thislater. And now-"

"I have aquestion." Carl shouldered me aside, walked forward, and stood in front of Prime.

Prime eyed him up and down, till smiling. ™Y oung man, | sense that you harbor some hodlility toward
me"

"Y ou're damn right. What's the big idea of kidnapping me and dumping me on some goddamn planet
somewhere?’

"My dear young man, I-"

Carl cocked back hisright fist and hit him full in the face. Prime spun around and fell to the ground, his
flowing cape spread out over the grass like crippled green wings.

Lori screamed. Then there was silence.

Prime didn't move. Carl stood there over him, both fists baled and arms straight at his Sides.

| overcame my shock and stepped over to Carl. | looked down at Prime.

"Carl," | said. ™Y ou may havejust punched out God."

"Nah." Helooked at me sharply. "God has abeard.”



