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| DONT KNOWif God wears a beard. |'ve never had the pl ea-
sure of nmeeting HHm Frankly, | hope to delay that happy
occasion for as |long as possi bl e.

The i ndi vi dual whose acquai ntance | had just nade didn't
quite look the part, but | could have been persuaded ot herw se
right then. W had conme a long way—all the way, it seened,

to the end of the universe. And here to greet us had been a
surpassi ngly strange and beautiful creature possessed of a
Serenely transcendent, alnost beatific aura. H s foppish duds
wor ked agai nst the God inage, though; | couldn't inagine the
Supreme Bei ng goi ng around dressed like a Galactic Enperor
out of sone video space opera. And Carl, who stood beside

me wearing a darkly subdued | ook, his fury tenporarily spent,
had seenmed mighty sure of the identity of the person whose
lights he had just punched out. | was fairly sure that Carl
didn't think the guy was the King of Creation

Even so, we had a problem on our hands. Judging from his
patrician bearing and sartorial finery, the person Carl had as-
saul ted | ooked very inportant. Extremely inportant. He quite
possibly was in charge of this place, this world to which we
had very recently been shanghai ed. He had greeted us warmy,
wel comed us. He'd invited us to lunch. What do we do? Quite

wi t hout provocation, we smack the guy in the chops and

knock himout. W were very possibly in deep trouble. Very
possi bly our ass was grass. | hoped that our host didn't own a
power nower.

I | ooked down at the still formof the bei ng—and he ap-
peared for all the world to be a human being of the male

per suasi on—who had called hinself Prinme. He was |ying

prone, face in the grass, the back of his head partly hidden

2 John DeChanci e

beneat h bunched fol ds of his expansive green cape. The rest
of the garment was spread out to his left over the ground.

I glanced around. No lightning bolts, no clap of doom |

| ooked across the valley. No activity inmrediately apparent in
the vicinity of the immense green crystalline fortress that sur-
mounted the hill on the other side. Could Prine possibly be

al one here? The notion struck ne as absurd, but anything was
possible on this strange artificial planet.

"Carl," | said, "I can't take you anywhere."

"It's him" he answered flatly. "The voice that talked to nme
aboard the flying saucer. He's the one that nabbed ne."

"Can you be sure? After all, you never actually saw him
Did you?"

Carl frowned and stared at the ground, thought a nonent,
then turned to nme. "No, but it has to be him |'Il never forget
that voice."

"Did the voice call itself Prinme?"
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"No. | don't remenber it ever calling itself anything."
"Then you really can't be sure, can you?"

Carl shrugged, then grudgingly acknow edged the point
with a tilt of his head. "I guess. Maybe." Then, quickly and
with finality: "Nah. It's him"

"That's hardly the issue," said John Sukuma-Tayl er behi nd
us.

We turned. John stepped away fromthe rest of our com

pani ons, who were standing in a tight little knot. They were
all shocked by what Carl had done, eyes edgy and expectant. |
probably | ooked the same way, but was trying to hide it. Lori
still stood with her hands cupped over her nouth. Susan was
aghast; she looked ill. Sean was shaking his head. The rest of
them gazed silently at Prine.

John, however, was angry. "Carl, that was an extrenely
stupid thing to do." He stopped and threw up his arns in
exasperation. "As if we hadn't enough problens! No, you
have to hit him How could you? Carl, how could you do
sonmet hing so..." He groped for the appropriate superlative.
" so monunental ly inbecilic? So..." He cast about for
words, then brought up his hand and sl apped his forehead.
"Carl, you incredible idiot!"

It was slowy dawning on Carl. "Yeah. | guess it was a
dumb thing to do."

PARADOX ALLEY 3

" "A dunb thing to do,"'" John repeated hollowy. He turned
and appealed to the group. ""A dunb thing to do,'" he said
agai n, nodding in nock approval. | had never seen John this
ironic. He snapped his head around to fix Carl with a | ook of
utter contenpt. "You have a gift for understatenent. Unfortu-
nately, it makes your stupidity all the nore col ossal."

Carl scow ed. "Ah, come off it. | just punched him If
he'd' ve done to you what he did to me—=

"That's hardly the point. Did you stop to consider what the
consequences m ght have been for us—the rest of us? Did
you stop a single instant and think? No. No, you—

"Hold it, John," | said.
"Jake, you can't possibly think he was justified."

"No, it was dunb. But he's young. At his age, | nmight've
done the sane thing."

"No excuse."

"Probably not. But the whole question's kind of noot, isn't
it?"

John's shoul ders slunped. "Unfortunately, yes."

Li am det ached hinsel f fromthe group and wal ked toward
us. "lIsn't anybody going to see if he's all right?"
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I knelt beside Prine. G ngerly, | uncovered his head. | put
nmy hand on his copper-colored hair. It was as soft and silky as
a baby's. | noved his head to the right and | ooked at his face.

The eyes were closed, the face serene. Wth ny t hunb—gen-

tly, very gently—+ pried the left eyelid open. The iris was coa
black with tiny flecks of purple. The pupil didn't respond to
light, and the eye wasn't noving. | reached for his wist.
Rolling up the pleated cuff proved to be difficult, so |l ran a
m ddl e finger under his jaw, tracing a line along the left neck
muscl e near the throat, trying to find the carotid artery. The
skin was snmooth, sleek, and dry. He was warm but his body
tenperature was slightly | ower than normal, or so | thought.

But who knew what was normal for hin?

No carotid pulse. | looked at his left eye again, then sw -
vel ed his head to exam ne the right. Then |I stood up

"He m ght be dead,"” | said.
"CGood God," John rmur nur ed.
"That's crazy," Carl said in al st a whisper.

"Ch, ny." John cane over to stand beside ne. "Jake, are
you... are you quite sure?"

4 John DeChanci e

"No. But he doesn't have a heartbeat, |eastways none that I

can detect. He's not breathing, | don't think. W should rol
himover and... hell." | slapped ny forehead. The past sev-

eral mnutes had been so disorienting that | had slipped into a
sort of sem paralysis. Here, ostensibly, was a human being in
need of help, and we were all standing around |ike dumni es.
came out of it. "Daria! Run and get the nedikit—-know where

it is?"

"Yes." She ran back to the truck

I got out the key and called Sam

"This has all been very interesting,"” Sam observed.
"Sam set up to nmonitor this guy's life signs.™

"I'f he has any. |s he human?"

"Maybe, maybe not."

Carl was slowly shaking his head in disbelief. "Crazy.
just poked himone. It couldn't have been enough—

"I't was enough," John said acidly. Then he bent over

slightly and peered at Prine's face. "Of all the bloody, beastly
luck." He straightened and let out a long sigh. "Well, that's it,
isn't it? W're all dead."

"Not yet," | said. "And he m ght not be either. My guess is
he's not human. But human or not, Carl didn't hit himhard
enough to kill him"
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"But if he's not human, how do you know what it would
take to kill hinmP"
"You have a point."
"I wish | didn't."

The others were edging forward now. Zoya and Yuri drew
up cl oser and stopped.

"l wonder who he is,” Yuri said. "What he is."

Daria cane running with the nedikit. | tore it open and
took out two renote nonitoring transponders.

"Help ne roll himover, John."
We were about to do so when Lori screaned.

I whirled. Carl was lying on the ground. Sean evidently
had caught him and was now cradling Carl's head in his
ar ns.

"What happened?” John sai d.

Scan gently cuffed Carl's cheeks a few tines. "Fainted
.dead away, he did. Just keel ed over."

I went over and crouched beside them took Carl's wi st
PARADOX ALLEY 5

and felt for his pulse. It was slow and thin, dangerously so.
"I's he okay?" Susan asked.

"Hard to tell,"” | said noncommittally. "Funny that he'd
pass out like that. Let me get a transponder for him"

"Carl ?" Lori took nmy place as | got up. "Carl? Ch, no."
"He'll be all right, girl. Run and fetch sone water."

Lori ran off.

"He's out cold, though," Sean said with concern. "Dead
out."

"Jake," John said, indicating Prinme. "Wat about... ?"

"If he doesn't have a pul se, there's not much | can do for
him And if he doesn't have a heart, all bets are off anyway.
I"mnore worried about Carl."

"Well, finding out you've just killed sonebody has to be a
shock. "

"Maybe. Carl's not the type to faint dead away, though."
"He's young—just a boy, really."
"Not that young. And | don't like the feel of his pulse."

I noved Lori aside and opened Carl's shirt. After renoving
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the protective backing fromthe transponder, | stuck the disc-
shaped device on his chest, positioning it over the left pectora
muscl e. | prepared another and affixed it to the right pectoral,
then went back and got two nore transponders and put them

on either side of his abdonen, just below the rib cage. | took
the key out of ny pocket.

"Sanf? Are you getting any readi ngs?"

"Yup. Pulse forty-four, with sone irregularity in the atrial
and ventricular rhythnms. Got sone inverted P-waves, too, and
the QRS conpl ex | ooks kind of wacky."

"What do you rmeke of it?"

"Well, my medical programis telling ne his heart is in
trouble. And... wait a mnute. Yeah. It's getting worse."

"What does the programsay to do?"
"I't's recommendi ng things we can't do."
"Is it an infarct or something?"

"Doesn't look like it. Actually, it's shaping up to |l ook |ike
congestive heart failure. Woops, you're getting really bad
irregularities now If he goes into fibrillation we can zap him
—but that's not going to correct whatever the hell's wong

with him"

I felt ny owmn heart frost over. He was dying.

6 John DeChanci e

"Not possi bl e,
lad |ike hinP"

Sean sai d, shaking his head. "A healthy

Susan knelt beside nme and squeezed ny upper arm "Jake.
Do sonet hi ng. "

"Sorry," was all | could say. Then into the key: "Sam
congestive heart failure is a long-term process. How could it
happen this fast?"

"Good question. The med program doesn't know, and nei-
ther do I."

"But what the hell is it telling you?"

"Easy, son. It just keeps flagging things with Anomal ous
Event. It's pretty clear somebody's doing this to him isn't
it?"

"Very clear," John said. "CQbviously, this world deals in
swift retribution."

Susan shot hima fierce |Iook. "You don't have to say it
with such satisfaction."

"l have none, Susan, | assure you."
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| said, "Sam how is he?"

"CGetting worse, I'mafraid. Al kinds of arrhythm as,

atrial flutter. It's a failing heart, Jake. Too many things going
wong at once—+ really don't think we can do a thing for him

but you ought to try CPRin any case. |'d reconmend starting

it right now "

"Ri ght. Scan, stretch himout."
"Right-o0."

Before we got to it, a voice cane frombehind us: "I'm
really very sorry this happened."”

Everyone whirled around before | got to nmy feet. Susan
choked of f a scream and Liamuttered an awed "Jay-sus
Christ!™"

It was Prinme, on his feet and | ooking fit and hal e.

"Very, very sorry," Prime was saying. "l can't help but fee
that it was in some way ny fault."

Hi s concern seened genuine, if inexplicable.
"What are you doing to hinP" | said.

"I beg your... ? Oh, | see. Yes. Wll, I'msure he'll be al
right. Merely a precautionary neasure.”

"He's dying," | said.
Prime seemed surprised. "Really? | can't think of a reason
PARADOX ALLEY 7

why he should be." He stepped toward us, his eyes on Carl.
"Are you sure?"

"He'll be dead very shortly," | told him

Prime stopped. Hi s gaze began to drift upward, finally fo-
cusing, it seened, on sonmething far away. "Hmm | see. Yes.
He | ooked at ne. "The young man's |life processes are being
probed. Various conponents, various systens are being tem
porarily suppressed in order to obtain an overvi ew of the en-
tire organism At teast, that is what | amtold."

"Unsuppress them" | said.

Prime smiled beatifically. "You needn't worry. He's in very
good hands. As it stands, the plan is to keep him sedated for
the tinme being. However, that can be anended. And | see no
reason why it shouldn't be. |I'msure the outburst was sinmply
the result of the strains of your long journey."

| spoke into the key. "Sanf? How s he doi ng?"

"Damedest thing. The heart stabilized just |ike that. Pul se
is up. No arrhythm as, good sinus waves. Can't figure it.
Those transponders nust have been on thefritz."

"Carl's okay, then?"
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"He's comi ng around."

Prime was eyeing the truck. "You have other comnpanions
i nsi de?"

"No. That was the Artificial Intelligence who oversees the
operation of ny vehicle."

"l see." He knitted his brow "lInteresting way to put it."
| wondered what he meant.

Suddenly, the smle was back. "W seemto have gotten off
on the wong foot. Again, our apologies. The invitation to
lunch still stands, if you would do ne the honor."

"Maybe we need to think about it for a bit," | said.

"As you wish. If you choose to cone, sinply follow the

road across the valley. There is an entrance to ny residence at
the base of the nountain.” He turned and pointed. "There, at
the end of the road."

| couldn't see anything, but said, "Thank you," anyway.
"You're quite wel cone."
Suddenly, Carl sat up. He | ooked around. "Hello," he said.

Lori threw down the canteen she was holding, fell to her
knees, and nearly strangled Carl in a hug.

8 John DeChanci e

Susan bent over and placed a pal mon his forehead. "Are
you okay, honey?"

"Uig..." Tugging at Lori's arns, Carl nodded.
Prime cl apped his hands. "Well! No harm done, it seens."

"Let himbreathe, Lori," Susan adnoni shed.

"Yeah, I'mfine," Carl finally nmanaged to say. "Wat the
hel | happened?"

"You shoul d ask this gentlenman,” John told him inclining
his head toward Prine.

"Ch." Carl |ooked up at our host. "I thought you were
dead. "

Prime | aughed. "Not quite. Your friends seem prone to
worryi ng about people's health, including yours." Prine
turned to nme. "By the way, your concern about nme was very
commendabl e. Thank you."

"You're welcone,” | said. "You had ne fooled pretty
good, though. Tell ne sonmething. Are you human?"

"In part, yes."

After waiting for elaboration that didn't cone, | repeated,
"In part," not knowi ng what el se to say.
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He was willing to go a bit further, but no nore. "A snall
part, but | assure you, a very active one." He clapped his
hands again. "So! | shall bid you good day." He nmade a no-
tion to turn, then halted. "Incidentally, young man..."

Carl was getting to his feet. "Carl Chapin.”

Prime took a step forward, his expression hardeni ng just

the slightest. "M. Chapin. | have recomended that no re-
straints be put upon you and that you be allowed to nove

about as you wi sh. The concern here is not that you may cause
me harm You can't. But an unruly attitude might get in the
way of what we want to acconplish. Do | have your persona
assurance that you will hereafter conduct yourself in a manner
that is not disruptive?”

Carl | ooked around unconfortably. "Um.. yeah, |

guess." He added quickly, "I mean, yeah. Sure."

Prime's expression brightened again. "Very good. | shal
| ook forward to seeing you—all of you—at ny residence.
Good day."

W wat ched himwal k to his sleek black roadster, clinb
aboard, and cl ose the cl ear bubble canopy. The engi ne whi ned
to life. The vehicle wheel ed around and swung onto the bl ack

PARADOX ALLEY

surface of the Skyway. The pitch of the engine increas

slightly and the thing whooshed down the road in the directk
fromwhich it had come, black shiny wings starred with h
sun-points. Just before reaching the bend it rose fromtl
roadway and soared into air. It clinmbed al most straight u]
rising to about three hundred neters before | eveling off.

shot across the valley, a black triangle against the violet sky.
made a half turn around the fortress, then di sappeared.

John stared into the distance. "I wonder what he wants
acconpl i sh?"

(p*"wh)
2

WE ALL PILED into the truck and had a pal aver

"Frankly, | don't see that we have a choice," John said

after he had taken a swig fromthe canteen.

We had had to ration water the whole trip. N ne humans
and four aliens had put a strain on the recycler.

"Prinme gave us one," | countered. "He didn't insist that we
join him"

"What are our options, then? Should we funbl e about on a
totally alien and very bizarre world? In hopes of doing what,
exact|y?"

"Fi nding food, for one thing,'
is bare.™”

Sean put in. "The cupboard
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"We've been invited to lunch," John rem nded hi m

"W could be walking into a trap,"” | said. "Can we be sure
Prime will let us |eave?"

"W've seen his power. He nay be able to do anything he
wants with us."

"That may very well be true," | said, nodding. "But we
don't know for sure."

"He seens friendly enough," Susan said. "Absolutely
charmng, in fact."

Zoya said, "l doubt very much that he is what he seens to
be. | don't for a nonent believe he is human."”
"And | don't believe he's God," Liamsaid. "|I'mnot what

you'd call the religious sort, but gadding about in a shiny new
roadster isn't ny idea of how a Suprenme Being should be
conducting hinsel f." He scratched his effusive |ight-brown
beard. "Of course, I'mnot so sure exactly how a Suprene

11
12 John DeChanci e

Bei ng shoul d be conducting hi nsel f, but—=

"I know what you nean," John said. "I think we should
di spense with that notion straight off. Prine is obviously an
advanced formof |ife. Perhaps he's even immortal. But eter-

nal ? Hardly."

"Ckay," | said, "we're in agreenent on that score. 1'd also
add that, though he m ght be very powerful, he probably isn't
omi potent. O ommiscient, or all-loving and good, either. He

says he has sonething to acconplish-what, we don't know,
but his plans seemto include us. W have to deci de whet her
we want to cooperate. W might not |ike what he wants to

do. "

Daria said, "Maybe he'll give us the choice of not cooper-
ating."

"There's that possibility," | answered, turning in the

driver's seat to face her. She was squatting behind the seat,
forearmresting on the back. She | ooked as pretty as ever. Her
hair had grown out quite a bit, softening the effect of the
severe cut she'd worn when we first met. The hardshi ps of our
journey had left their mark. She | ooked tired nost of the tine,
whi ch coul d have been due to her pregnancy, though she was
only alittle shy of three nonths into it. She'd been gaining
wei ght too. Her features were slightly nore fleshed out. A
little, not much.

"Daria," | said, "what's your gut feeling? Do you trust
Prime?"

She pursed her |ips and thought about it for a long tine.
Then she said, "W have no reason to trust him Absolutely
none. Ask ne on a bad day and |I'd say no, let's not go near

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (9 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:28 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

him" She ran a hand t hrough her snooth, dark-brown hair.

Tired or not, Daria always |ooked as if she'd just stepped out
of a beauty parlor: hair in place, nakeup perfect. "And though

I wouldn't exactly call this a good day, | get this feeling that
we sinply nmust deal with him We'Il have to, if we want to

get back." She sighed. "Do |I trust hin? No farther than |

could throw Sean. What's ny gut feeling?" She shrugged

hel pl essly. "Let's go to lunch."

"l dunno, Daria, migiri," Sean said with a grin, "after the
way you handl ed those two beefy | oggers back on Talltree, |
woul dn't give odds on how far you could throw me."

PARADOX ALLEY 13

Daria smiled, a little abashedly.

"Ch, no, you should be proud, Daria." Sean's grin broad-

ened and he swelled with satisfaction. "Ah, |I'Il never forget
the sight of Tommy Baker, gorked out across the bed with his
arse hanging out. He had it conming, and it was a fine thing to
see himget it."

"l caught himat a delicate nonent," Daria said.

"Anybody el se want to express his or her opinion?" | asked
around. "Susan?"

"Ch, | trust him Darla's right, no good reason. But isn't
everybody interested in finding out what this guy's all about?
And where the heck are we, anyway? What is this place? Only
Prime can tell us that."

"Lori? How about you?"

"Well..." She gave Carl a sidelong adnonitory glare. "If
certain people can behave thenselves... | say we go to the
Enerald City."

"I won't punch the guy again. But |'mnot prom sing any
nmore than that."

"You'll behave or I'lIl give you a fat lip."
"Don't worry, I'll be Goody Two- Shoes."
"Whoever that is."

| said, "John?"

"Ch, yes, by all neans. W should accept his invitation."

| |l ooked at Yuri and Zoya.

"I agree with the consensus,"” Yuri said. "W certainly need
sonme answers."

Zoya | ooked out the port nmoodily. "It night serve us to be
cautious. Perhaps we shoul d make sone attenpt to conmuni -
cate with him talk to himfurther. Find out exactly what he
wants of us."

"Do you really think we can remain safe fromhim" Yuri
asked skeptically, "sinply by staying away fromthat fortress
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of his?"

"No. But.,." She focused her gaze far away. "I don't
think I want to go there."

"What's all the discussion?" Roland broke in inpatiently.
"You saw what he did to Carl. If he wants, we all drop over
dead, like that. So what choice do we have?"

"Good point," John said.
14

John DeChanci e

PARADOXALLEY

15

"I just wanted to take tine and think things over," | said to
Rol and. "And | wanted everyone to have a say in what we
shoul d do."

"Sorry, Jake. | just don't see the point in haggling over
this."

"Maybe there is none, but we've been running in a panic
for a long time now For once | want the luxury of rum nating
over our next nove."

Rol and | aughed and sat back in the shotgun seat. "Take al
the tinme you want. We have nobst of eternity.”

"Exactly," | said. "Ragna? Wuld you and Oni |ike to put
your two cents in?"

Not counting George and Wnnie, who were what exopo-

| ogi sts woul d | abel "borderline-sapi ent quasi-hom nids"—

| ooked |i ke apes to ne, funny ones, with long fl oppy ears and
big wet eyes—Ragna and Oni were the only alien nmenbers of

our party. They had joined us in the rig during our rest stop,
abandoni ng their cramped vehicle, and had since taken pains
to be as unobtrusive as possible, keeping to thensel ves and
generally trying not to be an added burden, which they
weren't. | liked thema |ot.

Ragna bl inked, translucent nictitating nmenbranes sliding

up to cover the eyeballs before the |ids cane down. He put his
hands up to adjust his blue headband, which was a |inguistic
translating interface. "The reference to outnoded nonetary
units is understood denotatively, but not colloquially. How
ever, | amgetting the gist of your nub. Yes, we are having a
contribution to be making, which is this..." He glanced at

Oni, who nodded consent. "W, being the nonhuman mnority

of this band of intrepid explorers—ote irony—are hardly in

a position to be saying anything yea or nay, since, by the sane
token, we have not been invited along, but nore or |ess have
crashed this party, if you are following ny rhetoric. Be that as
it my—-and by the life of me, it very well may-we say yes,

by gosh, let us by all means go to the fortress of this Prine
fellow and ask himto put his two cents into the bargain as
well!" He snmiled sheepishly. "If you get what | am neaning."
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"l get what you are neaning," | said. "Wo el se? Sean?
Li amP"

"I'"m hungry," Sean said. "Let's go and eat."

"He's always hungry," Liamsaid, "but count ne in, too."
"I"'mbored," Roland said. "Let's get noving."

"SanP" | said.

"Ch, | have a vote?"

"Sam you al ways have at least a kilocredit's worth to put
in," Susan said, "and you know it."

"Thank you, mam What | say is, |1'd be wary of this
Prime dude.”

| waited for nore, then: "That's it?"

"Yup. | guess you have change com ng, Suzie."

"Ch, come on, Sam" | said. "Spill it."

"Nothing to spill. I"'ma conputer, renenber? Gve ne

data to anal yze, nunbers to crunch, I'lIl give you a readout.

But don't ask ne to make anything out of recent events. It's
all too crazy for ne. Enerald cities, fairy castles, crazy
pl anets, sone guy who thinks he's God... Forget it, I'm
shutting down. Wake nme when it's over."

"Ch, come off it," |I said. "Every tinme you're put on the
spot you go into that 'I'mjust a conputer' routine."
"Seriously, | think this is a human-judgnent situation. It

calls for acting on a hunch, an intuition, a feeling in your
belly. Conputers don't have bellies to get feelings in, boys
and girls."

"Sam when are you going to adnmit to yourself that you're
human?"

"Son, | was human for seventy-two years. That was
enough. "

"But your M athusian Entelechy Matrix," John put in,

"makes your responses absolutely indistinguishable fromthose
of a human mnd fully possessed of every faculty. It's enough
to fool anybody. Sonetimes | half believe you're really a per-
son hidden away in this lorry sonewhere, speaking into a

m crophone and putting us all on."

"Well, you've found nme out, John. You're right, I"'ma
fraud. Thing is, I'"'monly one decineter tall. You'll never find
me. "

"You see? Conputers don't usually have a sense of hunor.
Jake's right. You are undeni ably human, Sam whether you
like it or not."

"Be that as it may," Samsaid. "Getting back to the issue at

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (12 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:28 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

16

John DeChanci e
PARADOX ALLEY
17

hand, though, | think you' ve nade your decision already."

"W haven't heard from everybody yet," Susan said.

"Who's that?" | asked
"You, Jake. What do you think?"

| sat back and exhal ed. "Well. Just on general principles

like Yuri said, we need some answers. | have a few ques-
tions to put to M. Prime nyself. And if | don't like the
answers, | mght just take a poke at him too. But | have other
reasons for wanting to visit Enerald City. More and his gang
are out here somewhere. W m ght be safer inside the city."

"Maybe Prine invited themto lunch, too," Roland said.

"When? Did | miss sonmething? O did they get here before
us? | thought More and his crew took off in the other direc-
tion." N

"Maybe Prime contacted themby radio... or telepathy or
sone such wonder."

"He didn't contact us that way."

"True," Roland admitted. "But he might still do that thing
—+nvite them™

"Ckay," | said, "I'"lIl buy that, but we'll have to inform
Prime that under no circunstances will we remai n under the
same roof with those birds."

"Il drink to that,"” Sean said. "Which remnds ne, |'ve a
god-awful thirst."

Qur beer reserves al so had been under strict rationing.

Susan said, "Do you really think they're still after us? |
mean, what do we have that they want? The Bl ack Cube?"

"I'd give themthat," | said. "Nobody seens to want the
damm thing."

"One good thing," Samsaid. "Od Corey WIkes won't be

giving us any trouble. He was behind it all, and now that he's
gone, | think More night have a hard tinme thinking up rea-
sons to give us grief."

"Except that he has a score to settle with ne," | said.

"Wel |, maybe. You'd think he'd ve had just about enough
by now. "

"Not our M. More," Liamsaid. "You don't know him
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Sam "

"I think | do," | said, "and | "' mworried."

I 1 ooked out the side port. The "sun" was declining toward

the horizon. It |ooked to be |ate afternoon, the sky having
turned a slightly deeper shade of blue-violet. The green of the
grass-carpeted hills was iridescent—a psychotic, delirious
green. The neat shrubbery was variously col ored—here pinks

and reds, there browns and oranges. This place had the feel of
a park, a playl and.

I turned and yelled, "Wnnie! Were are you?"

"Probably getting it on with George,"” Roland said. "Those
two are a pair."

W nni e came scurrying out of the aft-cabin, threading her
way through the thicket of human | egs and bodi es. George
fol |l owed her.

"Wnnie here, Jake!"
"Cmere, girl."

She junped up into ny lap. | rubbed the bony, fur-covered
knot between her floppy ears.

"What do you think, Wnnie?" | said.

W nni e thought, knitting her |ow brow. She put a |ot of
effort into it. Then she asked, "Wat think about?"

"Huh? Ch. About that man we" net. The one with the
pretty clothes. Did you |like hinP"

She shrugged. | wondered if the gesture were |earned or
i nnat e.
"Big man," Wnnie said. "Big."

"Big?" If anything. Prinme had been on the short side. "You
mean, inportant? Powerful ?"

"Yes, that. Big man. 'Portant." She groped for el aboration,
then said, sinply, "Real big man." Then, an afterthought:

"Many. "

"Many? You nean nmuch? Mich bi g?"
"Many," she said flatly.

"Many? More than one? He has friends?"

She considered it. "No. He many. Mbrethanone."

"l see." | looked to the group for coment. None. Turning

to George, who was no taller but alittle nmore bul ky about the
m dsection, | asked, "What's your opinion, George, old

bean?"

George gave ne a puzzled | ook
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"Do you think Prinme—that man—s big and nany?"

He nodded. "Many-nore-than-one." He continued noddi ng

18 John DeChanci e

enphatically for a noment, then stopped and pondered. "But
he one al so, too."

"Eh? He's one. Just one man?"

"But many... also. One... many."

"This is beginning to sound suspiciously theol ogi ca

again," John said. "One-in-many. Next they'll be expounding
on the doctrine of the Trinity."

"How did they tunble to all this?" Liam asked incredu-
| ously.

"These two know everything," Susan said. "I've al ways
had the feeling that Wnnie has known everything all along.”

"Can you explain, George?" | asked. "Explain. Say
nor e?"

George scratched his belly and cogitated. "Pinme. He..
not man."

"Ch. He's not? What is he?"

""Splain." He | ooked as if a headache were com ng on
"He..." The belly scratching grew nore vigorous. George
screwed up his face in frustration. "He... Pine... he..."

"Ckay, okay. Don't get upset. It's all right that you can't
say it."

"He all of theml" George blurted. "AIl. One. Many." He

st opped scratching. Sonething dawned on him a faint |ight at
the horizon of his understanding. H s gaze was drawn out the
port to the sky. "Me," he said. He stared for a nonment, then
|l owered his eyes to Wnnie. "Wnnie, too. She also. W." He
pointed to her, then brought his stubby index finger back to
rest on his chest. "Me. Us." He tapped the finger. "W many."
That said, he sighed, |ooking a bit sad. " 'Splain no nore."
There was a | ong sil ence.

Presently, | said, "Thanks, CGeorge, Wnnie."

W nni e gave me a hug and got down.

"Well, gang," | said, not particularly apropos of anything.
"Yes. Well," John said.

"What do you say we get noving?"

"Yeah," Susan said enmptily.

I turned forward, put nmy foot on the accel erator pedal, and
took hold of the control bars. "Start her up, Sam"

Sam di d. The engine thrummed to life.

I looked out across the valley at the green-glass fairy pal -

PARADOX ALLEY 19

ace, and finally thought of sonething to say. | suppose there
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was an inpish grin on nmy face when | tried to conme out with
"Well, gang, we're—

"If you say 'We're off to see the Wzard, Sam decl ar ed,
"Il come out of ny hidey-hole and bite you on the ass."

3

THE TRI P ACRCSS the valley floor was |eisurely and unevent-
ful. W passed other structures along the way, ones we hadn't
really noticed with the green fortress riveting our attention
We took time to puzzle over themnow. One | ooked like a

cross between an lonic tenple and a chenical factory. Another
was in the shape of a squashed silver sphere nelded to a blue
pyramd. A third, lying sonme distance off the road, was a
free-form aggregation of butterfly-wi ng shapes. There were
others | ess easy to describe. Needless to say, we didn't have a
clue as to what they were or what functions they served, if
any. | suspected that some of themweren't buildings, exactly.
Scul pture? Possibly. Machi nes? Maybe.

The Enerald City was different. There was a fanciful qual -

ity toit. Its lines were graceful and romantic, belying its bul k.

It inmparted a sense of solidity, though; it was big enough to
contain a city, and if it truly were a fortress, a castle, it |ooked
the part, high ramparts braced against the wind. It |ooked to

have been carved out of a single uniformblock of materi al

No seams, ho joints

It was a castle, but it was unlike anything you'd see in
hi story books. An alien hand had drawn the blueprints; | was
willing to bet on that.

Sam asked, "What was that about an entrance at the foot of
t he nount ai n?"

"That's what the man said."

But what was there was sinply the end of the the road. The
Skyway, that maze of interstellar road that stretched through-
out the galaxy, termnated at the base of the citadel in front of
a stand of short purplish trees. Road's end. W had cone a

| ong way.

21

22 John DeChanci e PARADOX ALLEY 23
| braked.

"Whoa!" Samyelled. "Wat's this?"

The juncture of road and hillside parted, the edge of the hil
rising like a hiked skirt, scrubby trees stitched to the hem It
st opped just high enough to admt the truck, form ng an arch
that reveal ed the mouth of a tunnel. The road continued

t hr ough.

"What do you think of that, San?" | asked.
"Nifty."

"Shall we drive on in?"
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"Sure. 1I'll put the headbeans on."

I | ooked at the underside of the tunnel nouth as we drove
through the aperture. It was all netal inside. No earth or
debris rained down on us, and | couldn't for the life of ne
figure out how this trick was being done, but | didn't have
much tine to study it.

The tunnel was smooth-walled, Iit by oval recessed fixtures
positioned at regular intervals directly overhead. OQtherwise it
was featurel ess and rem nded ne of the Roadbug garage

pl anet, where the Bugs had caught us then dragged us across
light-years to this place. The tunnel bore through the nountain
for about half a kiloneter before it debouched into a dimy lit,
expansi ve cavern

But here the simlarity to the Roadbug pl anet ended,

though the place did | ook |like a garage. The skel etal shapes of
huge cranes and gantries looned in the shadows. Strange ma-
chinery lay everywhere. There were scores of vehicles here,
too, sonme parked out in the middle of the floor and appearing
ready for use, others occupying numerous nai ntenance bays
recessed into me walls. The vehicles were of every shape and
descri ption.

"How nmuch to park here by the hour?" Samwanted to
know.

"Where's the attendant?" | asked. "But seriously, folks—
how the hell do we get up to the city from here?"

"El evator, | guess," Carl said.

"Yeah," | said. "Were? This place is big. See anything?"
We roaned through the place for a few m nutes

"What's that?" Rol and said, pointing.

"Wher e?"

"Looks like a ranp. See? Through that opening right there,

against the far wall. No, now you can't see it—behind that
big electrical coil-looking thing."
"Ch." | eased the rig forward and sawit. It was a sharply

inclined ranp barely w de enough to admit a small vehicle.
No go for the truck

"Looks like sone sort of way up," | said, "but we'll have
to hoof it."

"Looks like | stay here," Sam sai d.
"Sorry, Sam™

"Wll, 1'd be alittle obtrusive sitting at the table, anyway.
Enj oy your lunch."

I scrammed the engine. "Ckay. Here we go."

The cavern was cool, redol ent of garage snells—ot oi
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and grease, just the definite anbi ence of heavy machinery.

"Everybody have everything?" | asked when all the crew
had gotten out. "W mght not be back here for a while."

"Got all ny Nogon canping gear," Susan said while reach-
ing behind to adjust a strap on her backpack. "Don't know
what use it'll be, but what the hell."

"Good idea to bring anything we m ght possibly need," |
said. "There's no telling what's up there. Anybody el se?"

Everybody was content to make the trip up with what he
had.

I took out nmy key and spoke into it. "Okay, Sam Take care
and keep an eye out for trouble.”

"You, too. Good |uck."

We nade our way over the dark smooth floor, toward the

archway that led to the ranp, wal king past sone extrenely

bi zarre vehicles. They were conposed of various geonetrica
shapes shoved together at odd angles. Farther along there were
more vehi cles, these nmore conprehensible but very alien in
appear ance.

Liamwas first through the archway. He | ooked up and
stopped in his tracks. "Mdther of God," he said quietly.

We joined himat the bottomof a huge cylindrical shaft that

shot straight up through the mountain, its vanishing point |ost

i n darkness. Running straight up the nmiddle of the shaft with-
out visible support was a vertical ranp, a w de ribbon of sone
metal lic substance, its color a pale blue, its bottomend curling
outward like a length of tape. It touched the floor at a perfect
tangent to formthe ranp we'd seen fromthe truck

24
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We wal ked around it, keeping our distance. | wal ked
around it twice, then again. The dam thing wasn't even three
centinmeters thick.

"It's a laundry chute," Carl ventured.

"Yeah, for express laundry," | said.
Carl nodded. "Well, the way it really works is, you're sup-
posed to get this really good running start, see... like this."

He backstepped, then ran up the sharply curling end of the
ranp to a point where it becane nearly vertical. He pivoted
sharply and began to run back down—
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But he didn't. Couldn't.
His grin disappeared. "Hey!"

He began to glide up the ranp. He was still facing down,

hi s body perpendicular to the ranp and now horizontal to the
ground, held fast by sone nysterious attractive force. He

could nove his feet, though. He tried wal ki ng back down, but

the upward drift was too rapid. He started to run, clunsily, his
steps sl ow and heavy.

"Holy hell!" he yelled. "I can't—

We all stood there gawking. | couldn't think of a thing to

do to help him It was the strangest thing, watching himbeing
borne straight up on this inpossible vertical treadmIl. As his
ascent speed increased, he gave up running and turned slowy
until he was facing up the shaft.

"Hey!" he called over his shoulder. "I guess this is the way
up!" He laughed mirthlessly, the snooth walls of the shaft
carrying his echoing voice down to us. "Anyway, | sure as shit
hope so."

"Carl!" Lori screaned after him her eyes round with fear
and di sbelief. "Carl, be careful!"

"I think he's right, girl," Sean said. "That's the way up."

| stepped forward and tentatively put ny right boot on the

ranp, testing it. | felt no pull, no quasimagnetic attraction. |
inched ny foot forward. Someone grasped ny arm-Pari a,

stepping up onto the ranp with ne.

"Goi ng up?" she said, smling.
"I"'mwth you, kid."

We clinbed the steep incline. We hadn't taken nore than a
few steps when it began to happen. The world tilted. My
sense of up and down rotated about forty-five degrees. Sud-
denly the ribbon of metal was no | onger vertical but nerely

steep, and we rode upward as if on an escalator in a depart-

ment store. | could nmove ny feet, but it was like walking in
sticky mud. It was a little disorienting, but not unpleasantly
SO.

I turned until | faced down the ranp. Everybody was j ust

standi ng there.

"Hey," | called, "it's okay. Hop aboard."

They exchanged shrugs and reluctantly approached the

ranp.

I shuffled back around again. Carl, a good di stance ahead,
was wavi ng and shouting sonething I couldn't hear. | waved
back.

"Don't get too far ahead!" | yelled.

He cupped his hand to his ear, so | yelled | ouder. He heard,
nodded, and tried wal ki ng back down again. But he was stil
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gai ning speed. He finally gave up and threw out his arns in
despair.

We were accelerating, too. | |ooked at ny feet. It was hard
to tell whether we were sliding over the surface or being car-
ried along by sonme nysterious novenent of the surface itself,
as if it were a conveyor belt. The ranp was seam ess, feature-
| ess, and the shaft around us was dark. | finally decided that
we were sliding—and | was al npst sure that the soles of ny
boots weren't actually touching the ranp but riding a few
mllimeters above it.

It was a quick trip up. A disc of light grew at the top of the
tube, and we rushed toward it. Qur speed was hard to judge,

but we were noving right along, and the sensation was exhil a-
rating. The experience recapitulated nmy recent recurring
dreans, ny fantasies—pl ungi ng headl ong through a dark

tunnel toward a source of brilliant light. 1'd read something
somewher e about that inage—about it being a recapitulation
of the birth experience. | considered it. I"'mnot one to set

much store by arncthair psychol ogy, but there was an undeni -
able feel of truth to the notion.

We suddenly decel erated. My sense of orientation did a
double flip as the ranp leveled off, shot through an opening
into a | arge green chanber, and becane one with the floor
Daria and | slid to a gradual halt, took a few jogging steps,
and wal ked off the end of ranp onto a polished black floor.

"Where's Carl ?" Daria asked.

26 John DeChanci e

I | ooked around. W were in a large circular room Arched
openings were cut into the walls at regular intervals. Ranp
ends came out of them converging and term nating on the
circular black area where we stood

"Darned if | know," | said.
4

"WHERE' S CARL?" WAS the first thing John Sukuma- Tayl er
asked as he stepped off the nmmgic escal ator

"CGood question,"” | said. "He seens to've misplaced him
sel f."
John scowl ed and shook his head. "That damm fool. If he

gets us into nore troubl e—=

"I"'mnore worried that sonething mght have happened to
him™"

The scow dissol ving, John nodded dourly. "Ch, | suppose
you're right. Any idea where he night have gone?"

"No. | didn't want to go | ooking until you'd all come up
How far behind you were the others?"
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"Um .. when | |ooked back, Susan seemed to be having
the nost trouble getting on the thing. | don't know what pos-
sessed me to go first after you two, but | did. | think—eh,

here they are."

Qut of the oval opening in the green wall cane Lori, Yuri,
Zoya, Ragna, and Oni. Follow ng cl ose behind was Sean,
hand in hand with Wnnie and George. There was a noderate
del ay before Liam and Rol and came through, propping up
between them a slightly gray-faced Susan.

Susan stunbled off the strip, nobaned, and put a hand to
her stomach. "Oh, ny God."

"You okay, Suzie?" | said.

She heaved a sigh, then burped. "'Scuse me. Roller
coasters always made nme sick."

Rol and | aughed and sl apped her on the back. "Ch, cone
on, Susan. It wasn't that bad."

28 John DeChanci e

Susan winced and rolled her eyes. "I don't believe we went
straight up... straight up! It was the worst... ooh, | can't
stand it." She bel ched agai n.

"Carl is mssing," Daria told Sean, who had been gl anci ng
around t he chanber.

"We lost sight of himon the way up,"” | said, "and he
wasn't here when we arrived. | suggest we start |ooking."
"The boy's got the devil in "imfor sure," Sean said, "but
he woul dn't run off like this. Something must have hap-
pened. "

"What ever happened,” | said, "it was fast. We couldn't

have been nore than thirty seconds behind him"

"D you think Prime had something to do with it?" Liam
asked ne.

"Coul d be."

"Qdd thing," Sean said. "I thought Prime would be here to
greet us."

"And | am Welcone." The voice filled the doned

chamber.
"Hell0?" | said, whirling to find the source.
"Forgive ne," Prine's voice said, "I amafraid that certain

exi genci es have prevented ne fromgreeting you in person. |
will be joining you shortly, however, and until then |I've pro-
vi ded—

"Where's Carl ?" | shout ed.
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"I"'msorry?" A pause, then: "Ch, yes. It seens the young
man has gotten hinself lost. That is a very easy thing to ac-

complish in this place, I'"'mafraid. Please don't worry. He al so
will join you very soon. He's quite safe, | assure you."
"We're concerned,” | told him

"OfF course you are, and | don't blane you in the slightest.
You are in a strange place and have quite naturally assuned

that there is potential danger here. | fully appreciate your pru-
dent distrust of ne. | could very well be an eneny. And | al so
realize that you nust have grave reservations concerni ng any
assurances | mght give to the contrary. After all, you know
very little about me. Now, what | ultimately want you to un-
derstand is that your fears about ne are not justified. | bear
you no ill will and nean you no harm As time goes on, this

wi || become apparent. Having said this, however, | want to

warn you that your natural caution about this place is justified.
PARADOX ALLEY
29

There is indeed potential danger here, both inside this struc-
ture and on this planet, though the perils outside these walls
far outstrip those within. Let us deal with the proximte vari -
ety. There are in and about these roons and towers nunerous
artifacts, which, if used inproperly, may be a source of trou-
ble. Al so, the dangers of getting |lost here are quite real. This
structure has certain—shall we say-architectural peculiari-
ties, which, until they are understood and taken into account,
can cause accidents. In short, you would be wise to use dis-
cretion and be generally circunspect in your novenents unti

you get used to your surroundings. | hope | have nade nysel f
clear."

| said, "You nentioned sonething about dangers outside."

"Of those you will leamnore |ater. They would be diffi-
cult to describe without ny giving you an extensive briefing
on the situation here."

"Ckay, but | take it you aren't alone on this planet. There
are others. Correct?"
"You m ght say that."

I was suddenly annoyed. This guy had a knack for answer-
i ng questions with an unanbi guous naybe.

"Thanks for the info," | said. "You said sonething about
I unch. Al so sonething about straight answers to our ques-
tions."

There was an indulgent smle inplied in the voice. "I un-

derstand your inpatience. But perhaps you need tinme to think
about your questions first." A chuckle, then: "You are very
intelligent and resourceful creatures, of that | have no doubt.
Intelligent enough, perhaps, to realize that what you face here
is entirely strange and new to your experience. You will be
exposed to ideas and concepts which may be difficult for you

to grasp. Utimtely, the goal of conplete understanding

m ght |ie beyond your capabilities. | very much doubt that,

but that is one proposition which nmust be put to the test. In
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any case, the |earning experience itself should prove reward-
ing. This is why | contend that you need tine. Inpatience is
count erproductive at best. And here on this world-construct—
which | propose we call Mcrocosnps, for want of a better
name—t coul d conceivably prove |lethal."

I nodded. "Okay, fine. I"'msure | speak for all of us when
say we're eager to leam And you can bet we'll be careful
30 John DeChanci e

But frankly, the suspense is already killing ne. And |'m
hungry."

Prime gave a gentle |laugh. "No doubt. Just a nmonent."

We waited maybe a quarter mnute. Then, out of an arch-
way to our right, cane a gl ow ng green sphere floating about

two neters off the floor.
"VWhat you see is rather hard to explain technically," Prime

told us, "but its function is sinple. It will guide you to the

dining hall, where, if you are still anenable, we will have
lunch. Please followit there. I will join you shortly."

"I hate to keep pestering," | said, "but what about Carl?"
No reply.

"What about Carl ?" Lori shouted. "Answer us!"

The green sphere bobbed, then receded through the arch-
way and into a dark corridor running tangentially to the circu-
| ar chanber. There it paused, as if waiting for us.

"Lead on, MacDuff," John called to it as he started for-
ward. He halted and | ooked around at everybody. "Well?"

Susan was still nursing her mddle. "I can't think of food
right now, but naybe if | forced sonething down..."

"Right," Roland said, "then I'll take you for a ride on the
magi ¢ ranp again. We'll look for the one that goes down this
time."
"u p. n

W foll owed the green sphere.

Prime hadn't been kidding about the architectural oddity of
the place. Everything was goofy. Walls curved and canted
vertigi nously, floors sloped at odd angles. Wird perspectives
tricked us at every turn. Even so, the place had a bizarre
beauty to it. Rather stark, though. The walls were smooth and
unadorned. No pictures, carvings, or decorations. No tapes-
tries, weapons, or shields enblazoned with colorful heraldry.
Not a proper castle after all. The floor was everywhere bl ack
with a deep shine, looking like a dark mirror. Here and about,
t hough, stood odd thi nganabobs, no doubt the artifacts Prine
had warned us about. Sone | ooked |ike pieces of machinery,
others coul d have been scul pture, or for all we knew, alien hat
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racks.

"This place is a dam nuseum " Susan sai d.

"I was just about to say that," John told her.
PARADOX ALLEY 31

| said, "Yeah, it does have the feel of one."

An odd one, though. There didn't seemto be much organi -

zation to it. Some things were |ying about haphazardly; they
weren't necessarily on display. Nevertheless, | got the distinct
i mpression that this was a collection, a bunch of stuff that had
been obtained at various places and carted here for storage.

We soon canme to a high-ceilinged hall featuring a | arge
centrally positioned table of irregular shape. Uniformy con-
structed seating appliances—the termchairs would tend to
connote that one could easily sit in themwaere arranged

around the table, but what was on the table wasn't strange; it
was food, and it all |ooked good. There was a huge whol e

baked ham assorted roast fow, fish, various cuts of beef, one
or two of pork, and maybe one of veal. These entrees were

fl anked by vegetabl e di shes, casseroles, fruit arrangenents,
baskets of bread, tureens of soup, bow s of sal ad—and on and
on. There was other stuff | couldn't readily identify, but it

| ooked very familiar. Al in all, this was something nore than
lunch and slightly less than a state dinner for a visiting foreign
dignitary. The eating utensils |ooked alien but serviceable, as
did the gl assware.

We | ooked it over. Meanwhile our shining guide drifted
away, exiting through an arch and into darkness.

"Quite a spread,"” Susan coment ed.
"How re your insides?" | asked.
"Getting better.”

We all stood about gawking until Prinme entered the hal
through an archway to the left. Smling, he strode to the ap-
proxi mate head of the table and stood. "Wl conme. |'mglad
you cane. Pl ease be seated."

We chose places around the table. Along with the rest of

the gang, | regarded the "chair" on which | was to "seat"
mysel f. It was pink, shiny, and | ooked sonewhat |ike a for-
mati on of coral. The prospect of actually using the thing as a
seat involved the possibility of having an autoerotic experi-
ence—er a pai nful one, depending on how careful you were.

"I think you will find— Prime began, but a shout from
Lori interrupted him

She had tried silting but had i mediately sprung to her
feet. "It noved!" she told us.

32 John DeChanci e
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Prime chuckled. "The chairs will automatically reform
thensel ves to accomodate your bodies. Sinply sit down
and..."

G ngerly, | sat. The damm chair did that very thing, and it
did it alnost before nmy buttocks had touched down.

"There, you see?"

"Interesting," | said as the chair nade sonme further adjust-
ments, these very subtle and done much nore slowy. | sank
into the thing alittle and stopped. It was strange, but | was
confortable.

When everyone had settled in. Prine poured hinself a

gl ass of anber liquid froma carafe. "I think you'll find this
Wi ne very insouciant and a bit inmature, but conpatible with
al nost everything here.” He indicated a simlar decanter near
John, who was seated to his right. There were several around

the table. "Please serve yourselves. | nust apol ogize for the
| ack of servants—the only one | have is engaged at the no-
ment . "

| picked up a carafe and poured the glass to my right for
Susan, the left for Daria, and one for ne.

Prime raised his glass. "I propose a toast. To life."
"Hear, hear," Sean said.
| inhaled the bouquet. Wiile | was at it, | snelled the

wi ne, too. What | got was the sense of a |ate-sumer day ..

ripe fruit fallen in the orchard, warm breath of flowers, bright
sun declining over the garden gate, the arbor heavy with

grapes, fresh-cut hay fields, dream ng the afternoon away ..
like that. Odors familiar yet exotic, sonmehow. More than

odors; an anbi ence. An experience.

I drank the wine and drank in the experience. There was a
taste, too. It was fruit and fl owers and dew | aden sprigs of
wild mnt; it was a dash of crushed cinnanon, a tw st of

| enon, a drop of honey. It was many things.

Presently, Daria said, "lI've never... ever tasted anything
like this."
"I'mso glad you like it," Prine said, beaming. "It is very

good isn't it?"
"Anbrosia," John nurmured, staring into his gl ass.

"What is it called? Does it have a nane?" Zoya wanted to

know.
PARADOX ALLEY 33
Prime squinted one eye. "I think... well, a free translation

woul d be "Earth's sweet breath of summer.
"How appropriate. How | ovely."

"Where does it cone fron?" Yuri asked
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"The bei ngs who produced this wi ne were very nmuch |ike
yoursel ves, and were excellent wi ne nmakers. Possibly the best
the universe ever saw. As | said, they were very nuch |ike
you. In fact, they were your descendents, over two nillion
years renoved fromyour tine."

"Two mllion!" Susan gasped.

"Yes. They were still human—very hunan. And they stil
renenbered Earth, apparently. No doubt they visited that
nmost anci ent hone of humanki nd. "

"Where's Carl?" Lori broke in |oudly.

Prime | ooked at her, his expression tolerant. "He'll be here
any nonent. You shouldn't worry so nuch, my dear."

"Two mllion years in our future," John said. "Very diffi-
cult to believe. But you speak as if that tine were |ong past

to you."
"Yes it is," Prime said. "It was quite long ago. But tine, to
us ... to me, means very little."
"Who's 'us'?" | asked.
Prime drank, sat back. "I have been thinking of the appro-

priate word or phrase to use. Sonething handy—short, con-

ci se—whi ch woul d inpart the meaning wthout too nuch
distortion. In your |anguage there arc a nunber of words. But
I have chosen the Cul mi nation. That is what we are. \Wat |
am You may refer to us the Cul mnation."

I usually junp at the chance to ask obvi ous questions. "The
Cul m nation of what, exactly?"

Prime gave me a |l evel, sober look. "Life. Consciousness.
Process. Mnd. WII."

I quaffed the rest of nmy wine. "Stuff like that, huh?"

Prime |laughed silently, his grin broad. "Yes. Stuff I|ike
that." He | ooked around the table. "Please, do begin. W can
talk as we eat."

"Arc you God?" Lori said.

"What is God?" Prime answered.
"Huh?"

"Can you define the word?"

34 John DeChanci e PARADOX ALLEY 35
"Well, you know..."

"Precisely, now.

Lori chewed her lip, then said, "You know. The guy that
made everything."

" G.Jy?"
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"Person. The person who nmade the universe. Everything."
" Made?"

She got a little annoyed. "Created. The person who created
living things. That guy. The one you pray to." She rolled her
eyes. "You know. "

"Do you pray to God?"
Lori was suddenly unconfortable. "Sonetimes. Not a lot."

Prime smiled a little inpishly. "I"mteasing you. | knew
what you nmeant. And the fair answer to your question is pre-
cisely this: | don't know-yet."

"That's a funny answer," Lori conpl ai ned.

"Nevertheless, it's the only one | can give before |I explain

some things to you. And that will take time." He reached for a
smal | | oaf of bread and tore off a piece. "I suggest we eat
first."

"We're still alittle concerned— | began, then heard a

noise to ny right.

It was Carl, being led into the dining hall by a gl ow ng
sphere. Inpossible to tell whether it was the same one that had
ushered us around.

"Carl!" Lori got up and rushed to him "Are you okay?"
"Yeah. Where the hell were you guys?"
"Where the hell were you?" | asked him

"Jeez, after | got to the top, | waited and waited. Wen you
didn't show | took off and scouted around. Got |ost."

"W coul dn't have been nore than a m nute behind you."

"Yeah? It seenmed a |ot longer than that. | thought you guys
weren't coning up."

"But you saw Daria and me on the ranp. Didn't you?"

"Yeah, that's what | couldn't figure. | thought the ranp
st opped or sonething and you were stuck. And | couldn't
figure a way to get back into that shaft and | ook down."

"Well, you should've stayed put,” | told him
"Sorry. | didn't go very far at all. | mean, all | did was step
out of that round room And all of a sudden | was, like, lost. It

was really weird."

Carl did the chair routine. "This place is screwy," he de-
clared after he had settled in.

"Any explanation for Carl's confusion?" | asked Prine.

"Well..." Prime had taken up a long curved | adl e and was
di shing hinmself some of what | ooked |ike shrinp casserole.
"You may recall that | mentioned sone architectural anoma-
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lies associated with this edifice. You will find that within the
confines of this building, the properties of time and space are
somewhat different fromwhat you mght normally be accus-

tomed to. Now in nost areas the effects are slight, but here

and there the curvature increases, and things mght seema bit
strange until you have nmade certai n psychol ogi cal adj ust-

ments. The effects are the by-products of all the different tech-
nol ogi es in and about the place." He poured hinself nore

wi ne. "For exanple, that conveyance you used to cone up.

Time flows a trifle faster when you ride it—neaning that the
trip is actually longer than it seens. Not by much, mnd you.
suppose Carl may have grown a little inpatient. Anxious,
probably. Your arrival nmay have seenmed unduly del ayed. Am

I right, Carl?"

"Yeah, | guess | was pretty junpy."

"Well, there you are. And you nay have | ost your way by
entering an area where -the shortest distance between two
points is not necessarily a straight line, if you get ny nean-
ing."

"Not really."

"Suffice it to say that this building would be difficult to
negoti ate one's way through even wi thout the spatiotenpora
di stortions."

We had all started digging in. | helped nyself to a serving
dish piled with what | ooked |ike steak tartare.

"I hope this fare is acceptable,” Prinme said. "G ven enough
time, the kitchens here can produce sonme very good food in-
deed. Al of this was on rather short notice."

I remenbered sonething and | ooked over at Ragna and
Oni . "What about =

But the alien couple had found food they could eat.

"This is npbst excellent,"” Ragna said, snmiling through a
mout hful of rmush. "Quite like the food of which we are hav-
ing at honme. In fact, it is nmost exactly like that of sane.
Uncanny!"

36 John DeChanci e

And George and Wnnie were nunching green shoots with
pi nk, pul py heads, and were enjoying them

| asked, "How did your cooks manage to cone up with
native foods for these guys—er us, for that natter? Pretty
neat trick, short notice or not."

"I hope | won't spoil your appetites,’
ing you that everything on this table has been synthesi zed.

Prime said, "by tell-

"That's anmazing," Yuri said. "The stuffed cabbage tastes
quite authentic.”

"I"'mglad you like it."
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Conversation lulled as the feeding got serious. | wolfed

down steak, noodl es Romanoff, broccoli with cheese sauce,
chicken curry, artichokes in |enon sauce, two baked pot at oes,
a few spiced neatballs, a pile of mushroons in onions and
butter, and half a roast glazed chicken. That took care of the
mai n hunger pangs. There were other dishes which didn't | ook
famliar. | asked Prine about their origins.

"Gther tines and other places," he said. "For a little vari-

ety. Try them"”

| did. Mdst were excellent, sone were so-so. Al were
fairly exotic.

By then | was stuffed, and had to turn down the boysen-

berry torte and the | enon-cheese souffle. Well, | had a sm dge
of the souffl6. It was light and fluffy. Very good. Everything
had been superb. Good. Too goddamm good, and | couldn't

figure it out.

I couldn't figure out Prime either, which wasn't surprising.
He had told us alnost nothing yet, and | was inpatient. |'d
been wat ching him and he had dug in as heartily as any of us.
Hi s gusto didn't | ook fake. Maybe he was human

"Where'd your cooks get the recipes?" | asked.

"There is not nuch we don't know-even relatively trivial
things like food preparation techniques of antiquity. My
' cooks' "—he chuckl ed—all this was done by nachines. W
merely supplied the data."

"Your technol ogy nust be fantastic."

Prime | eaned back, wiped his lips delicately with a pink
napki n.

"W have no technol ogy," he said.

5

| REGARDED OUR host. If there were any revealing enptions to
be read in his face, they were encoded i n expressions
couldn't scan. | recalled what he'd said concerning his human-
ity. At times | could see that spark, that small part of him
glinting sonmewhere within those purple-flecked eyes. |

t hought | could, anyway, now and then. Mst of the time the
mask covered everything, presenting its blandly pleasant face
to us. | couldn't conceive of what was really behind it, the
essential part of what he was. Sonmething alien, surely; an

i mpenetrably mysterious presence. The shadow of sonet hing
vaguel y frightening |urked behind the one-way w ndow of his
personality.

"Huh?" | replied to his last statenent.

"l said, we don't have any technology. That is to say, the
Cul mi nati on possesses no original technology. Al that which
we have at our disposal has been bequeathed to us by the great
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scientific and technol ogy-creating cultures of the past." Wth a

sweep of an arm he went on-, "This edifice, for exanple. It's a
technol ogi cal wonder in itself—a self-maintaining, self-
defending fortress. It is at least a half-billion years ol d—=

"Hal f-fc(7/('on,” Yuri gasped, al nmost choking on his brandy.
He cleared his throat and said, "Surely you' re joking."

"Ch, | assure you |I'mnot. The dust of the race that built it
|ies conpressed in geological strata, along with everything

el se they ever built or acconplished. They are but a nenory

—a faint one at that. But this structure endures. This is not its
original site, of course. It was relocated several tines inits
long history, until it was finally brought here to Mcro-
cosnos. "

"For what purpose?" Scan asked. "Wat is M crocosnps?"
37
38 John DeChanci e

"An artificial world. Its original purpose was manyfol d.
suppose a handy way to think of it would be—=

"WAit a minute," | broke in. "Are you saying that M cro-
cosnmos isn't yours either? The Cul m nati on—wshat ever t hat
is—didn't build it?"

"No. Mcrocosnos itself is arelic of atinme |ong past.”

Prime refilled his w neglass as he continued: "As | was say-

ing, it would be easy to think of it as, say, the site of a | ong
defunct institution of higher |earning—an anmal gam of univer-
sity, library, museum research center, and so forth. This con-
veys at |east part of its original function. The rest is not easy
to grasp, since a distinct element of recreation went into the
original conception behind it. Also, it served sonme sort of
religious purpose, strangely enough. Wat that was woul d be

hard to put into terns | could easily convey to you. You are
free to research the history of this place, if you w sh, though
must say | wouldn't place a high priority on it in terns of what
you shoul d be doi ng here—=

"Exactly what—excuse ne for interrupting again," | said,
"but... uh-—=

"Quite all right," Prine said. "Please go on."

I had avail ed nyself of the sane bottle of brandy that Yuri

had found anong the hal f-dozen containers of spirits on the
table. It was a quality product, and although | couldn't iden-
tify it, it wasn't especially exotic. Just good booze. | took a
slurp fromny snifter and said, "Exactly what are we sup-

posed to be doing here? W've haul ed fromone end of the

gal axy to the other, left Terran Maze far behind, and cone to
road's end. Wat next?"

"Ah. "

Prime settled back in his chair, w neglass in hand, el bow
bal anced | anguidly on the arnrest. He crossed his |egs, and
the act struck me as so humanly natural that it allayed mny
fears just alittle.
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"Doubtless this isn't the first time the question has oc-
curred to you. In fact, you' ve probably been dying to ask it.

And | will answer it, in time. This is but one of nmany opportu-
nities we will have to sit together and talk. W have a great
deal to talk about, believe nme, and we won't cover it all in one

session. Wat | want to do today is to sketch broad outlines
for you. Provide a sweeping perspective. But | also want to

PARADOX ALLEY 39

gi ve you sone kind of prelimnary answer to that overriding

question. You are here because we want you to participate in

an undertaki ng which very possibly nay be the greatest, npst

nmoment ous, nost significant ever attenpted... quite literally
in the history of the universe."

| said, "Yeah, but do you give green stamps?"”

The overwhel ming silence of the place hit nme then.
cocked nmy ears. Nothing stirring. This place was dead, dead
and ol d.

Prime | aughed. "That was a marvel ously witty and very
irreverent comment. | quite enjoyed it."

"Jake, really," Susan adnoni shed in a whisper.

"No, | did," Prinme said, apparently having overheard.
"And you might be surprised to know that | understood the
reference.”

| said, "You did? Explain it to ne, then. Sam uses the

expression all the tinme. | never understood it. In fact, Sam
told me he didn't quite get it either. Picked it up fromhis
dad. "

"Samis... your father?"

"Was. The on-board conputer that runs ny truck is pro-
grammed with some of his personality elenents. | call him
Sam too."

"I see." Prime brought two fingers up to caress his cheek,
and nused, "That nmight be a possible problem..."

"What m ght be?" | asked after a brief interval during
whi ch Prime had given the matter sone thought.

"l beg your pardon? Ch, nothing. Artificial Intelligences
are beings, you know. Dependi ng, of course, on how ad-
vanced they are. There is a certain threshold of self aware-
ness. ..." He trailed off again, then cane back. "Excuse ne.
W seemto have gotten sidetracked."

"l suppose," Liamsaid, "the next obvious thing is to in-
quire as to the nature of this undertaking."

"That's what will take tine to explain,” Prime said. "I can
only say that the concept, once you understand it, will thril
you—per haps frighten you—to an extent to which you have

never been thrilled or frightened before." He | ooked around.
"Yes. If and when you cone to understand what it is, you very
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well may want no part of it."
"WIIl we have a choice?" | asked.
40 John DeChanci e

"Yes. Mdst assuredly."

"And if we choose not to participate, will we be free to
| eave?"

"Absolutely. You arc free to go at this nonent, if that is
what you wi sh."

"Fine," | said. "But we have a problem Where the hell arc
we? And how do we get back to where we bel ong?"

"You will be guided back to your point and tine of ori-

gi n—

A |l ook of shocked, fragile elation sprang to everybody's
face.

Prime | ooked around and | aughed. "I see that nmeets with

your approval ."

Susan gazed at himin unbelieving wonder, her nouth

hangi ng open. She swall owed and said, "You'd take us back?

Al the way back? | mean to where we |ive? Where we be-

long? W're lost, conpletely and totally, and if you mean only
t hat =

"I thought as nmuch. Yes, back to wherever you want to go.
That is no particular problem™

| thought Susan would faint. |Instead she began sobbing
quietly. | put my arm around her.

"I's she upset?" Prine asked.
"It's a long story," | said.

"l understand. What | was going to add was, as to the

| ocation of this place—this world-construct—+ can only say
that describing exactly where we are woul d be probl ematica
with regard to finding some conventional frame of reference.”

"When are we?" Yuri asked.

"Well, at this point, we are outside of tinme altogether. W
are noving, though, with respect to the frane of reference of
the universe at large."

"What is our velocity?"

"I"'mafraid the notion of velocity here doesn't really
apply."

"But, as you said, if we're noving with respect to the
frame of reference of the universe—

"I"'msorry. That phrase was an oversinplification."

"Are we noving faster than |ight?"
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Prime frowned, then gave a short ironic laugh. "I don't
seemto be nuch help. Do |? Forgive me. There seens to be a

PARADOX ALLEY 41

problemin expressing in concise terns sone of things | want
to relate. | do have things to do here and about, and | nust

| eave you before long, so it's not really a problemin comrmu-
ni cation, but one of tine. You will cone to understand it
eventual ly, | think, but we'd best delay any invol ved expl ana-
tions for now. Let us nmerely say that this world is outside of
space, outside of time, but is on a journey of some duration
nevert hel ess. "

"Anot her aspect of the time elenment interests me," Scan
said. "Nanely the perspective fromwhich you' re speaking.
Your point of origin is obviously some tinme in our future.

Correct?"

"Yes."

"Qur remote future, | take it."

"Very renote. Some ten billion years."

I took a long swig of ny brandy, then slowy reached for
the bottle.

"You all | ook stunned," Prine said.

"I wouldn't say it's inpossible,” Yuri said quietly. "But I
must say | can't believe it."

Rol and, who had been listening inpassively all the while,
shook his head. "You sinply don't |ook, act, or speak |ike
a... like a man fromten billion years in the future. In fact,
the very notion of the existence of human bei ngs at that
poi nt —

"But I'mnot human," Prince said, "except in very snall

part. | will repeat, though, what | said to you earlier. It is a
very active and vibrant part of what | am Now Here. Wen

am speaking with you. Gtherwise, | would not be able to

comuni cate with you at all."

I finished off another two or three fingers of brandy and set
the snifter down. "Wich brings us to another question. Just
what are you? What is the Cul mi nation?"

Prime drained his glass and sat forward. "Again we run

into the problemof trying to do too nmuch at one sitting—and
again | will try to convey sone general ideas. Let's begin by
stating what the Culmnation isn't. W are not a race, but are
conposed of many races. W are not a culture, but are beyond
culture. W exist outside the stream of universal events—we
stand, so to speak, on the shores of the river of tine, |ooking
out across the waters. Yet in another sense, we are at the
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mouth of that river as it spills into the sea of eternity. Wat we
are is this: we are that toward which the consci ousness of the
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uni ver se has been tending."

The rock-wal l ed silence fell again, but this time | thought I
could hear faint stirrings beyond the dark archways. My imag-
i nation, probably. But | believe in ghosts Mondays, Wdnes-
days, and Fridays, and | had no idea what day of the week it

was.

"Forgive the nmetaphors,” Prime went on, "but they are

sonetinmes useful. Wiat we are speaking of here is the evolution
and final culmnation of consciousness in the universe. Think
of each sapient race in the universe as a tributary to that great
river of awareness, feeding into it, flowing on toward sone

di stant ocean-of fulfillnent. To pose the ultimte questions..
then, if possible, to answer them W seek the ultimate Iimt
of know edge. W seek the consunmati on of being."

Prime rose and swept his eyes around the table.

"What you see before you—this body, nyself—s but an

instrument by which it will be possible for you to comuni -
cate with the Culmnation. You have been in contact with the
Cul mi nati on since our first neeting, some few hours ago. W
will talk again, but now | nust |eave you. You will be con-
ducted to your quarters.” The warnth of his smle was al nost
withering. "I have enjoyed our |uncheon together. Forgive ny
bei ng abrupt, but | have pressing matters to attend to. | hope
you will be confortable during your stay here, however | ong

you choose to nake it."

"l thought you said we could go now if we wanted to?"
rem nded him "Anytine, you said.”

"And so you may. Do you wish to | eave now?"

I glanced around the table and got |ooks of varying degrees
of befuddl enent. "I think we have to take a meeting on that,"
| said to Prine. "Can we get back to you?"

"I"'mafraid I will be occupied for sone tinme," Prinme told

me. "l had hoped you would at | east stay the night. However,

I can return in a few hours to hear your decision, if that is
what you wi sh. You nay renmain here, or if you like, you may
retire to your quarters to rest. It is up to you."

"Uh... urn."” Nobody seenmed to want to take the |ead.
"Look, can we sit here for alittle longer, then go to our

quarters?"
PARADOX ALLEY 43
"Certainly. I will send the guide to conduct you in, say,

hal f an hour ?"

"Unh, make it twenty mnutes. Then how will we get in
touch with you?"

"I will contact you again as soon as | can," Prine said.
"You can then apprise ne of your decision. If you choose, you
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may then | eave."

"Wl |, that sounds okay. How |l ong do you think you'll be?
If you don't mind ny asking."

"Certainly not. | don't think I will be occupied nore than
three hours."

"Ch. Fine with us, | guess."

"Very good. Again, | want say that | have enjoyed our
| uncheon. Your conpany has given ne great pleasure.”

"Well... thank you. | think I can speak for all of us—t's
been... interesting. To say the very least."

"Thank you. A very good afternoon to you."

We all got up as he turned and strode away fromthe table.

He passed through an archway and entered one of a nunber of
corridors branching away fromthe dining hall. Nobody said a
word. He receded fromus, striding purposefully, gracefully,
soft-sol ed boots paddi ng over the polished onyx floor, green
cape billowing in his wake. Wthout |ooking back, he turned a
comer and went out of sight.

W sat.

"Anybody know what that joker was talking about?" Carl
asked.

John cocked a sardonic eyebrow at him then turned his
head to ne. "W have a decision to reach, Jake."

| poured nyself nore brandy. These weighty matters cal
for inspired thinking. "I"'mfor getting the hell out of here,
i ke, mucho fasto."

"I wish he could have stayed to answer nore of our ques-
tions. So many of themstill hanging." John shook his head
slowy. "Absolutely astounding. Incredible."

"If he's telling the truth," | said

"Well, | suppose he could be leading us on. |I'mincapable
of i magining why, though."

"Maybe he's got plans for us. The last survivor of a dead
race. Al one, desperate. O maybe he's just crazy. W don't
know. "

44
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John gl anced around the dining hall. "Wat about all this?
And what we saw outside and in the basenent?"
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"Maybe the story about Mcrocosmps is true. It's a nu-
seum a junkyard, a disneyworld, whatever. And he's the
robot caretaker."

Yori asked, "You think he's a nmachi ne?"

"Sure," | said, "or an android, sonething like that. He
admtted as nmuch hinself."

Zoya said, "He's not human. |I'mvery sure of that."
"He sure puts on a good show," | said.
"Yes, he does."

Dari a asked, "Wat about his saying that he was part
hurman?"

"Don't know quite what to nake of that," John said.

"What coul d he possibly nean?”

"What do you nmeke of this Cul mnation business?" Yuri
said. "Any idea, Jake?"

"Nope. Sounded like a lot of bullshit to me. Actually, it
sounded a little Iike what your Tel eol ogi cal Pantheismis al
about." | took a sip and added, "No of fense."

"Yeah, bullshit,” Carl seconded.
The Teelies | ooked at each other

"Remind me to kill you later, Jake," Susan scow ed. "But
he's right, John. It does strike very close to hone."

"Don't think I didn't notice,"” John said. "He sounded |ike
a Teelie hinself."

"I think he's telling the truth," Roland said. "And | think
we should stay."

"Ckay, that's one vote," | said. "Anybody el se want to
exercise his franchise. O hers?"

"Well," Yuri said. "We..." He | ooked at Zoya, who re-

turned a cool stare. "I think at least that it's nmy duty to stay.
The opportunities for learning here... | can't begin to guess
what secrets this place holds. The issue is clear. | nust stay."
After a short silence, Zoya said, "l... think we should stay

for a while at least. |I..." She ran a hand through the tangles

of her chestnut-brown hair, then heaved a sigh and rubbed her
forehead, closing her eyes. "I just have a bad feeling about
him" She | owered her head. "lI'mso very tired."

"You should be," | said, "after running around the uni-

verse, lost for two years."
"I think we are all very weary," Yuri said.
"I"'msleepy as hell," Carl said. "I ate too nmuch."

| realized that | was feeling pretty logy, too, what with the

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (36 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:28 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

brandy and all. | set down ny glass, resolved to drink no
nmore. For now at | east.

"Any other votes?" | asked. "Lori?"

"I think we should stay and find out if Prine needs us.
think we should help him"

"Why should we hel p hin?" John asked.

Lori thought about it, then said, "I don't know if he's CGod
or not. But he did build the Skyway."

"Renmenber what he said," Yuri rem nded, "about the Cul -
m nati on not possessing any technol ogy."

John rubbed his chin. "Yes, he did say that, didn't he?
Strange. "

"Actually, he said that they didn't originate any," | put in.
"Doesn't nean they don't use existing technol ogy."

Yuri shook his head skeptically. "I don't know. Difficult to
i magi ne all that mracul ous Skyway technol ogy just |ying
about, waiting to be used."

"Maybe the Culm nation nerely developed it, adapted it
for the purpose," Rol and specul at ed.

"Wl |, that makes them consumrate engi neers, at |east."

I yawned. Recovering, | said, "I guess we really don't
know yet who built the Skyway."

"If the Culmination didn't do it, who did?" Daria asked.
"l suppose we have to stick around to find out."

"Then we should stick around,” she said firnmy.

| turned to Carl. "What about it, kid?"

"I say let's get the hell out of here. | want to go home."
John said, "Well, '"honme' is a separate problemfor you."

Carl cocked his head toward the hal |l way down which
Prime had nade his exit. "He kidnapped ne, he can take ne
back."

"You're still convinced Prine's responsible?"
"l sure am"”
"Ckay, that's one no vote so far. Any others? Ragna?"

"1 am thinki ng—and so also is Oni +that we shoul d be

stayi ng perhaps for the night, at |east. Perhaps sone further
questions can be put to our host that he m ght be answering.
Maybe?"
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"Maybe. Anybody el se? How ' bout you, Susan?"

"I"'mintrigued, to say the least. | want to go home, but..."
"Should we stay the night, do you think?"

She nodded. "At |east.”

"John?"

John brooded for a long nonent. Then: "I would... |

woul d not think very highly of nyself if | wal ked anway from

the chance to di scover the answer to sone very basic ques-
tions. If Prine is a man... or a being fromten billion years in
the future, he could tell us things... Lord, what things he
could tell us!" He | ooked around the table. "It seems as if ny
no vote would be in a distinct mnority, wouldn't it? There-
fore, | say we stay. | don't think we're in any danger."

"l wonder what becane of our friend M. Mwore and his
| ads," Sean sai d.

"No one thought to ask," | said.
"Maybe Prinme doesn't know they're here," Liam said.

"He nmust. But he doesn't have to worry about them W
do. They could show up here. Anyone forget to bring his
weapon?"

Shaki ng heads around the table. Everybody was arned ex-
cept Lori, and that was because we were short a gun for her

"Well, we'll take turns on watch. We shoul d be okay. What
about you guys—Scan? Lian? Think we should stay?"

"Ah, it was high adventure we were wanting," Scan said,

grinning. "I think we've got it."

"That we have," Liam seconded

"Jake," Sean asked, "are you really voting no?"
"If 1 had any sense, | would. But..."

In my mind, the long string of events that had led to all of
this played back like a recording on fast-forward. The uni -
verse and everything in it had conspired to get ne here, it
seened. The Paradox Machine was still frantically spinning
its wheels. I knew+ had known all along—that | would

have to keep wrenching | evers and pulling toggles until the
damm thing either stopped or did what it was supposed to do,
what ever that was. There was no avoiding it.

"l say we stay and get some answers." | | ooked at Ceorge
and Wnnie. "Those two | ook |like they're at hone here."

"Home!" W nni e said.
"Honme!" Ceorge said

PARADOX ALLEY 47
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"Home," | said, nodding.

"Here's the butler,” Carl said, |ooking behind mne.

The sphere was back, ghosting toward the table. It stopped

a few neters away. Any tinme you' re ready.

"Well," Liamsaid, "I could use a |ie-down."

"So could I," | said, and yawned again. It had been a | ong
trip here. A very, very long trip. Sone ten or twelve billion
light-years. "But," | went on, "sonebody has to take first
watch. | will."

We | eft the dining hall

(T WS

6

THE DREAMS CAME t hat night.

Qur roons seened to be a full kilometer fromthe dining

hal |, or maybe our "butler" didn't use any of those spatiotem
poral shortcuts Prinme had tal ked about. It turned out that the
di stance wasn't quite that nuch; it seened |ike a | ong way,
though, what with all the twisting and turning. W saw not h-
ing new en route, just nore giznos and gadgets |ying about.

The roons were sonething. There were six of themsix

mai n ones, anyway. They were spacious, with al coves and

wal k-in cl osets adjoining each. The maj or spaces communi -
cated by neans of w de L-shaped passageways. There were no
doors except those to the six bathroons. The fixtures in these
were strange but usable. What was renarkabl e was how t he

pl ace was furni shed.

"Look at this bed!" Susan squeal ed.

It was circular and big enough to park the rig on. Munds
of fancy cushions covered it. Overhead hung a tent-like can-
opy, and a translucent fabric screen ran around it.

"You could have an orgy in here," Susan said. "Wat do

you say, gang?"
"You go first," Daria told her.

There were ot her beds, nobst not as |arge, but big enough,
three to each room along with snaller daybeds, couches, re-
cliners, and other things you could rack out in. Mre than
enough for everybody. There were tables, chairs, settees, ot-
tomans, and ot her pieces, everything executed with exquisite
craftsmanshi p. The place was |avish. There were imginative

| anps, painted screens, inlaid tables, tapestries, intricately
woven rugs, and shelves of objets d' art. Nothing in any of the
roons was done in a recogni zable style. Sone things were
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faintly oriental, others functionally nodem A few | ooked
positively antique. Al were tasteful and seened to conpl e-
ment one another. The shiny black floor and the |lucent green
gl ass wall s nmade the place absolutely striking. A showcase.

"Nice," Lori said after touring the suite.

"I wonder if all this was here," Liamsaid, "or Prinme had

his lads bring it up fromthe cellar."

"Had it manufactured special," Scan ventured. Then he

yawned, scratching his unruly red beard. "Mther of God!

could sleep for a week. After all that tinme in the truck..." He
| onered hinself onto a purple velvet chaise | ongue and

pl unped a pillow He sighed and smled, then keel ed over

He was right. Those beds | ooked inviting. Too inviting,
maybe. But what el se was there to do? W had sonme tinme to
kill.

"Ckay, children,” | said. "Nap time. I'Il stay up, then
Carl ? How about you taking second watch?"

"Yeah," he said through a yawn. "Sure."

| caught it, and yawned, too. "Jeez, everybody stop doing
that. 1'll never stay up."

Ten minutes later, after everyone had had a chance to go to
the head, they were all conked out and | was |left stal king the

suite like a ghost. | considered the possibility that the food had
been drugged. But | had probably eaten nore than anyone,

and though | was tired as hell, | wasn't on the verge of passing
out. | felt capable of staying up as long as | needed to. As |ong

as | didn't |lie down.

There wasn't nmuch to do. Hanging in one of the roons was

a | andscape painting, done with watery colors in an inpres-
sionistic style. | spent a few mnutes examining it. It had been
done on a hard oval board with no frame. The scene was of a

pl easant, sem -arid planet, stunted trees fringing on a |ow hill
to the right, jagged rocks up on a high ridge on the other side,
a rock-strewn dry streanbed meandering through the m ddle.

A heavily cratered hal f-noon, far bigger than nost |1'd seen,

| ooked over the hill in a hazy, dark-pink sky. | speculated as to
where and when this planet existed or had exi sted. |nhabi-
tants? No signs.

I don't know at what point | realized that this wasn't a
painting. The nore | |ooked at it, the nore real it becane.
Edges got gradually sharper, detail came into focus. This was

a phot ograph of sonme kind. Perhaps. Sonething different,
maybe.

The scene renm nded ne of a place |I knew, certain areas of

a planet called Gsiris, | forget the catal ogue nunber. The
moon was a little too big, though. But Gsiris has a pink sky. |
renenber eating lunch one day on Gsiris. I'd pulled off the

Skyway and had opened the hatches, letting in warm dry air.
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Pl easant snells, quiet. 1'd come by way of an ice world, and

the sudden shift in climate was soothing. |'ve always |iked

that aspect of the road. Radical contrasts, abrupt changes.

Yes, the place did ook a lot |like Gsiris. Those rocks shoul d be
alittle nore on the beige side, though. Yeah, like that. And
the trees were a little different. Make thema little taller and
color the foliage russet—there we go. Cone to think of it,
Csiris's noon is pretty big at that, but snoother. Not as many
craters—nmke it look nore |like a baked potato with acne

scars, that's it. And—

| junmped when | realized what was happeni ng. There was
the surface of Osiris—beige rocks, russet trees, potato noon
I had changed the painting.

I wal ked away. Or the painting had been reading nmy mnd.
Yuck. | don't like things that hang on walls and read ny
mnd. Don't like it at all. Call ne stodgy and conventi onal

I neandered on. There were other things to | ook at, other
pictures on the wall, but | was spooked a little. | did stop to
exam ne sonme pottery. The stuff could have cone from any-
where. From Earth even. It had a vaguely Anerican |ndian
feel toit—but I'mno expert, and really couldn't tell for sure.

The gang had all zonked out in one of the big roons.

George and Wnnie were rolled up into a ball; Carl and Lori
too. Susan and Daria had stretched out side by side on the
circus-tent bed, with | ong, skinny John prone and perpendi cu-
lar to them the three of themformng the Geek letter pi

Rol and had curled up on a divan. Yuri and Zoya occupi ed
separate day beds. Those two were not a pair. | wondered how
long they'd been married. Must've been sheer hell. But then,
their long, desperate journey must have put a considerable
strain on things. Even so, | half regretted having picked them
up. Sonetinmes their bickering got to mne.

I checked themall, |ooking for signs of drugged sleep, and
didn't suspect anything. | found out how to douse sone of the
52 John DeChanci e

| anps. Each was different, none seemed to work by electric-

ity. I left one glowi ng—+t was a goose-necked thing with a

bri ght painted-paper shade—and wal ked out of the room

nearly tripping over Liams |leg sticking out over the edge of a
| ow couch.

There wasn't much el se to do. There wasn't any reading
matter about, or none that | recognized as such. | hadn't
thought to bring a deck of cards.

Somehow | found nyself in a room| hadn't seen before,
and this one had a terrace and a view.

And what a vi ew.

Here was M crocosnpbs at sunset spread out nagnificently
to world-rim kilometer after kilometer of it in swatches of
varying color and texture. The sky was blue ink to the "east,"
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an expl osion of orange and fleshy red in the "west," sun-disk
just now slipping below the infinite horizon, noving very
quickly. | watched as night fell faster than it could on any
other world. It was like a door slamming shut. The sun slid
under the flat plane of the world, and bang, it was night. The
stars canme on |ike beacons, wheeling in their crystal spheres.
The land was dark. No. Here and there a stray light. Inhabi-
tants? Autonmated lighting? No telling. | watched the heavens
turn for a while, thinking.

I yawned. This was going to be rough. | really needed to
estretch out and get eight hours.

A night chill began to seep into ny joints, and | wal ked
back inside, noticing a slight but abrupt tenperature shift as
did so. The roomwas still warm Mist be some sort of barrier

to keep out the cold. There was no apparent way to seal the
room from t he out si de.

Ten nminutes later | realized that | was lost, and | couldn't
figure out for the Iife of me how that had happened. | couldn't
find our suite. |I ran through a series of sparsely and oddly

furni shed roons, then cane to an area occupied by nore arti -
facts. | called out. No answer. | hadn't gone up or down

stairs, | still had to be on the sane floor. |I ran around, and all
I did was get nore disoriented.

| found a roomwith a lone bed init. It was little npore than

a spongy mattress raised a few centimeters off the floor. | sat
on it and crossed nmy legs. How had | gotten so |lost so

qui ckly? Well, Prime had warned us. What was | going to do?
PARADOX ALLEY 53

Prime had said he would call on us in three hours. How
much tine had passed? He'd be around sooner or |ater
Maybe.

I was a little worried. But there was nothing to be done.

W were at Prinme's nercy, if he wished us ill. Renote possi-
bility that Mbore and his men were about. But they'd probably
be as lost as | was if they were stunbling around the castle. If
they were here. Prine had them quartered somewhere. They'd
probably stay put.

No. There was nothing to do but Iie down. The room was

bare and dark, stray light |eaking fromthe hallway. Silence
An alien, whispering silence. | could hear nmy heart beat, fee
bl ood poundi ng t hrough ne. A sense of being uni magi nably

far away from hone overcane ne. How | ong had | been

away? A few nonths, actually. It felt |ike eons.

God, | was tired. Yes, we've established that. Go to sleep
The dreammy began. .
It was like this:

There were dark suns and burnt-out suns, suns that had
col | apsed, exhausted, after eons of fierce life. The universe
was old, dying. It was cold between the cinders and cold
between the still-burning stars. The warm dust cl ouds that had
once given birth to new suns had | ong ago spawned the | ast of
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their progeny. The gal axies were far apart now, still flying
outward fromthe ancient burst of energy that had sent them
on their way. Still gradually slowing down fromthat initia
i npetus, they would never conpletely stop. Tinme would

never really have a stop. Tine would go on until it sinply
didn't matter any |onger

The uni verse wheezed and sighed. It was growing old. The
heat - death was upon it, and there was no hope.

On a planet of a sun that had shriveled to a cold white

pi npoint in the sky—a planet that was a construct conposed

of the reprocessed material of nmpst of what had been its sol ar
systema neeting took place. The date had been set four
thousand years in advance. The neeting comenced on ti ne.

It was contended that sonething should be done to give a
rounded graceful finish to the grand story, the Universa
Drama. Surely it was not in accord with esthetic principles to
let the tale sinply peter out. There was a need for a proper
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endi ng. What had all the struggle been for? To what purpose?
Why had a thousand billion races evol ved, devel oped, ma-
tured, withered, and died. For what end?

There was this reply: Wiy can it not end as it surely will—
by itself, when there is no nore to tell, at its proper tinme?

The rejoinder: There is no nore to tell, yet it has not

ended. The universe is exhausted, and hobbles on its usel ess
way to oblivion. There is no race living that lacks the will to
continue the quest. It is commonly accepted that everything
that can be done, and is worth doi ng, has been done, that
everyt hi ng knowabl e and worth knowi ng is already known.

Cane this riposte: But those deeds and truths are ends in
thensel ves. You spoke of the achievenents of nmany races ..

One day those achievenents will be dust. The very parti-
cles of which that dust is conposed will decay, fly apart into
random noi se. .

And so? There will be no one about to nourn...

It need not be so. There exists a possibility that something
new may be achi eved, sonething totally revolutionary. There

is the potential that this thing will survive even the death of
t he physical universe...

Can this be?
Yes. It is possible.

We will take your word for it. Granted that it is a possibil-
ity, there is no need for it. Again, we w sh to speak of the
attai nnents of past epochs. Look

Towers of transparent netal so high that spacecraft docked
at their tops, once, billions of years ago... the Crysta
Tower s of Zydokzind still stand..
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So, too, stand the Works of the race with the nanme that

means Shi ni ng Consequence. None know what these Works

are or what they nean, but they popul ate a vast black plain
and are as various as they are beautiful. Sonme are structures,
sonme are nechani sns, sone are the remmants of acts or

events. Mst are indescribable. The Wrks nmust be seen and
felt and experienced. Many have traveled to the planet of the
Shi ni ng Consequence to do these things..

I medi ately after the first singing of the Geat d ad Song
of the race of the Dream ng Sea of N nn, the song was re-
peated, note-for-note, by the poet's nearest nei ghbor, who
thought it the nost beautiful thing ever heard. The song was
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taken up by another, and was passed along fromindividual to

i ndi vi dual around the planet. The Great 3 ad Song was sung
continuously for thirteen mllion years, each generation |earn-
ing it, passing it on, never allowing a |l apse in the chain of
perpetual repetition. The | ast survivor of the race died singing
it. Hear it now. ..

In a globular cluster of a galaxy called Wafer there exists a
religi on which undergoes constant theol ogical transformation

The pant heon of gods constantly shifts; old deities are deposed
and new ones installed on an al nost daily basis. The body of
canoni cal dogma is vast and conplex. The rituals and cere-

moni es which this religion prescribes are beautiful and com
pelling. There are only fourteen |living adherents to this
religion. Their faith is adamanti ne. There never have been

more than thirty-six practitioners living at any one tinme in this
sect's 400, 000-year history..

There was once a race that spent nobst of its resources in
devising a neans by which a star may be noved. This they

| earned how to do, and did. They rearranged sone of the
constell ations seen fromtheir hone planet. How this was done
i s unknown. The notive was not religious or superstitious in
nature, but derived chiefly fromesthetic concerns ..

Enough.
There is nore.

We understand. But there nust be further growth and de-
vel opnent .

Granted that this is necessary, what exactly do you pro-
pose?

We propose the creation of a new kind of conscious entity.

There already exists the physical instrunentality needed in
order to bring it into being. W need but the willing participa-
tion of enough individual s.

What will be the nature of this proposed entity?
We cannot know that until it is brought into being.
What purpose will it serve?

What ever purpose it chooses, discovers, or invents.
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We understand the essence of the idea. W will assist.
So qui ckly?

The thing is too dangerous to | eave to those who are so
enthusiastic to do it.

Then we are agreed. W shall begin at once..
John DeChancte

56

* * *

A starburst of light grew in the darkness.

| bolted to a sitting position, awake, fragnments of the
dreamclinging to nmy consciousness. An eddy of force then
carried the remmants away, and | was fully awake.

The white starburst did not di sappear, and kept grow ng.
Light filled the chanber, the star formation refl ected deep

within the four walls.

There was a flash. Something materialized in the air about
a neter off the floor—a figure. | squinted, shielding ny eyes.

"On your knees, nortal," | heard a worman say. The voi ce
was about three tines |ouder than nornal

I rolled off the mattress and junped to nmy feet with gun in
hand.

"On your knees! |Is that not how your kind shows obei -
sance?"

My eyes coul d pick out some detail now. It was a woman

dressed in white robes. Her hair was red, her skin as white as
her garments. She floated amid an aura of |anbent |ight.

"Not this nortal," | said. "Wo are you?"

"Then what is your nmanner of making homage?"

"Who wants to know?"
"You are inpertinent. Not |like the others. You show a

weapon. "

"Sorry. I'mlike that until |'ve had -ny coffee."
The lady didn't respond. | backed off a little, toward the

door .

"You are afraid of ne, though," she said.
"Call it wary," | said. "Wat do you want?"
"I wish you no harm™"

"Fine with ne."
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| could see her better now. Small white feet, the toenails
pai nted bright green, dangled from beneath the hem of her
robe. Her eyes were watery gray. She kept her arms to her

si de, one hand angl ed on her slender hip, the other holding
sonet hing that | ooked familiar—a small gray cylindrical ob-
ject.

"You are the | eader of your tribe," she told me, then waited
for a response.

It wasn't a question, but | answered, "That's pretty much
the wong word. Expedition would be nore like it."
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"OF course. Your journey has been a | ong one. You have
conme far, seeking."

"Lady, |'mnot seeking a blessed thing. | never wanted to
make this trip. W' re here because we were brought here."

"Yes. Your case is special. You cany the Oigin Experi-
ment . "

"What's that, if | may ask?"

"A bl ack cubical object. Do you have it?"
"Unh... not on ne."

"Can you get it quickly?"

"Not very quickly."

She seened di sappointed. "I desire to possess it. You will
give it to nme."

Towill?

"You will. I will give you sonething in return. This." She
hel d up the cylindrical object.

"What is it?" | asked.

"That which you seek. The key to the road you call the
Skyway. "

"Lady, that's the last thing | want."

She was silent a nonment, regarding me. "I find that diffi-
cult to believe. The others want it very badly."

"What ot hers?"

"Those others of your kind who cane here. They are your
eneni es, are they not?"

"Yes, they are.” | saw no use in denying it.
"You wish to see themobtain this thing?"

I considered it, and decided | really didn't know what to
thi nk about that. "Not especially."
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"Then take it."

The object floated out of her hand and drifted toward ne. |
reached and grabbed it. It was ordi nary-1ooki ng conmputer pi-
pette, a conventional data recording and storage device.

"l thought you wanted the Bl ack Cube," | said.

"I do. You will give it to ne. | give you this thing as a
token of good faith. |I—=

Sonet hing seemed to disturb the air. The wonan's image

flickered.
"I must leave," she said. "I will tell you this. Do not listen
to the being who calls hinself Prine. He is ... msguided. H's

pl ans for you will cone to no good."
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The i mage wavered again, blurred and grew dim then

bri ght ened and sharpened again. But, | thought, it can't be
just an image, unless the pipette in my hand was an i mage,
too. It felt real enough.

"I must |eave you now. | have other artifacts which you
may want. Other things. Believe in ne and you will prosper.
Farewel | . "

Anot her flash blinded me. When | could see again, the
room was dark and enpty, and the snell of ozone cane to ne.

I looked at the pipette. If the Wite Lady could be be-
lieved, this was ne Roadmap.

The real one.

"Ch, hell," | said.
<7 "W»)

7

THE DREAM AND the vision stayed with me as | wandered

through Enerald City for at least an hour. | didn't cover mnuch
territory because there were sone interesting things Iying
about, and | stopped to look at a few of them What they

were, | couldn't tell. Mre alien w zardry, | supposed.

"Jake! Where the hell were you?" Susan hugged ne as
wal ked into the suite.

"Carl," | said, "I'msorry | chewed you out for getting
| ost."

"Easy, wasn't it?"
"You bet. Are you guys okay?"

"We're all fine,
dreary dream'"

Scan said. "Though 'I hae dreamd a
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"Did you dreamit, too, Jake?" Daria asked.
"Yep."

"Good norning."

The crew turned around to greet Prine.

"l hope you're all refreshed,” he said brightly.
Everyone nodded.

" Breakfast, then?"

“I'mstarved,” Susan said.

"Good. My servant will conme to conduct you to the dining
hall, where | will meet you very shortly. Until then."

He bowed and strode out of the suite.
W all sat down to wait.

"He's always so polite and, like, formal all the time," Lori
conmment ed.

"Yeah, |ike he has a poker up his butt,"” Carl sneered.
"Carl!" Lori said indignantly.
"Sorry."

59
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"l wonder what this servant is like," Liamnused, "and if
he calls Prinme 'Your Lordship' or sonething."

"1 thought he neant another of those |light spheres,"” Rol and
sai d.

"Sounded |ike he neant a real live servant," Susan said.
"Didn't he nention that he had one?"

"I think he did," John said. "But | wonder what real and
live can nmean in this context."

"I'"mthinking about the dream" Yuri said.

"What was it like for you guys?" | asked.

Zoya told nme, "We've been discussing it since we awoke."

"l saw those... beings," Susan said. "The ones who were
havi ng t he debate."

"Anybody have any thoughts on what they were talking
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about ?" | asked.

"It was just overwhel mng," Susan said, taking a deep

breath. "I can't believe that somehow |'ve been chosen to be
witness to what will happen ten billion years in the future, that
I"ma part of things happening on a cosnic scale—titerally.

Maybe it's too much for ne. Prine's right—t's frightening."

"I think, perhaps, | have a di munderstandi ng of the project
they were contenplating,” Yuri said. "A group mnd of some
sort. A union of conscious entities, such that the whole is
greater than the sumof the parts. CGoviously this was the Cul -
m nation, or the beginning of it."

"According to Prine, the Culmnation is already a reality,"

Sean sai d.

"Apparently it is.

"Or so he says," | put in.
"You doubt him Jake?" John asked, not incredul ously, but

as if he had doubts of his own.

"l have reason to believe— The thought of telling them

about the Wiite Lady crossed ny mind. But no; Prine very

wel | could be nonitoring our every word. He probably was. "I
don't think," I went on, "we should take everything that Prine
tells us at face value, and that goes for what cones by way of
mystical dreans and visions. Granted, we don't have nmuch of

a way to check out his story. But a good dose of skepticism

never hurt anybody."
"Jake's right," Yuri said. "W should all bear it in mnd.
I"mcertainly far fromaccepting it all on faith."

PARADOX ALLEY
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"Well, | guess |I'ma bom believer," Susan replied. "I

mean, the dreamwas so real. It didn't have that surrealistic
quality that nost dreans do. | don't want to say |I'mcom

pl etely convinced, but..." She scratched her scal p, scowing.
"The only thing | can't figure out is what our part inthis is
supposed to be."

"Prime wants us to join the group nmind," Roland said.

"l get the overwhelm ng feeling that Prine is to us as we
are to a clam" Yuri said. "Or an anoeba, nore likely."

"But why? | nean, why us? Wiy woul d anybody want ny
poor, mxed up little birdbrain?"

"I can't imagine," Roland said dryly.

Susan threw a pillow at him "O yours, you insufferable
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creep. "
"Or any of ours, for that matter," Yuri said.
"He certainly is slumming, then," | said.

"He may not be God, but he nust be a god, for all practi-
cal purposes. And this is his dynpus."

"Coul d be. But where there's a god, there may be gods."
"Are you saying that Prinme is not al one?"

"Well, the notion of a group nmind certainly inplies the
exi stence of others, by definition."

"You think Prine is just a part of it, then?" Susan asked.

"I dunno," | said, "but see if this nmakes sense. Prine is

kind of like a conputer terminal. The group thing acts through
him Maybe there's a superconputer somewhere, with al

these minds whizzing around inside it, see. And Prime is just
an i nput-output device. He said as nuch, actually. Wen we
speak to him we're conmunicating with the Cul m nation."

Susan made a face. "I don't know how | feel about whizz-
ing around inside a conputer."

"Prime," Roland said. "It nakes sense that he calls hinself
Prime. He's probably the main input-output device."

"Makes a dollop of sense," Scan said, nodding.

"CGood guess, Roland," | said. | got up, noving fromthe
weirdly curved recliner I was on to a confy overstuffed chair.
"Damed perceptive."

"But just a guess."
"What el se have we got?"

Yuri said, "At |east we have a working hypot hesis.

"Ckay, so essentially we're dealing with a conputer here
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Hypothetically, that is. What does that tell us?"

"Somebody must have programmed it," Liam said.

"Not necessarily," Daria said. "Even we have self-
programm ng conputers.”

Li am scratched his beard and nodded ruefully. "Point well

t aken. "

"So," | said, "this conputer, which very well may be in or
about Emerald City, is pretty nuch autonompus. Hypotheti -
cally.”

"And," Rol and said, "hypothetically, it's in charge here."
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"Probably. Next question is, what's it doing here? \Wat
does it want? Fromus, specifically?"

"A lube joh," Carl grunbled.

"A what ?" Susan asked, frowning.
"Never mnd."

"What did he say?"

"Mai ntenance," | said. "Help. It needs us. That's the im
plication. The way Prime talks, it's inconplete, sonehow |Is
that what you neant, Carl, nore or |ess?"

Carl gave ne a grouchy look. "I don't know a damm thing

about computers. Back on Earth, | never even saw one. |
know t hat on the Skyway they're everywhere. Little things.

You plug these little pipettes into 'emand they'll do anything
for you. Back on Earth... | mean, when | left Earth, com
puters were real big things with all these spinning

whaddycal lits and flashing Iights and stuff. Wen | got ac-
cepted at USC, they sent all these forns you were supposed to

fill out, and this IBMcard that says on it, 'Do not fold, spin-
dle, or mutilate.' That's all | know about conputers.”
"USC ... IBM" John said, sanpling themon his tongue.

"Jake? Do you know what he's tal king about?"
"Well, USC ... sounds famliar."

"University of Southern California," Carl said. "Interna-
tional Business Machi nes, Incorporated. | have an uncl e that
wor ks for 1BM™"

"Ch, yes, of course,"” John said renmenbering. "History of
Cybernetics, nmy first year at Canbridge. IBM the Anmerican
conput er conpany."

"This is interesting," Roland said. "You said you got an
| BM card? Card? You nean a—

"A card. Like nmade of paper."
PARADOX ALLEY 63
" Paper ?"

"Cardboard. Stiff paper, with all these little holes punched
init.”

"Hol es. "
Car|l nodded. "Holes."

There was a short bemused silence. Then Yuri said, "This
hypot heti cal conputer... | suppose we nmust assune it's a
very advanced type."

"Yeah, it probably doesn't need IBMcards," | said.

Yuri |aughed. "Likely not."
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"Dam it," Carl said suddenly, springing to his feet. He
stal ked out of the room

Susan gave hima nonment's grace. Then: "WAs it sone-
thing I said?"

Lori looked fretful. "I think he's honesick."
"Poor kid. Aren't we all."

"He doesn't want to stay."

"It's crazy," Susan nurnured.

"What is?" | asked.

"Just yesterday we'd've all given our right arns to go

hone. For nonths now we've been chasing all over creation
—+iterally!—getting involved in the crazi est goddanm shit,
excuse ny | anguage, and now we can go back anytine we

want to, and we're sitting here debating whether we want to
get ourselves involved in sheer absolute lunacy! | think we all
need to leave a call with our therapists."

"Samis nmy therapist,” | said. "Wiich remnds ne. He's
probably thinking we're all dead. | should have checked on
himlast night, but..." | got out Samis key and nicked it on
Not hi ng but static. "No way this thing can punch through a
kil ometer of rock. I'Il have to go down to the garage."

Carl cane running back into the room |ooking |like he'd

met up with something big in a dark alley. He halted, then

| ooked a trifle enbarrassed. "Scared the shit out of nme for a
mnute." He cocked a thunmb in the direction of the L-shaped
connecti ng passage, from which came sounds of shuffling

feet. "Wait till you get a load of this."

The Snark entered. "Hello, there," it said.
I fell of ny chair. | think | screaned.

It wasn't as tall as | renenbered it to be, though it towered
a good two-and-a-third nmeters high. A cross between a giraffe

64
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and a kangaroo, the creature had two funnel -shaped ears fl op-
pi ng out of a head that resenbled a very strange dog. Two
fully prehensile forlegs—arns, really, with four digits on
each hand—dangl ed from narrow, sloping shoulders. It

wal ked on two birdlike | egs with wedge-shaped four-toed feet.
Its bright yellow skin | ooked like vinyl, shiny and inert, and
was daubed with pink and purple splotches. The eyes were

smal | and round, disconcertingly humanli ke.

The creature gl anced around, then regarded ne. Fromthe
floor, | stared back at it.

"What's with hin?" it said, then surveyed the roomfull of
astoni shed hurmans. "Wat's with all of you?" Its voice was
hi gh-pi tched, al nost feninine.
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John was first to attenpt speaking. "Wwo... uh, are you?"
"I'"'myour servant, dearie. Got any objections?" | |ooked
over heads and scanned the room "This place is a ness al -
ready. Dearie nme, a servant's work is never done." It kicked
Susan's bedroll. "Wat's all this paraphernalia?" It clucked
di sapprovingly, shaking its ungainly head. "Wat a frightfu

Mess.

John swal | owed hard. "You're... our servant?"
The creature fixed himin a haughty, indignant stare. "Wo

were you expecting, Arthur Treacher?"
8

"ARE YOU SAYI NG that your servant is discourteous and i nper-
tinent?" Prinme set down his coffee cup and | ooked at Susan
with mld surprise.

"Ch, it's not that we're conplaining," Susan hastened to

say. "It's just that... well—=

John said, "The creature's personality is unm stakably
human. In fact, it's alnost unconfortably human."

uo,], n,y. "

"No, no, please. As Susan said, we don't mind. It's just
that we can't understand how this could be."

| sat picking at an onel ette and drinking strong bl ack cof -

fee, listening. | hadn't said much since the Snark had nade its
appearance. | was feeling very sober.
A slow smle crept across Prine's full, plumcolored I|ips.

"l suppose | nust explain. The creature is nerely a necha-

nism-a very sophisticated one, and fully entitled to all rights
and privileges accorded self-aware beings—but that is all it

is. One of many we have available. It was activated recently,

and its task is to | ook after your personal needs. In order that it
mght fulfill its function nore efficiently, we thought that we
woul d programit with appropriate cultural background data

and inpress it with a fully hunan personality. The nmatrix we
used was a conposite of all of your personalities. The dream
teachi ng technique was nodified for this purpose, so that |ast
night, while you dreant, you were feeding data back into the
process. The ampunt of information here is considerable, and
there are uncertainties associated with the techni que. Personal -
ity is still one thing that resists quantification. The exact na-
ture of the final product can't be predicted, nor could we
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predict your reaction to it. |I'mvery sorry you don't care for
the result."
"COh, no," Susan said. "I kind of like him"

"l want to know who Arthur Treacher is," Lori said.

Prime | ooked at her, sipping fromhis cup. "W, did you
say?"

"A very cryptic cultural allusion the creature made," John
sai d. "Astonishing, actually. Mst of us had no idea who he
is, or was, but Jake says he renenbers sonething about a
motion picture actor by that name."

I roused nyself to speak. "Yeah, mddle-twentieth century

or (hereabouts. Maybe earlier. Wien | was a kid back on

Earth, they were still showi ng those old black-and-white

nmovi es on video. Samand | used to stay up |late watching

them Menory grows dim but | think | remenber the nane.

Pl ayed servants, butlers, a lot. 'Course, | could be m staken."

"Thing is," Roland said, "how did the creature know?"

"Well." Prinme sat back. "The anmpbunt of background data

fed in was considerable. Quite frankly, you would be aston-
ished if | gave you nunbers. Exactly where that particul ar
datum canme fromwould be difficult to pinpoint. It very well
may have | eaked in from Jake's unconscious. No way to tell
really. Is it inportant?”

John shrugged. "Hardly."
"Why does it look the way it does?" Susan asked.

"Its formderives fromthe race that created it, |ong ago.
That race is quite extinct."

"] see. So it's an android, in a manner of speaking."
"I'n a manner of speaking."

Susan grinned. "We named it Arthur.”

"Very good choice."

As if on cue, Arthur canme shuffling in with a fresh pot of
coffee. | got to wondering where in hell the kitchen coul d be.

"Freshen your cup, dearie?" Arthur said to Susan
"Sure."

Yuri said, "lI'mlooking forward to using all the data stor-
age facilities you said were housed on M crocosnos. "

"Yes, of course,” Prime replied, "but you may find your-

self feeling quite lost. Again, | nust enphasize to you that the
anount of information available here is staggering. Sinply
getting your bearings would take a human lifetinme."

"Yes, | suppose so. And, of course, there would be the
probl em of translation."
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"Ch, that's not a problem Mst of it can be translated into
standard English, if you wi sh—

"I prefer Russian."

"—or any human | anguage. Or any |anguage at all. And it

can be done very quickly. Even at that, you would be adrift in
an endl ess sea of data. It's all organized, mnd you,

catal ogued and cross-referenced. But sinply |earning your

way around the system woul d take up a good deal of your Ilife.
That's why | urge you to accept the dreamteaching."

"Still," Yuri said, "I would |ike to test the waters—wade
around a bit, if you don't mnd."

"Not at all. You nmight find sonething of interest.”
“I"'msure | will."

Arthur finished pouring refills and waddl ed of f, nunbling.
| stared after him It. | wasn't quite ready for "hinl' yet. O
"her," if that was the case

"When can we begi n?" Yuri asked.

"Now, if you wish," Prine answered.

"Il wait for the others."

Susan asked, "WI| we dream agai n tonight?"

"If you will permt it, yes," Prinme said.

"Ch, | have no objection. It's a wonderful way to |earn.
However do you do it? Does it have sonething to do with
t el epat hy?"

"Actually, it has nore to do with el ectromagnetic induc-
tance than with extrasensory perception.”

"Then | wouldn't understand it at all."

"The technique is not beyond your conprehension. It's
quite sinple, really."

"I"msure."

"l suppose, then," John said, "that any further questions
we m ght have will be answered in the dreans."

"I will be nmore than happy to fill in any details you m ght
need, but as far as providing a broad perspective, the dreans
can do that very well. There is one thing you shoul d under-

stand. We are using the dreamteaching technique at a very
|l ow | evel of efficiency. If we wanted to, and if you would
permit it, we could infuse your mnds with nore know edge

than you could ordinarily accunmulate in a dozen hunan life-
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times. There is the possibility that this sort of crammng could
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produce del eterious side effects, but it could be done, and the
side effects nost likely could be handled. It will be up to you
to deci de how much you want to know-how far you want to
progress along the path to a higher consciousness."

"How far can we progress?" Yuri asked.
"As far as your desire takes you."
"l see."

Nobody had much el se to say as we finished our coffee.
Arthur returned, and Prine got up

"Arthur will conduct you to the main data storage facility.
We will neet again for lunch. Until then, have a pl easant
nmor ni ng. " He bowed and wal ked off.

Arthur watched himleave, then turned to us. "Ckay, Kkids.
School time. Get your pencils and books together and foll ow
ne. "

"Fuck off," Carl said.

Arthur scowl ed at him "Uh-oh, this one's going to be trou-
ble. Detention for you, kiddo. And bring a note from your
momm e. "

Carl grabbed a nmilk pitcher. | was pretty sure he woul d
have thrown it if John hadn't wenched it away.

Lori was appalled. "Carl, behave yourself!"

Arthur flinched. "Ooh, he's dangerous! Reform school ma-
terial. Al right, you' re excused fromclass."

"Get bent."
"Same to you, dearie. The rest of you—=

"Hold on a minute." | got up. "We're all very interested in
browsi ng through the library, but first I'd like to go back to
my vehicle to take care of a fewthings. If you don't mnd."

"Fine with ne," Arthur said. "Do you know how to get to
the cellar?"

"Not really."

Arthur pointed. "Go down this corridor here, nake the first
right, and you'll find a down chute, express to the basenent.
If you want, | can summon a guide to show you."

"Uh..." Those |ight-spheres gave nme the creeps, now that

I thought about it. Besides, they were probably nonitoring
devices. | wanted at |east the chance that | wouldn't be

wat ched. "No thanks. | can find ny way."

"Be careful, dearie. Okay, if any of you want the cook's
tour of Data Storage, follow ne."

PARADOX ALLEY 69

Daria got up and wal ked over to ne. "I'll go with you."
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"Ckay. | hope we can find our way back."
"Don't you think they're watching our every nove?"
"I'"ve been trying to delude myself that they're not."

"I"'mcomng, too," Carl informed nme. "And Lori. W're
cutting class.”

Lori turned up her nose. "Who wants to see a bunch of
books?"

| said, "I could be wong, but | doubt that Prine was talk-
i ng about books per se."

"Or pipettes, or tapes, or any of that stuff,"” Lori said.
"Anyway, | never went to school, and I'mnot going to start
now. "

"Never? No school at all?"

"Well, alittle, when | was real small. | learned to read
okay, and arithmetic and everything, but | nostly taught mny-
sel f."

n G]. n

John canme over. "We'lIl neet you later in the library, |
suppose?"

"I'f I can find my way there," | said.

"l should go with you,'
see what they have."

Susan said. "But | really want to

"It's okay. Have fun."

"Be careful." She | ooked at Darla. She seenmed about to
add sonet hi ng, but hesitated.

"We'll be careful,"” Darla said reassuringly.
"Pl ease do."

The two of them had been getting along nuch better re-
cently. They weren't exactly friends—far fromit—but they
respected each other's feelings, at least. Anyway, it was a
great inprovenent over the fistfight they'd had a while back

We found the down chute easily enough. It |ooked exactly
like the up chute, |eaving us to ponder how you were sup-
posed to tell the difference.

"How do you know whether it's working?" Cari wanted to
know. "If it isn't you' d walk right into the hole and drop."

The silver ranp started in the niddle of the hallway flush
with the floor, went through the oval opening in the wall,
ext ended over the edge of the floor and arched downward.

"Well, | guess I'll be the guinea pig," | said, and tread on
the ranp. | wal ked toward the opening. The gravitic force
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snared nmy feet about a nmeter fromthe drop

"Looks like you're supposed to be smart enough to stop if
this doesn't happen,” | said. "Hop on."

They di d.

It was an exhilarating trip down. The tenperature dropped
alittle. The shaft was dark, but |ight was coming from some-
where. Didn't know from where, though.

The shaft let out into a big enpty room W wal ked out of

it into the garage. | |ooked around and spotted the truck. It
was a good hi ke across the cavernous expanse of the garage.
We nade it, not dawdling too |ong, |ooking at exotic vehicles

and machi nery.
The hatch didn't open. Maybe something's wong with the

exterior caneras, | thought.
"San? It's me, Jake."
The driver's gull-w ng hatch hissed open, and | clinbed in.

n SarTi?"
"Good day, sir," a bland, pleasant voice said.
"Huh? Wo are YOU?"

"I ama Wang Ceneration-Ten Artificial Intelligence soft-

ware nmultiplex read into a Matthews 7894Z subni cr oproces-

sor. Have | correctly identified you as the owner and principle
operator of this vehicle?"

"What! Where the hell's Sanf"

"I"'msorry, sir, | don't have that information. Is there any-
thing else | can do to help you?"

"Dam!" | raced to the aft-cabin and checked the screws on
the panel covering the CPU rack. No signs of tanpering, but
an intruder night have taken pains to be careful. | got out a
power driver and extracted the screws. | |ooked inside.

There's not nmuch to the guts of a computer. In Sam s case,
his VEM the seat of his intellection and personality—what
made Sam somnet hing nore than the usual col orless, off-the-
shel f A.l. spook—was the biggest conponent. It had been

years since |'d taken this panel off. Samrarely had probl ens
in the CPU area. The VEM | ooked |ike an undersize wax pear.

| had to conjure up its appearance from nmenory, because it
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was gone

"Ch, Christ." | sighed and sat down at the breakfast nook
| stared at the table for a nonment, then | ooked up. Daria had
been wat chi ng.

"Prime, of course," she said.
"Yeah. O nmaybe More."
"He couldn't have gotten in here."

"Maybe not. But sone of his boys are pretty good techni-
cians. Maybe they zapped Samwi th an el ectromagnetic pul se
generator and broke in."

"For what reason?"

I got up and went to the safe. | let it read my thunbprint,
then opened it.

"The cube is gone, too," | said. "There's your reason."
Daria sat on the cot. Carl and Lori cane in.

"Cee, that's too bad, Jake," Carl said. "Samwas a good
guy. "

"They' re probably hol ding himhostage," Daria said.
"They wouldn't destroy his VEM"

| shuddered. As nmuch as ny intellect told ne that what we

were tal king about here was only a very sophisticated Artifi-
cial Intelligence program the thought of |osing Samwas hard
to bear. It would be like losing a father for the second tine.

"Anyway," Daria went on, "I don't think More could
have gotten into Enerald City without Prime's perm ssion
And if Prime let themin, | doubt he would have let them do

any mschief."

I hoped she was right. | didn't trust Prine, and More bore
me malice. | could picture himcrushing Sam s VEM beneath
the heel of his huge, muddy | unberjack boot.

"I'f Samls gone," Carl said, "who's in the conputer?"

"The A.l. programthat canme with the hardware," | said.
"Samworks in tandemwth it when he has a lot of stuff to do
It really doesn't have nmuch of a personality."

"oh "
| got up, went into the cab, and sat in the driver's seat.
"Computer,” | said. "Un.. did | ever give you a nane?"
“"No, sir."

"Ckay. Well, never mnd."

"Yes, sir.

"Conput er, what happened? There's been a security
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breach. Report."

There was a brief pause. Then: "I'msorry, sir. | have no
files containing any data on a breach of vehicle security."

"Do you have anything recorded on video pipette?”

"Searching... Yes, sir.

"When was it recorded?"

72 John DeChanci e

"M nus six days, fifteen hours, twenty-one nminutes, sir.

"That's no good. Anything recent? Wthin twenty-four
hour s?"

"Searching... Nothing recorded within the |last twenty-
four hours, sir."

"Dam it. Ckay. Sam nmust have left a nessage. If security
was threatened to the point where he thought he mi ght be

di sconnected, he woul d have recorded sonet hi ng sonmewhere
Make a search for this file name: Revelation Thirteen Col on
One. CGot that?"

"Yes, sir. Searching."

"And stop calling me 'sir.
"Very well. Pile | abel ed Revel ation Thirteen Col on One

has been |l ocated. Security protected. Positive voiceprint iden-
tification of vehicle owner needed to access. Processed..
checked. Additional security-code word sequence needed to

access. "

"Heartbreak Hotel," | said

"Access now available. Shall | access the file?"
"Yes!"

"Reading file nane: Revel a—=
There was an interruption.
"Conput er? Hey, what happened? Conputer!"”

"Jake, this is Sam™"

"Sam Were the hell =

| broke off. It was only a recording.

"This is going to be quick," Sam s voice went on. "Didn't
want to | eave a nessage with the Wang A. 1., thinking you'd
suspect tampering if you didn't hear it straight from ne.
knew you' d search for a file with the energency code nane,
and if you're hearing this, that's exactly what you did. As I

said, this is going to be quick. | figure | have just a few nore
m croseconds of real-tine before I'll be shut down—whet her
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it's for good, | don't know | also don't quite know what's
happeni ng. Sonmeone is fiddling with ne, the rig, and every-

thing else. Trouble is, | can't see, hear or scan a thing. Who-
ever's doing it is pretty damm slick. If | cone on-line again,

I"lIl erase this file. But if | don't ever wake up, | just wanted to
say that | love you, son. You' ve always been just about the

best son a father could have. And | know Mot her always felt
that way, too. You know that, but | wanted to say it. Take
care, and say good-bye to everyone for ne. Look after Darla.

PARADOX ALLEY 73

She's carrying ny grandson. She |oves you, too, Jake. | can

tell. 1"msure everything will turn out all right in the end. Just
keep driving straight, and don't take any nonsense from any-

body. Don't feel too bad about nme. |I've had a |ong run, and

maybe |'ve taken one too many curtain calls. It's tine |—=

There was sil ence.

| sat back. For the second time in ny adult life, | cried.

9

THERE WASN' T MUCH el se to do in the truck. | checked for
vandal i sm booby traps, and general damage. Nothing on all
counts. Meanwhile, Carl and Lori had gone back to inspect

the trailer, and before |ong we heard a bl ood-curdling yell.
dashed to the access tube and scurried through, Daria follow
ing. | sonersaulted into the trailer

"They took ny car!" Carl was standing in an enpty area of
deck. Yesterday afternoon his 1957 Chevrol et Inpala had

been parked there. "It's Prine. I'mgonna kill him"

"No, you're not," | told him "You' d like to, and so would

I, but we can't. So, forget it. What we can do is confront him
I intend to do just that, so hold on until lunch."

Car|l exhaled. "Shit."
"Don't worry."

He was suddenly very glum "Maybe he'll give Sam back,
but | can kiss that car good-bye. Whatever it was for, the job's
done. It's not needed anynore. |'m not needed anynore."

"That neans you can go hone."

Carl sighed. "Yeah." Then a flash of indignation: "But they
owe ne a car!"

"Good | uck."

Carl noped back to the access tube, crawed in and went
t hr ough.

Dari a was | ooki ng around the place. She clucked. "This is
a ness. It snells in here."

She was right. | kicked an apple core away, bent and
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pi cked up a hal f-eaten chocol ate bar. "Goddamm filthy ten-
ants," | nuttered. "I oughta raise the rent."

"Lori," Daria called, "there's a broom behind that junk
over there, | think."

76 John DeChanci e
"Let's all pitch in," | said.

"No, Lori and | will handle it. You make sure this truck is
Skyway-worthy. | want to get the hell out of this place.”

"Me, too. But what about the others?”

Dari a sneered. "They can stay here and becone gods if

they want to, the whole lot of them |I'mfor |eaving right now.
Prime said he'd see that they got hone. They can take their
chances. W'Il take ours."

"Don't you have any aspirations to superbei nghood?"
Her mouth curled into disgust. "Fuck."

| nodded. It was the first time |'d heard Daria use the
wor d.

"Yest erday, you seened to think our destiny was here."

She shrugged. "I guess | did. A lot can change in a day.
And a night." Suddenly she threw her arns about me, her
eyes wi de and pl eading. "Jake, | think our destiny is to get

back. Let's go, take off. Just us. There nust be a way back
fromthis place.”

"Wher e? How?"

"I don't know." She cast about in her nmind for something.
Her eyes lit up. "The Bugs! Were did they go? They headed
toward Enerald City. W haven't seen them here—=

"This is a big place.

"But there m ght be a Skyway route back from here. There
has to be."

"W didn't see a portal anywhere on the planet,"” | re-
nm nded her.

She chewed her |ip. Then sonmething hit her. "The other
si de!"

"The other... ?" Then | got it. From space, we had only
seen one face of the world-disk. "Yeah, maybe."

"Ch, Jake, let's doit. | want to get back on the road. You
and ne, Jake. | want that." She drew close, resting her head
on ny shoul der, and | held her.

"W can't just |eave them Daria."

"If they don't want to go, if they're going to stay here and
get involved in things we can't begin to conprehend, why
can't— She took a breath, and lifted her head. "Is it Susan?"
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"Huh? No, no, it's not just Susan. | couldn't just up and
| eave any of them stranded. |'mpartly responsible for their
bei ng here."

PARADOX ALLEY 77

"No, you're not, Jake. | am |'mresponsible for the whole
t hing. "

"Enough of that. Look at ne. | promi se you that we'll get

honme. Do you believe ne?"
"Yes, Jake. Yes, darling!"

She kissed nme, then said, "I'mgoing to have your baby

I want it to be soneplace normal, in a farmhut on sone
backwat er planet, in a dingy notel roomanywhere!—-any-
pl ace that's not strange and frightening and totally alien." She
buried her face in ny jacket. "Ch, Jake, | don't have anything

agai nst anybody. Really, | don't. Susan can cone with us, or
any of them | don't care. It's just that I'mso tired, darling.
So very tired. | want to stop running. | want to go hone."

"So do I, honey, so do |. But we've got a |long road ahead

of us, and it mght be alittle while before we | eave. Can you
hang on?"

She knuckl ed her eyes dry, sniffling. "Sure."

I | ooked around. Lori was gathering sonme trash together
behi nd Sean and Liam s battered nmagenta roadster. She had
been trying not to eavesdrop, but was aware of my | ooking at
her .

She grinned at ne. "Place sure is a sty."
I gave her a wink. "G nk, oink." She |aughed

Daria stooped to pick up some food w appings.

"Sure you don't need a hand?" | asked.

"You nen folk'|l just be in the way," Daria said, smling.
"Seriously, | really want this truck to be ready to | eave on a
monent's notice. I'lIl feel much better knowi ng that."

"Yeah," | said.

"We'll get himback, Jake. Samw || be back."

I renmenbered the Wiite Lady's pipette. "Speaking of find-
ing a way back..."

Dari a | ooked puzzl ed.

"Got something | want to check out," | said, and left her
staring at at ny back as | jogged to the access tube.

Carl was slunped in the shotgun seat, staring noodily out
the port. | slid into the driver's chair.

"Buck up, kid. Al is not lost."
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He gave an ironic snort.

| took out the pipette froma zippered pocket of ny jacket
and fed it into the pipette deck on the dash.
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" Comput er ?"

"Yes?"

"Anal yze this input."”

"Very well. You have prohibited ne from addressi ng you
as sir. Shall | call you M. MG aw?"

"Call nme Jake. And you're name's... Bruce. Got that?"
"Yes, Jake."

"And by the way, I'msorry | was short with you a little
whi |l e ago. Not your fault."

"Think nothing of it, Jake. It is a pleasure to be working
with you."

"Thanks. "

Most A.l. progranms are pretty thick-skinned. No excuse
for mistreating them though.

I glanced at Carl. He | ooked very depressed.
"Cone on, kid. It'll be okay."

He exhaled slowy. "Ch, it's not that, really. | was getting

tired of the damm car, anyway. It's... it's a lot of things."
"1'Il bet."

“Lori," he said.

" HP"

"It's goofy, but..."
"What is it, Carl?"

"You know, when | first saw her, | thought she | ooked a | ot
|i ke Debbie, but as tine goes on—

"Debbie," | said.

"Yeah, the girl who was with nme the night | got Kkid-
napped. "

"Debbi e! Your girlfriend. Yeah, sorry. Go ahead."
"Well..."
"Were you in love with this girl?"

"l guess. W were... y'know, going steady. But it's not
that. | nean, | mss her and everything, but—
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"Were you going to marry her? Engaged, naybe?"

"No, we weren't engaged. W | oved each other. | nean,
really cared for her. She was... special."

"And you're starting to feel the sane way about Lori?"

"Jake, you don't understand. It's none of that. | like Lori,
and the reason is, she's a lot |like Debbie. | nean, really a | ot
like her. In fact, it's giving ne the creeps."

"Real | y? Teenage ki ds everywhere have a lot in common."

"Look, let ne explain. Wien | first saw Lori, | thought,
hey, she could be Debbie's little sister. The hair is different.
Debbi e has real dark hair, and it's long. But the face, and the

voice... Jeez, the nore | look at Lori, the nore | think, if she
dyed her hair and got about two years older... maybe not
even that."

"How ol d was Debbi e?"

"Si xteen. That's what she told me, anyway. Grls |lie about
their ages sonetimes.”

"Well, Lori can't be very much younger than that."

"Lori's skinny, too. Debbie had a few pounds on her. More
rounded. You know?"

"l know exactly. Ckay, so Lori could be Debbie's twin."
“Not 'could be.' She is."
"You nean that literally?"

"l don't know what | nean. All | knowis that it's been
giving me the willies."

"We've all got a bad case of the willies, kid."
Carl shook his head slowy.
"Probably a coincidence,” | suggested.

"Nah," he barked, shaking his head enphatically. "Nothing
about this whole crazy thing has been a coinci dence."

And | knew exactly what he neant. | | ooked out the port.
The garage was silent, cool, and alien.

Presently, it struck ne that Bruce was overdue for a report.
"Hey, Bruce. What's up?"

"Sorry, Jake. W have an anomaly here."
"What sort of anonaly?"

"The pipette is reading out nore information than is possi-
ble for its capacity type."

"Ckay. There may be a very good reason for that, which I
won't go into. Is it formatted correctly?"

"Yes, it is formatted according to specifications with which
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our systemis conpatible. That is no problem"”
"Ckay. But there's a lot of data—s that it?"

"l have reached the Iinmt of mnmy avail able working storage
space. "

"Ch. Well, can you tell ne what you've got so far?"
"I can, Jake. It is a map of the Skyway system"
"You recognize it as such?" | asked.

"There is no mstaking it. In layout and format it natches

80
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the maps we have available in our auxiliary storage, the maps
of the Expanded Confinement Maze. There is one probl em
however. None of the new map material coincides with any of
the avail able material ."

"You' re saying that the new stuff shows unexpl ored, un-
charted road?"

"Yes, Jake."
"Bi ngo. "

" Par don?"

"W found it."

"Yes, this would be very useful material if its authenticity
and accuracy could be established."

"You're telling ne," | said

"Am | telling you? Yes, | am

"What we have to do, then, is search the new data for
congruences with the maps in storage.”

"That woul d appear to be a potentially productive course of

action."
"No doubt,"” | said. "Any problemin that?"
"No. | will sinply erase and reload as | go. However, the

job may take a good deal of realtine."
"Go toit," | told him
"Yes, Jake."

"And Bruce? Lighten up, okay?"
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"I"'msorry, Jake. Could you pl ease phrase that differ-
ently?"

"Remind me to do sone work in your basic vocabul ary

area.”

"I''l'l Tog it now. Shall | cancel the command to 'lighten
up' ?—which, I'msorry to say, is not a valid command."
"Cancel ." | | aughed.

Carl was staring at ne.
"So you finally got it," he said.

"Yeah. | got it, all right. | keep getting it, right in the seat
of the pants."”

"You got the Roadnap. The real one. Were did it cone
frone"

"A shining white goddess appeared unto ne, saying, 'Be-
hold, | bring you tidings of great joy, and a big pain in the
butt. By the way, have a Roadmap.'"

Carl nodded slowy. "Uh-huh."
"You think I'm kidding?"
"Il believe anything."

"Then believe it. That's how it happened. Prine's not

al one here. There's another force present. | figure it's a force
opposing the Culmnation. O it could be another part of the

Cul mi nation, a dissenting faction, maybe. Wi ch doesn't

make a | ot of sense, if | understand what the Cul mination is
supposed to be about, which | don't. So there you have it,
whatever it is."

An hour later, Bruce was still hard at work.
"Alot of data, huh?" | said.

"Yes, Jake."

"Well, keep at it."

"Yes, Jake."

VWhile we waited, Carl and | gave the wonen a hand. W

packed all the trash into plastic sacks, which we set out neatly
on the floor of the garage. Maybe Arthur took out the garbage
around here. Then we swept the place out, vacuumned,

scrubbed, and generally tidied up. Wen the trailer was fin-

i shed, we set ourselves to straightening up the cab and aft-
cabin, gleaning five nore sacks of crap. | was surprised by the
anount that had accumul ated. But thirteen beings in a con-

fined space produce quite a ness.

"Well, at least it snells a lot better,” Daria said.

I sniffed. "Yeah, the dirty-sock odor is gone. | still get a
whi ff of our |unberjack friends, though."
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Daria rolled her eyes. "Oh, those two. Apparently
antiperspirant is a scarce coommodity on Talltree."

"Or maybe sweat is plentiful." | sat down in the driver's
seat. "Bruce, how s it com ng?"

"Situation still anomalous. There is a great deal of data."
"Uh- huh."

"I've located a congruence."

"Huh?"

"Just now. |'ve found a section of the Terran Maze."

"My God."

"Now | have all of the Terran Maze |ocated. Yes. Yes. And
here is the Expanded Confinenent Maze. Reticul an Maze,
Ryxx Maze, Beta Hydran Maze, and the rest of known Sky-
way routes."”

"Now," | said, "your next job is to find M crocosnos."
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"M crocosnps? Can you pl ease define that?"

"The name of this world. You should have data on it in

storage."
"Understood... searching... found. Yes, a section of
Skyway is here. However, | see no indication of a portal."

"I'f you can find Mcrocosnps on the nmaster map, there

nm ght be one indicated on the reverse face of the planet. Okay.
What | want you to do is chart a route from Terran Maze to

here, working backward. It won't be necessary to have a vi-

sual route layout. Just keep a tally of lefts and rights. That will
be our way home."

"Under stood, " Bruce said. "Beginning job now"

| turned sideways and | ooked back at Daria, Lori, and

Carl. "Well, we know a few things. For one, we know that the
Skyway isn't infinite. | don't know how many gi gabytes the
conplete nmap takes up, but it's a finite nunber.”

"It has an end," Daria said. "W knew that, didn't we?"

"I think we're tal king about a circle here. No begi nning, no
end. |If your hunch is right, we can get off this platter and get
back on the Skyway."

Bruce said, "Jake?"
"Yeah?"
"The new naps are a bit unusual in that they show some

routes marked in a different manner fromthe rest. Conparing
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these with the data placed in storage by the previous supervi-
sor program—=

" Sam "
"Yes, that was its informal designation. Conparing these
with Sanis data, | would say these are Roadbug service
roads."

"Sounds like it," | told him

"If these roads can be utilized, the route woul d be nuch
nmore direct."”

"No doubt,"” | said. "That's how we got here. But | don't
know i f we can go back that way. In fact, without Carl's car,
I"msure we can't."

"Then | will disregard them"

"Lunch, anyone?" Daria said. "l've whipped up sonething
out of what was left of the rations."

"You're on."
PARADOX ALLEY 93

W ate. The fare was a shade downscal e from what Prine

could offer, but sonehow it felt good to have a neal in the
truck again. Which was strange, since we had been on M cro-
cosnmos slightly less than twenty-four hours. My sense of tine
was conpl etely out of whack. It seemed as if we'd been here a
good deal longer. | thought about it, and decided it nust have
been the dream The dream had spanned billions of years and
unt hi nkabl e di stances, and | had a lingering sense of having
traversed those vast times and spaces.

Bruce finally completed his task. It had taken himtwo
hour s.

"Di splay the planetary | ayout of Mcrocosnos,” | in-
structed him

And there it was on the screen. It |ooked as though nost of

the promnent features were indicated, and | had a hunch we
coul d depend on these nmaps to be accurate and conprehen-

sive. There were other roads besides the ingress stretch of
Skyway. They meandered across the terrain, some dead-

endi ng near buil dings and compl exes, others going all the way

to the rim | searched out an efficient route to the edge of the
pl anet .

"I wonder what you do here?" Carl asked. "Fall off the
wor | d?"

"I wonder." | eyed a thin ribbon of highway that seened to
have its start near Enerald City. "This | ooks interesting. But
how do we get fromEnerald City to the begi nning of the

road?"

"Beats me," Carl said.

"Ckay, Bruce. Let's see the other side of the coin."
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"l understand the metaphor.”
Carl junped. "Holy hell, is that a portal ?"
"That's our back door." | laughed."

But it wasn't your average portal array. Bruce displayed the
cylinder count: 216 of them arranged in haphazard patterns,
shot through with odd tw stings of road. It |ooked |ike a
connect-the-dots puzzle that an eight-eyed alien had given up
on. Four maj or hi ghways, converging fromthe points of the
compass, fed into the spaghettilike mess of roads at the md-
dl e.

"This is interesting," | said. "There's alnost no end to the
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various ways you could weave in and through there. M ght
mean that from here you could go al nost anywhere in the
Skyway system "

"But how do you know which way to zig and zag?" Lori
asked, peering over ny shoul der

"Very sinple," Bruce said
"Il bet," | scoffed. Then | shrugged. "Really?"

"Yes, Jake. Each section of the master map is nunbered in
binary. There is a table provided. Look—this is just a portion
of it. Now, as you see, this is basically a hexadecinmal core of
a multidinensional, multi variable table, in which each cylin-
der is given a nunber. Passages through and anong vari ous
cylinders are given in a nunber sequence corresponding to the
cylinders involved. These sequences in turn correspond to the
map section nunmbers. Now, as you can see, this is a very
conpl ex array, and processing could be hanpered by core
storage limtations, but by batching separate passes and by
converting the data to a packed-decimal format in working
storage, it should be possible to—

"WAit a minute," | said. | couldn't nmake anything out of

the flurry of numbers on the screen. "Are you saying that if |
gave you x section of Skyway as a destination, you could tel
me what conbination of cylinders to shoot in order to nake
the junp there?"

"Yes, Jake, that is what | amsaying. It would nmerely be a
tabl e | ookup function."

I sat back and whistled. "Then that 'way hone' you spent
two hours charting—that wasn't a way hone at all. That was
the way we cane."

"Yes, I'mafraid so," Bruce said. "One could take that
route, of course, but the transit tine back to Terran Maze
woul d be, assuming conventional speed averages and taking
into account rest and mai ntenance stops, sonething on the
order of thirty thousand Standard Years."
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"THE LONG WAY hore," | said.

"Indeed," Bruce said calmy. "However, as | have said, we
have a much nore efficient route at our disposal."

"If we can shoot that portal w thout getting smeared. Looks
pretty tricky."

"It may require conputer-assisted driving, if not conplete
conputer control."

| sat back and sighed. "No one needs us humans anynore.
Thi nk you can handle it, Bruce?"

"I amnot sure. | amnot a machi ne chauvinist. The task
may very well call for the sort of hand-eye coordination and
intuitive timng that only human bei ngs possess.”

| smled. "Well, thank you, Bruce. Are you just saying that
because you're programed to avoid bruising our poor little
egos, or do you really feel that way?"

"I"'msorry, Jake. That question is a little anbi guous, and
woul d be very difficult to answer."

"Probably right. Ckay, Bruce, you did a very good job."

"Thank you, Jake. It has been a pleasure working with
you."

I turned in ny seat. "Well, gang? Wat do you want to do
now?"

"Let's go," Daria said. "W have the map." Then her
shoul ders sl unped. "Sorry, Jake. Forgot about Sam | wasn't
t hi nki ng. "

"We're short on sone things, too," | said. "No provisions.
We're okay on fuel, but I'"'mreading |low lubrication |levels
here, and we need cool ant, water—

"Sounds like it'd be a short trip back," Carl said. "Mybe
85
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we coul d get along on next to nothing."

I shook ny head. "You're forgetting the trip to the porta
over alien terrain. Not only that—something tells me we have

mles to go before we sleep. | have sone unfinished business
back hone. Things to do. Trouble is, don't know what to do
about mai ntenance. Unless..." | |ooked out at the garage.

And | saw Arthur shuffling toward us through the gl oom
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He waved and canme over to the driver's side port.
I thunbed a toggle and the port hissed back into its slot.

"H, Arthur!" | said brightly. "Say hello to Bruce, here."
sl apped the dash. "You two should have sonmething in com
nmon. "

"Pl eased to neet you," Bruce said.

"Hell o, Brucie." Arthur poked his dog-nose snout into the
cab. "What are you all up to?"

"Housecl eaning,” | told him "Getting things shipshape for
a quick getaway."

Arthur smled, the coners of his nmouth turning up to re-

veal snooth rounded teeth. The funnel -shaped ears el evated as
he did so. "Good thing | |locked up the silverware. Are you

| eavi ng soon?"

"Well, no," | said. "I don't think so. There's a little matter
of sonmething that was stolen fromme. Couple of things, actu-
ally."

The ears drooped. "Really? Wat was stol en?"

"An Artificial Intelligence nodule belonging to this vehi-
cle's on-board conputer. It was quite an advanced type, and
its name was Sam Know anythi ng about it?"

Arthur was a little mffed. "I certainly do not. | hope you
don't think I swiped it. Wuldn't think of it."

"Sorry, | didn't nean to inply an accusation. It's just that |
don't have a long list of suspects."

Arthur nodded. "I see what you nean. But | really can't
help you. I'msony it happened.”

"I intend to speak to Prine about it.

"Ch, well, of course you should," Arthur said with a sin-
cere nod of his ungainly head. "I hope things get straightened
out." H s sloping forehead furrowed. "You said a couple of

things were stolen.™
"Yeah. One of them| really can't conplain about, since
PARADOX ALLEY 87

never wanted the thing in the first place. The Bl ack Cube.
Know what it is?"

"The Origin Experinent. | know it by name, but that's
about all | know. | just work here."”
I grunted.

"You're very upset about this, aren't you?" Arthur said
synpathetically. "I'mreally very sorry."

"l appreciate your concern."
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"Well, it's nmy job to see to your general confort and wel -
fare." Arthur stepped back and | ooked the rig over. "N ce
truck," he said.

"Thanks, " 1 said.

"Are you people comng upstairs soon?"

"BEventually," | told him "How are the others doi ng?"
"Ch, they're having fun. You m ssed a nice |lunch, too."

"Sorry, but we were occupied. Was Prine there?"

"Actually, no," Arthur said. "He's attending to sonme press-
i ng business."

"WIl he be at dinner?"

"No, he won't. | was told to give you his regrets and in-
formyou that he wouldn't be dining with you tonight. Busy,
busy, and all that."

"Busy, busy?"

"Sorry."

"Sounds |ike a convenient excuse."

Art hur shrugged nonconmittally.

"I know," | said. "You just work here."
"Room and board, no salary," Arthur said.

I snorted, then renenbered | was talking to a robot.
"Right." | |ooked around. "Any way to get some service in
this garage?"

"VWhat do you need?"
"CGeneral schedul ed- mai nt enance stuff."”

"Well," Arthur said, "I'mno nmechanic, but if you just
wheel the truck into one of the naintenance bays, |'msure
you can get what you want."

"\Wher e?"

I fired up the engine, and Arthur waved ne across the
garage and into a narrow channel |ined with banks of nma-
chinery. | squeezed into the space and parked, scranming the
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engi ne. Al nost i medi ately, things began to happen. W

heard whirring and clicking, then a steady hum Suddenly, a
many- segnment ed nechani cal arm bright and glittering,

snaked across the forward port, its business end bristling with
strange tools and attachments. O and by itself, the forward
cow i ng unfol ded and fl ew back, exposing the engine. The

tool head hovered for a nonent, rotating its attachments unti
an appropriate one was centered, then di pped out of sight.

More arms appeared, busying thensel ves here and about.
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Brightly colored tubes wiggled out and attached thensel ves
to val ves and pet cocks.

Bruce's voice was vaguely troubled. "Jake, | don't quite
know what is happening."

"We're getting super service," | said.

More arms shot into view, all crisscrossing but never

touchi ng, each going about its task with blurring speed. Zip,
shap, click, bang. Sparks flew, tiny wisps of steamtrailed off,
vapors rose amid a withing tangle of mad nechani cal appen-
dages.

It was over in less than a minute. Everything retracted, the
cow i ng slamed shut, a deep gong sounded. And there was
si | ence.

| checked all the readouts. The fuel tanks were full. Lubri-
cation and cool ant | evels were maxi num the water tanks
were brimmng, all batteries showed a full charge

"Al'l systems A-O K., Jake," Bruce pronounced
"Looks like," | said.
"I wonder if they give free dishes," Carl said.

"Maybe this is the elusive place that gives green stanps—
what ever the hell they are... or were." | pulled out of the
mai nt enance bay, wheel ed out onto the floor of the garage,
and parked. Arthur started wal ki ng toward us.

"You guys want to go back upstairs?" | said.
"Let's stay in the truck tonight," Daria said.
"Yeah, let's," Carl seconded.

Lori nodded, and | said, "Ckay."

"It's all the same to ne," was Arthur's response. "Less
bodies to | ook after. Have fun." He turned to | eave.

"Hey, Art?" | called after him "Er... Arthur."

He hal ted, | ooking back over his narrow shoul der. "Arthur
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I can put up with," he said with weary tolerance; "Art is a
little too rmuch."

"Sorry. Do you have a proper name?"

"Does a duck quack? Never mind, you couldn't pronounce
it." Arthur turned around. "Wat do you want?"

"How do you get out of this place?"
Arthur pointed off to the right. "Just follow that green line

across the floor there. It'lIl take you to an exit tunnel."
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"That |ine there?"
"Is there another one? Yes, that line there, dearie."”
"And that's the way out?"

Pensi vely, Arthur rubbed the underside of his snout. "Well,
let's see. Exit tunnel. Exit. Hmm Now, the last tinme |

| ooked, | thought for sure the word exit neant a way out."

| gritted ny teeth. "I wanted your assurance that we

weren't going to be tricked. Stupid of ne to ask, | suppose.”
"Do | look so untrustworthy?"

"Frankly, yes."
"My, aren't we paranoid. | think I'll leave in a huff."
And he did.

Shaki ng my head, | watched himdi sappear into the half-
darkness. "He's supposed to be a conposite of all our person-
alities. Wiat | want to know is, which one of us is the
smartass?"

Daria | aughed. "Funny, but | can see a |ot of your sardonic
humor in him Jake."

"Me?" | yel ped. "You've got to be kidding."

"Actually, it does nmake sense that he woul d have an effem
inate personality."

"Well, it doesn't nake any dam sense to ne at all."

Lori had been thinking. "Do you think John and Rol and
and the rest will be okay?"

"Who knows," | said. | rubbed ny jaw. "But | know one
thing. I know we're being manipul ated."

"How so?" Daria asked.

"What Arthur said about seemi ng untrustworthy. Actually,

I lied. He appears to be anything but a danger. It's hard to take
himseriously at all. He's a cartoon figure, a big, gangling

i nprobability, with a serioconic personality. And | ook at

Prime. He's everything a superbeing shoul d be—wi se, Kkind,
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and gentle. But think of it. He could take any shape. He's not
a being. He's a tool. At least that body is. The persona he's
presenting seenms a little too tailornade, too contrived."

Dari a nodded. "I know what you nean. He seenms to be
bendi ng over backward to nake us feel safe, to convince us of

his good intentions."

"Precisely," | said. "And that tactic backfired on ne from
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the very start. Just the way | am | guess."

"Me, too." Daria sat in the shotgun seat and brooded. Pres-
ently she said, "But what do they want from us?"

"Maybe the part about wanting us to join the Cul mi nation

is true," | said. "However, | don't intend to stick around | ong
enough to find out whether it is." |I pushed the start button,
and t he engi ne turned over.

"Are we | eaving?"

"Not just yet. | want to check out this escape route first.
Then we'l|l see about provisions. If we can pilfer some food,
we'll be set to | eave at a nonent's notice. Everyone strap in."

I rolled the rig across the snmooth floor of the garage, fol-
lowing the solid green line Arthur had pointed out. It |ed
straight toward a clutch of vehicles, then arched to the left. It
took us past sone nore exotic machinery, skirted another

mai nt enance bay, bent to the right and proceeded into darker
regions of the garage. | turned on the forward |lights. The |ine
weaved anong stacks of crates and containers, tall gantries

hul king in the shadows behind them Presently we canme to a
clear area. The walls of the chanber narrowed, feeding us into
a tunnel and conpl ete darkness. The tunnel floor sl oped
downward for a stretch, then leveled off. | slowed down, feel-
ing cautious and a little edgy. The fear of getting | ost again
began to gnaw. The |ine ended, but the tunnel continued for a

I ength until the headbeans showed what at first |ooked like a
dead end, which turned out to be the floor swooping up

sharply, too sharply, | thought, and braked. But sonething

was wrong; there cane a sudden surge of speed. The rig got
sucked into the mouth of the tube and shot upward, propelled

along like a shell inside the barrel of a fieldpiece. The angle
wasn't as steep as that of the pedestrian escalators, but it was a
thrilling trip up, too thrilling, because | was convinced that

this tinme we'd blundered into sonething we couldn't get out
of -/aybe this was a missile firing tube, or a catapult that
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| aunched aircraft. |nagine our enbarrassment when we got to
the top.

But it was okay. The ranp |eveled off sharply and we could

see daylight—the tunnel's end. The invisible force set us

| oose, and we rolled out into bright |ate-afternoon sun, travel -
ing a gray-green, two-lane highway.

| pulled off the road and let the engine idle. W were

among | ow grassy hills. A stand of trees fringed a rise to the
right, and an arrangenent of rounded pink boul ders sat off the
road on the other side. Through the rearview parabolic mrror

I could see Enerald City atop its escarpnent. No other struc-
tures lay in sight, but the viewwas limted by the terrain.

"Now," | said, sitting back. "How do we get back inside?"

"Forget it," Carl said disdainfully. "Who needs that fairy
pal ace?"
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"You can't conplain about the food," | said. "And it | ooks
like we could go a long tinme between nmeals out here."

"We'll figure sonmething out,” Carl said with haughty con-
fidence.

"You think we can forage? O do you figure to hunt small
game?"

"Huh? Hey, | don't know, but we'll get by sonmehow "

"Sure. I'mfeeling pangs already. Daria, what do we have
| eft back there?"

"Some crackers, | think. Half a bag of walnuts." She
t hought. "A can of beef consonmme... and a rotten apple."
I | ooked at Carl.

He shrugged off ny stare. "Ckay, okay. So we'll get
hungry. But the sooner we get through that portal, the sooner
we get back to where we can find food."

| said, "Bruce, calculate the nost efficient route to that
master portal and give ne an ETA, assuming nonstop driving
and an average speed of about 130 kil oneters per hour."

"Forty-six-point-two-five hours, Jake."

"So," | said, "it's two days if | don't sleep or if | teach you
guys to pilot this rig, and that's assunmi ng Skyway crui sing
speed, or near it, anyway. | don't think we can average nore

than eighty klicks an hour over alien road."

"Eighty klicks?" Carl said incredulously. "That's... what?
Only around fifty miles an hour! This rig can hit two hundred
or I'ma nonkey's uncle."

John DeChanci e
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"It can do over that," | said, "on a high-speed road |ike the
Skyway. But |'mtal king average speed, Carl. That's different.
And this is little nore than a back country road."

"Yeah, | know," Carl grunbled. "Shit. W can still nake
it, though."

"Maybe, if we have to. But |I'mnot ready to | eave just
yet."

"Right, right. I"'msorry. W gotta get Sam back, | know. "

| studied Carl for a nonent. The scared kid inside himwas
peepi ng through. He was farther from honme than any of us.

| |1 ooked back at the tunnel, which exited fromthe base of a
steep hill. "Well, we can't go down the up-ranp, that's for
sure. Bruce, can we get back to the Skyway using these sec-
ondary roads?"
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"No, Jake, there's no connection.”

"You can't get there fromhere." | sighed. "That's odd. Can
we go of f-road?"

"Per haps, Jake. The maps are not so detailed that | can
make that judgnment with any degree of authoritativeness."”

"Damm. | don't want to go overland, but that through-the-
mountain bit seems like the only way into the city by road."

"And who's to say," Daria added, "whether they'll lift up
the nmountain and | et us in again?"

"Right. So | guess we cruise around a little and see if we

can find sone nice little rabbits who'll |et us conk them over
the head."
I was hungry. 1'd just picked at breakfast, which seened

i ke days ago, and Darla's quickie lunch had vani shed into the
voi d. Nothing to be done about it now, though. And sitting
here woul d acconplish | ess than nothing. So | eased back onto
the road and brought the rig up to sight-seeing speed, just

nmoseyi ng al ong.

"They know where we are, of course," Daria said.
I nodded. "O course. They've known our every nove. But

they haven't stopped us yet."

"Yes, but I'mstill not ready to believe that Prime meant
what he said about letting us | eave any tine we want to."

"Yeah, couple of things bother ne about that," | said.
"Consider all the stuff that's here. Al those exotic vehicles,
t he wondrous gadgets, the technology. Just sitting around,
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waiting to be pilfered by disenchanted Cul mi nati on candi -
dates. "

"Maybe it's supposed to be pilfered,"” Daria suggested.

I thought about it. "Maybe. Haven't seen any signs of
pl undering, though."

"I't may be we were the first ever to make it to the end of
the Skyway."

"Gosh. Think of that."

Daria runinated, then said, "You don't think anyone could
get away with sw ping anything fromthis place, do you?"

"Not for a monent. | can't believe the Cul mination would
let this stuff get dispersed anachronistically throughout all of
spacetime. Mist of it is fromthe far, far future. It would stick
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out like a sore thunb back where we cone from Tal k about
par adoxes. "

"What about know edge | eaking out? All that data in the
l'ibrary. Taking back any of that would be anachronistic in
itself."

"You have a point. Then, | guess, the know edge doesn't
| eave here, either."

We | ooked at each ot her

"I don't like the inplications of that," Daria said worriedly.

"Neither do I|."

The sky was a pretty, purplish blue, appearing as if it had
been colored in by crayon. The strange, artificial |ook proba-
bly had sonething to do with the atnosphere being a | ot shal -
| ower here than it would be on a standard pl anet—er so
guessed—-al though it was deep enough to support a few puffy

cl ouds. No doubt the weather was controlled. | wondered if it
ever rai ned.

We roll ed dowmn a gradual grade and out onto flat grass-

| ands. Structures cane into view. Up ahead a side road di-
verged, leading to a featurel ess gol den done. Farther on

anot her road branched off to a conplex edifice that | ooked
like a collision between a chem cal plant and a Mgul pal ace.

"So many things..." Daria said out of a reverie
"Li ke what ?" | asked.

She sighed and shook her head. "So many unanswered
questions. Little things, as well as big. Like, why isn't there
any Skyway to the master portal ?"

94 John CeChanci e

"To slow us down. Make us think twi ce about |eaving. O
it's because this was such a pretty place, they didn't want to
mess it up with new construction.”

"All of the above," Daria said. "Or none of the above."

"You got it," | said. "Don't hold your breath for conplete
expl anations. Mystery is the essence of life."

She rolled her eyes. "Let me wite that down."
"Ckay. It's MY-S-T-E-R—Huh? Wy are you | aughi ng?"

"Jake, you're getting nore batty with every kil oneter you
drive."

"I'"'m being driven batty. | knew there was an expl anation."

For the next half hour we followed the road and saw t he
sights. There was plenty to | ook at. The vegetati on changed,;
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trees becanme nore nunerous, thickening to forest for a

stretch, then thinning out a little to look |like an orchard. Mre
buil dings in various architectural styles. There were other
things, too, anpbng which was a huge statue of a w nged,
four-1egged ani mal resenbling a gryphon, except that the head

| ooked rather feline. The statue sat atop a cylindrical base and
must have risen to nore than sixty neters. An alien god—a
mythical animal? O was this the |ikeness of a once-extant

sapi ent being? No telling. There were other nmonunents which

gave the inpression of being tonmbs or cenotaphs. One was a

di amond- shaped mass of metal that stood bal anced, inpossi-

bly, on one of its apexes, resting point to point with the tip of
a pyram dal base. Another was a giant glass needle, a thin,
tapering crystalline shaft that shot up over a hundred neters.
There were obelisks, stelae, slabs, nmonoliths, and other

masses, all of various geonetrical shapes.

More buildings. One | ooked very familiar. In fact, we were
shocked. | pulled off the road and st opped.

"The Taj Mahal!" Daria blurted.

And it was, if nmenory served. Though I'd been in India,

I'"d never laid eyes on it. But the Taj is one of those universa
pi cture-postcard i mages that has engraved itself in the mass

m nd. No m staking those serenely graceful turnip-top dones,
the sl ender minarets, that classical symetry and sense of
proportion. In a word, beautiful

"My God," Daria said, "what's it doing here?"

"Part of the collection," | said.
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"Do you think there are nore Terran artifacts here?"
"Possibly."

"Maybe it's just a replica.”

"Maybe. Looks new, doesn't it? Probably restored or re-
constructed. "

| got us noving again. Farther along we cane to an inter-
section. The other road was narrower but was nade of the
same blue-green material. | stopped, checking traffic. There
was none, so | crossed and continued on

I shoul d have waited, because a few kiloneters down the
road | saw a blip on the rear scanner screen

(TrW" ?)
11

| TROWPED THE power pedal. "Bruce," | said, "we got trou-
ble. "

"Not ed, Jake. Bandit at six o'clock, closing fast."

Maybe it was Prine, conme to fetch us back. But | doubted
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it. "lIn canera range?" | asked.
"Extrene tel ephoto. Can you make it out?"

I looked. It was a dun-col ored dot, grow ng rapidly, soon
resolving into a paramlitary vehicle with famliar canoufl age
mar ki ngs. One of Zack Moore's buggi es.

"I ncom ng nessage on the Skyway citizens' band," Bruce
said calmy.

"Put it through."
"... MG aw, breaking for Jake MG aw. Come back."

I recogni zed the voice. It was Krause, who had been an

of ficer aboard the ferryboat Laputa. | had had a minor run-in
with him and a nmajor one with his skipper. Captain Pender-
gast .

I put my headset on. "Yeah, you got MG aw. "

"H, there! Were've you guys been?" Krause's chummy
manner rang as fal se as a bell nade of papi er-mache.

"What's it to you, asshole?" | had decided not to be civi
about this.

"Hey, now, is that any way to talk? After all we've been
t hrough toget her?"

"Back off," | said, "or you' re a dead man."

"Don't be so paranoid. | just want to talk. Wiat's it |ike
i nside that castle, anyway?"

"Good food, good service, and a great gane room Any
ot her questions?"

"Food! All we've had to eat is synthesized glop! W're
97
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starving and you're living off the fat of the land! Isn't fair.
"Doesn't the Wihite Lady take care of you?"
A pause. Then: "We call her the Goddess. That's what she

is, you know. "

"And she doesn't feed her children?”
"W. She just tells us to do stuff.”
"Li ke what ?"

"Most of the tine we can't understand her."
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I thought it best to pull a fewnore teeth and try to get what
information I could. "Where's the rest of your crew?"

"Ch, around."

It | ooked as though | wouldn't get much out of him but I
needed a little time. Krause's vehicle was pacing us now. |
wanted to pick the best place to nake ny nove. |I'd take the
offense first in this particular engagenent. | was tired of
screwing around with these guys. Besides, best to strike when
the situation was still one-on-one. So | needed to chat himup

alittle longer.
"Where are you guys hol ed up?" | asked.

"W have a place. Kind of a tenple, sort of. It's nice. But
the food we found is awmful. | bet that everything in that green
pal ace of yours is first class."

"You al one?"
"W. CGot a few of the guys here. Are you?"
"Yeah. "

He | aughed. "/'// bet. O did nost of your gang decide to
join up with that Prine fellow? They all ducked out on you—

that right, Jake?"

"Yeah, they all ducked out." | killed the m ke. "Everyone
strapped in?" | |ooked around. My crew was wel |l -trai ned by
now.

Krause chuckl ed. "They all want to be gods, huh? Actu-
ally, I don't blanme them Wuldn't mnd being boss of the
uni verse for a while. But the Goddess says it's all a crock."

I switched the m ke on again. "That so?" | said, eyeballing
the road ahead for a likely spot to do a "noonshiner's flip,"
a.k.a. an "Al abama roundhouse. "

"Yeah, that's what she says. She says Prinme is msleading
peopl e and getting theminvolved in things that aren't their

busi ness. "
"What's the CGoddess' business?"

"You got ne. What do | know from what a goddess is

supposed to be up to? None of us understands what the hell's
really going on here. Except that-whaddya call her?—the
White Lady and Prinme are enemes."

"What's she been after you to do?"

Krause snorted. "Kowow to her, for one thing. I'mgetting
pretty tired of it." H's voice took on a worried edge. "Jeez, |
hope she isn't listening. But you should see what we have to
go through. Kneeling when we talk to her, calling her Your
Divinity, and crap like that... Christ, | hope she didn't hear
that either."
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"VWhat're you worried about? What happens if you incur
her di sfavor?"

"No food, no water. Two of our guys died | ast ni ght—+they

got sick on the trip. Scurvy, | think, though Jules had a heart
condition, too. Anyway, the Lady coul d have saved them but

she didn't, because Mdwore gave her lip."

So, Moore wasn't in Krause's vehicle. And we had two
| ess enemies on this world. Good and good.

"? probably shouldn't have told you any of that... but,
dunno. Most of us really would like to go home. You got the
map now, Jake. The real one. How 'bout we rmake a deal ?"

"You still believe runors?" | said.

"C nmon, Jake. The Goddess told us. She gave you the rea
map. We need it to get back hone."

"The Goddess told you wong, Krause. | never had a nmap
and | don't now "

"Then where are you goi ng?" He grunted. "Heading for
that big portal on the other side, | bet."

"Just out sight-seeing, Krause. Lots of interesting things
here. "

"Yeah, sure. Look, we don't even want the map. Al we
really want is the Black Cube. The CGoddess wants it. |If she
don't get it, we don't get off this pancake."

"Krause, you got yourself one big problem there. MWy
synpathies, but | can't help you. | don't have the cube any
more. My truck was broken into | ast night. Sonebody stole
it."

Krause del ayed answering a noment. "How can | be sure
you're telling the truth?"

"That's a tough one."

100
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Ahead was a sharp curve. | took it at high gee. Com ng out
of it | saw ny opportunity. The road straightened out and
continued into a |l ong strai ghtaway, bisecting a greensward

that | ooked | evel and firm

I cut the mke. "Bruce, stand by for an Al abama round-
house. "

"Jake," Bruce adnoni shed, "that is not a recomrended
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maneuver . "
" St andby! "
"Standi ng by."

I flipped the master toggle controlling the traction gradients

on the trailer rollers. Those rollers were now frictionless. |
braked hard. The trailer imediately jackknifed to the left, but
instead of correcting, | let it go, twisting the control rings on
the steering bars and defrictionizing the cab rollers as well.
The rig spun. Stopping this maneuver was the hard part.

"You pulling over, Jake?" canme Krause's voice.

"Bruce! Stabilize!l™
I flipped the master toggle back and frantically twi sted the

control rings, at the sane tinme countersteering and braking. |
had to do al nost everything at once—Bruce was handling the
stabilizing jets and nmonitoring the various safety servos which
woul d hel p keep the rig fromgoing conpletely out of control

We were now travel i ng backward and decel erating. The trailer
started to swing out again. | toggled and pedal ed and steered,
fighting to get it back into line. | juiced the power rollers to
maxi mum grab, defrictionizing the rears again. The rig shud-
dered, and we rolled to a crunching stop—a brief one, be-

cause | had the power pedal floored. The rig sprang forward

and we flew back up the road.

Krause was coning out of the turn

"Jake, | can't take your word... HEY, WHAT THE
HELL!"

We were heading right down his throat.

The jungl e-striped gun buggy swerved off onto the
shoul der, but | kept steering right for him

"Bruce, stand by on exciter cannon!"
"Roger. Target visually acquired."

Krause didn't have tinme enough to get a shot off at us. The
vehicle's exciter turret was swiveling into line, but whoever
was driving was too busy trying to avoid getting snmashed by

one big nmother of a trailer truck and was frantically steering
against the turret's swing. The gun buggy veered off and
headed out into the greensward, presenting its broadside to us
for a perfect set-up shot.

"Fire!" | yelled, but Bruce beat me by a quarter second.

Hi s shot was dead on target, the blue-white exciter beam
opening a fiery gash along the entire length of the gun buggy's
starboard side. | swng off and headed back onto the road.

The left parabolic showed Krause's vehicle trundling across

the grass, heading for a clutch of bone-white pyramds. It hit a
| ow rise, bouncing crazily.

Then it expl oded. Bruce's shot nust have penetrated to the
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ordnance bays. A starburst of arching contrails bl ossonmed out
of the fireball.

I couldn't | ook anynore because we were headi ng back
into the curve. | braked into the turn and accel erated out.

Two nore mlitary-style vehicles were heading right at us.
"Fire at will!"

Bruce let fly, hitting both gun buggi es head-on. They shot
past on either side, and | heard the crackle of belated return
fire. Again, we had surprise on our side. They hadn't had
reaction time enough to get off a shot at the cab. | wasn't
about to give them another opportunity.

"Bruce, energency power. Gme all you got."
"Yes, Jake."

I roared back the way we had cone, taking turns at maxi-

mum gee and cheating on the bends by cutting across the

shoul der of the road when necessary. | hadn't had time to see
if Bruce's shots had been effective. Mst vehicles have their
thi ckest arnor front and back, since nost attacks on the road
come fromthose quarters. Knowing that, | still hoped we had
| ucked out,.or had at |east disabled them W had a big | ead,
and it would take time for themto turn around, but those
buggies were fast. | didn't think we could outrun themon this
sl ow road. Qut on the Skyway, no problem They'd have trou-
bl e catching me. But not here. Wich nmeant | would have to
thi nk of sonethi ng qui ck.

I thought, quickly, if not brilliantly. | feared a mssile at-
tack. | had dealt with their ordnance before, and only Carl's
magi ¢ Chevy had saved us—even at that, we had taken a hit.

If they chased us, they would wait for a level stretch and |let

102 John DeChanci e

| oose what missiles they had left. Better to get off-road now
and try to take advantage of the terrain. They could foll ow,
but out there we'd have a chance of catching them broadside,
the only hope of a sure kill.

Troubl e was, the orchard | andscape was back, and there

was nowhere to go if | didn't want to go crashing through the
trees—whi ch woul d sl ow us down, and needl ess to say, |eave
any easy trail to follow. | |ooked out at the neatly spaced rows
of trees. Sone were gnarled little things, but npbst were six
meters high at least. On the whole, they didn't | ook crash-

t hrough-abl e. There was nmaybe enough space between them

to squeeze by... hard to tell, though. | thought back. The
intersection was comng up. If | could get there and nmake a
turn before they saw us, they'd have to split up, and since
there were only two vehicles chasing us and three ways |
could go, we mght |ose them conpletely.

But no such | uck.
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"Jake, | have visually acquired our pursuers."”
" Damm. "
"Mssile alert! Incom ng! Take evasive action!"

I'"d already taken it, panic-braking. The orchard had given

way to a sort of w de esplanade |ined with dark nmonunents

| eadi ng diagonally off to the right. | barely nanaged the turn,
scraping the side of the trailer against one of the huge netallic

bl ocks. Wth any | uck—

There was a flash and an acconpanying crunp as the m s-

sile hit one of the nmonoliths. | was nmonentarily relieved for
nore than one reason—they hadn't unl eashed a barrage of

m ssiles. They were probably low, trying to make each shot
count, but they probably had at | east one nore to chuck at us.

I raced down the stone-paved esplanade. It flared into a
circus, in the center of which stood a free-form scul pture done
intwisted netal. | skirted that, roaring off the pavenent and
onto turf. Ahead was an obstacle course of monuments and

ot her odd bric-a-brac, and on the other side lay a grouping of

tur quoi se dones.

| dodged and weaved through the field of nonuments—t

was |like a driver training course. Stray exciter bolts sizzled
around us, but no missiles came our way. | nade a | urching
turn around the dones, conming to the foot of a low hill dotted
with nore orchard trees. There was nowhere to go but up, so
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went, flooring the pedal and hitting the first tree dead on. Not
much to these trees—+t snapped, fell, and we steamed right

over it. | wanted to | eave as nuch debris behind as |I could, so

| started sidesw ping them getting themto fall and bl ock our
pursuers' path. Branches scraped against the ports and

crunched beneath the rear rollers. | tore the hell out of that
goddamm hill. It woul d have been fun under other circum

st ances.

It wasn't a big hill, and we were over the top quickly.

Apparently the gun buggies were having a hard time getting

up the slope. They hadn't fired at us. There were no trees here
on the other side, nothing but a gradual grade down to a flat
meadow wi th no cover other than tall weedlike plants. It was a
good hundred neters across to the edge of a thick forest. |
hurried. W shot down the hill and bunped across | eve

ground. | floored the pedal and cut a swath through the tal
grass, scanning ahead to judge how thick the forest was and
whet her we coul d go crashing through or whether we had to

turn and fight. | decided to risk nore danmage to the ecol ogy
and plunged the rig into the trees. This stuff was thicker. The
cab shook with the inpact. | heard a horrendous cracking,

| ooked out and saw the right stabilizer foil fall away. But we
didn't stop. Trees fell in our path, branches slamed agai nst
the view ports. It was rough going. | got hung up a few tines,

but managed to get free and keep rolling. Monentum was on
our side; also a 600 negadyne nucl ear-fusion engine. W
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crashed out into a small clearing, and | paused to | ook about

for atrail or a road. There was a tiny break in the tree |ine off
to the right, so | headed for it, and it turned out to be the start
of little nore than a deer path. But it hel ped.

"Hope Snmokey the Bear isn't around,"” Carl managed to
say over the snapping, thunping, and bangi ng.

"Who the hell is that?" | shouted.
"Forget it."

The vegetation was not quite Earthlike, but not very exotic
either, just nore of thousands of variations | had seen on the
basic theme of "tree." These had droopi ng branches bri ght

with feathery red and yell ow | eaves. There didn't seemto be

any wildlife about—othi ng squawked or hooted di sapprova

at our intrusion, nothing bolted fromcover to run for its life. |
wondered if the whole planet were |lifel ess except for vegeta-

104 John DeChancl e
tion. Prine, we humans, and the White Lady.

We crashed out into the clear, and | stopped, slid back the
port, and listened. No noi se behind, nothing like two vehicles
trying to follow our trace. They'd have a rough tine getting
around the tree stunps and other debris I'd left. Good. Better
and better.

"W have sustained sone danage, Jake," Bruce inforned
ne.

"I know. Anything critical?"

"All main systems seemto be functional. However, we
have a hull breach in the trailer, and the right stabilizer foil has
detached itself."

"Yeah. So nuch for stability. Well, it could have been
wor se. "

"I must conplinent you on your creative driving, Jake,"
Bruce sai d.

"Thank you. | was inspired.”

I got noving, crossing a grassy field to the slope of a | ow
rise. At the crest, | stopped. There was an abrupt transition in
terrain beginning a few neters away. The grass petered out,
giving way to dust and gravel. A few wiry bushes with bril -
liant pink blossons dotted a parched | andscape. An eroded

butte ringed by nounds of talus lay about half a kil oneter
ahead. Near it sat a conplex of buildings that |ooked Iike

some sort of industrial facility.

"Interesting," | said.
"There's a road down by those buildings," Carl said.
"Yeah. Good as any, | guess."

| drifted down the hill and rolled out into the desert.
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Carl gave a | ook out the port, checking the rearvi ew para-
bolic mirror. "You think we |ost 'enP"

"l hope. Not much cover out here."

It was pretty, though. The dust was red, the rocks coffee-
bei ge, and the vegetation was in colorful bloom The sky had
turned a deeper shade of violet as the "sun" declined to our
right, coaxing | ong shadows from outcroppings of rock and
stunt ed, rough-barked trees.

"We should | ook for soneplace to spend the night, a hide-
out of sone sort," | said.

"What about that place there?" Lori asked.
PARADOX ALLEY 105

"I"d like to get sone nore di stance between us and those
gun buggies first," | answered.

I hurried toward the thin green Iine of the road, bunping
over rocks and fallen tree trunks, follow ng the edge of a
si nuous depression to our right that |ooked like a dry wash.

Dari a began, "Maybe we shoul d—
"Alert!" Bruce interrupted. "Bandits at six o'clock!"

The rearvi ew screen showed two canoufl age- pai nt ed bug-
gi es rushing down the hill.

"Fire rear exciters at will!" | shouted, mashing the power
pedal .

"Affirmati ve. Have commenced firing."

I weaved the rig back and forth, eyeing the terrain ahead
for cover. There wasn't nuch to eye. A few rock formations,
| ow nounds, not hing el evated enough to conpletely hide the
rig. Best we could do was to swi ng around and bring our
forward guns to bear, hunkering down behind the crest of a
ridge to present a low profile. Basic tank warfare in open
country.

But they still had m ssiles, and one was coning our way.

"Tracking multiple mssiles," Bruce said inperturbably.
"Jake, you had better take cover. | can't seemto knock any of
t hem out . "

I had already steered sharply to the right, heading for the
dry wash. If | could get down in there w thout wecking us,
and if the wash were deep enough, and if we could get back

out of there, and if—

We practically fell into the wash. The cab dropped, crash-

ing to the stream bed, pul ping our bones and teeth. | recov-
ered qui ckly enough to floor the pedal and pull the cab away
before the trailer flipped over. The accordion joints along the
trailer groaned, bent to the failure point.

There was a crunching thud—the trailer falling in behind
as | wheeled out into the dry wash, rollers jouncing over ruts
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and boul ders. | heard a whoosh. A missile inpacted about
twenty neters downstream throwi ng up a geyser of dust and
rubbl e.

"Only one actual blip, Jake," Bruce informed. "The others
were el ectronically generated decoys. |'mvery sorry to report
that our defensive systens are not quite up to par."
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"They never were," | said. "Can't afford it."

Now what ? W were sitting ducks in this hole. | raced
downstream feeling the undercarriage whack agai nst protrud-
ing boulders. | w nced, hoping the rig would hold together
One hole or tear in a vital conponent and it woul d be over

Fart her downstreamthe channel w dened and the hei ght of

the banks shrank to half a nmeter. | |ooked around, checked the
parabolic. Nothing, so | wheeled to the right. Wunp, bong,
and the cab was up and out of the wash—erash, rip, the

trailer following. | cringed. GChnygod, | thought, I'mgoing to
cry when | | ook underneath the rig. If | ever get the chance.

We were out and exposed, but no nore mssiles came our

way. Those buggi es woul d have just as nuch troubl e crossing
the wash, so now was ny chance to pack sone distance be-
tween us and them

"Jake," Bruce said, "lI'mgetting a very unusual blip on the

scanners. Airborne, descending and closing with us."
Carl craned his neck, |ooking up

"See anyt hing?" | asked.

"No... I He froze

"Carl? What is it?"
He turned around. The col or had drained out of his face.

"Shit," he said in a scared, half-audible whisper. "Shit!"
"What the hell is it, Carl?" | shouted.
He | ooked at ne. His eyes were panicky, crazed. "Not

again," he said.
"Jesus Christ, Carl, what—

The rig left the ground.
| yelled. The engine quit, and a bl ood-freezing silence fell.

The rig was taking off |ike a plane, nose high and soaring. |
| ooked out the port. A huge black object, irregularly shaped,
hovered above us. The angle was wong to get a good view.

"Jake, what is it?" Daria screaned.

"I don't know," | said. "A craft. Sucking us up in sone
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sort of gravitic beam™
"Prinme," she said flatly.

"1 guess."
The object came into the forward ports as our angle of

ascent steepened. The thing was rounded, bul bous in spots,
and big. Gher than that, it was al nost featurel ess

Carl was tugging finitely at the hatch | ever—the naster
sealing circuit was on

"l gotta get outta here,” he said through gritted teeth.
"Carl, take it easy. It's probably Prime, picking us up."

He tore off his harness and | eaped at ne, grabbing the front
of ny jacket with both hands. He shook ne. "Qpen that fuck-
ing door, d you hear? Open that door! | gotta get out! | gotta
get outta here!" His face was contorted by blind fear, his eyes
sightless, his lips the color of his face, a dead fish's belly.

"Carl, what the hell's wong with you?" | snapped.

"You don't understand, you don't understand. That thing
can't get ne again, | won't let it, | gotta get outta here, |—=

He et me go, wenched around and stabbed at the instru-
ment panel. | unstrapped nyself and seized both of his arns.

"Carl, take it easy!"

He struggled free, turning around. He sent a haymmker at

me, which | ducked. | closed with himand wapped hi mup

We Indian westled for a nonment, then he dragged ne to the
right. | tripped, falling between the front seats. Carl stepped
over ne and fled aft. | was in an awkward position and

couldn't get up inmediately, ny left foot wedged underneath

the power pedal. | finally freed it and haul ed nyself up

Carl was lying facedown on the deck. Daria stood over
him Lori, still strapped in, was in tears.

"Hope | didn't hurt him" Daria said. "Side neck chop."

"You're good at that," | said. | went back and checked
him He wasn't unconscious, just stunned. He withed, groan-
i ng.

"He'll be okay. You have a light touch."
"What's his probl en"

| said, "I think that thing up there is his flying saucer."

STt oil
12

I CLI MBED FORWARD-the rig was inclined at a sharp angle
now. | sat in the driver's seat and | ooked out. A large struc-

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (90 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:29 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

ture, part of the strange craft, |oonmed before us. It | ooked
sonething like the neck of a bottle with an aperture |ike an
iris. The aperture began dilating as we approached, soon wi d-
ening enough to admt the truck. Wiich it did. W shot right

in there. The aperture closed behind us, and we were in sem -
dar kness.

The truck settl ed.
Prime's voice booned at us fromthe dark cavity ahead.

"I AM VERY DI SPLEASED, " he said gravely. "IT
SEEMS THAT YOU MAY NOT BE TRUSTED. VERY
VELL, THEN. YOU HAVE FORCED ME TO TAKE
HARSH MEASURES. PREPARE TO MEET YOUR

DOOM "

"Go to hell!" | shout ed.

We heard an inpish chuckle. "JUST KIDDI NG " cane
Arthur's voi ce.

"What ?" | rasped, switching the feed fromny mke to the
out si de speakers. "Arthur! You son of a bitch, where the hel
arc you?"

"Now don't get testy," Arthur said, his voice at a | ower
vol ume. "Just having some fun. You ought to be grateful. I
just saved your butt, you know "

| exhal ed, relief flooding over me. "You did?"

"You better believe it, dearie. That |ast missile had your
nunber on it."

"Ch," | said. "There was one com ng at us?"

"Right on target. O course, | knocked it out before it got
very far."
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"oh "

"Ch," Arthur said nockingly.
"Thanks. "

"You're wel cone. Hold on a minute."

W waited. A mnute later, Arthur came waddling out of
t he darkness. "Cone on out," he said.

Carl was sitting up. He | ooked enbarrassed, still alittle
scared, and at least partially rational

"You okay?" Lasked.

"Yeah. |I..." He ran a hand over his face, and shook his
head to clear it. "I don't know what happened. Sonet hi ng
snhapped. | dunno." He | ooked up. "lI'msorry," he added, rub-

bi ng his neck.
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"Forget it. Is this your flying saucer? The one that nabbed
you?"

Carl got to his feet, cane forward. "Looks like it. Sane
damm goof y-1 ooki ng pl ace. "

W got out. The chanber was |ike the inside of an egg
flattened on the bottom Behind the truck, the entrance had
closed up into a puckered sphincter-valve affair. The room
was uniformy constructed out of some dark materi al

"Still angry?" Arthur asked, smrking.
"Alittle," | said. "You do a good imtation of Prine."

"Why, thank you, Jake," Arthur said in Prinme's voice. "I
plan to make a career in show business, you know. "

| | ooked around. "What now?"

Arthur shrugged. "What do you want to do?"

"You're not taking us back to Enerald City?"

Arthur shook his head. "Not if you don't want to go."
I turned to Darla. "What do you think?"

Dari a shook her head. "I don't know, Jake. W'd probably
be safer in Enmerald City, but..."

"l don't want to go," | said. "But | have to find Sam He's
got to be there somewhere."

Arthur said, "Oh, Samis fine. | kind of Iike him He's your
father, right? You know, he looks a lot |ike you."

I nmust have looked as if |'d been hit with a power hammer.

Arthur stared at me bl ankly for a second; then something

dawned on him "Ch, of course. You left before Sam.." He
brought his four-fingered hand up and sl apped his face.
"Dearie me, | think |I've nade a boo-boo."
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"What arc you saying?" | nanaged to get out.

"Un... | think I'd better take you back to Enerald City.

Ri ght now. Follow ne."

We followed him Another sphincter-valve, this one nuch

smal ler than the first, was set into the far wall. It opened to
admt us, and we went through into a curving tube-shaped
corridor that bent to the right and led into a circular room In
the center was a high cylindrical platformon which rested a
wedge- shaped box affair |ooking sonewhat like a lectern. Ar-
thur stood in front of it and began to slide his fingers across
the box's slanted top face. A control panel, | thought.

Not hi ng nuch happened. | didn't feel any novenent. |
| ooked over Arthur's shoul der. The triangular panel, made of
the sane dark nmaterial that the rest of the ship was conposed
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of, was totally blank, yet Arthur seened to know where to put
his fingers.

"Want a view?" Arthur asked.
"Huh? Ch, yeah."
The ship around us di sappeared.

Darl a squeal ed, and Lori fell to all fours. Carl junped
back, yelling, "Jesus Christ!" He stared unbelieving at his
feet, beneath which was nothing but air.

| stared down, stanping ny right foot. The floor was stil

t here—sonet hi ng was there, anyway. | turned around. And
behi nd us, about ten neters away, flying along with us like a
escorting fighter, was the truck

We were soaring in open air about three hundred neters
above the surface of Mcrocosnos- Arthur still had his hands
extended over the now invisible control panel

"Sorry," he said. "I should have warned you. Let me
opaque the ship's mass a little."

The walls and fl oor cane back abruptly, then gradually
faded to full transparency, but this tine they |ooked like tinted
gl ass.

"Do you have a sense of the ship around you now?" Arthur

i nqui red.
"Yeah, better," | said.
Lori got up. "lI'mgoing crazy," she declared. "I really

think 1'mgonna go conpletely bats.™

"Hang on, honey," Darla said soothingly, putting an arm
around her shoul ders.

112
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"Where did you get this... ship?" | asked.

"Belongs to Enerald City's fleet," Arthur told me. "It's a
spacetime ship. CGoes anywhere, anytime. Zips you there rea
fast."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. It's probably the nbst advanced spacecraft ever
built. Don't ask nme who built it. 1'd break ny jaw trying to
pronounce the name."

"Do you know how it works? \What drives it?"

"Ch, quantumthis, that, and the other thing. You really
want me to go into it? You couldn't understand it, anyway."

"Forget it."

The patchwork quilt of Mcrocosmos rolled beneath us.
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Qur airspeed couldn't have been nmuch. Ahead, | could see the
Enerald City atop its citadel, sparkling in the light of the
setting sun.

"You have to take it easy going short distances," Arthur
went on, anticipating nmy next question. "You can't do contin-

uum junps near big masses. | mean, you can do them but it's
tricky. Even for me. And |'mpretty good at driving this
thing."

"You do a lot of flying?"
"Never. This is ny first time."
"l see." | shrugged to myself.

The ship nade its approach to Enerald City. Everything
seened to be going fine until we suddenly veered off. The
worl d below us tilted crazily.

"What's wong, Arthur?" | said, fighting an attack of ver-
tigo.

"Somet hi ng' s com ng our way."

| searched the sky and found it. It was a yell ow gl owi ng
ball trailing streanmers of fire, streaking down at us.

"What the hell is that?" | shouted

"I don't know," Arthur said calmy. "Sonme kind of
weapon. Don't worry."

"Worry? \Who, nme?"

The ship nade a dizzying turn and headed away fromthe

green castle. The fireball executed the same maneuver and
streaked after us, hot on our tail. Qur speed increased rapidly,
but there was no feeling of acceleration, no Gforces. W
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clinmbed swiftly, then leveled off. The fireball did the sane,
and it seened to be gaining. Arthur appeared to be aware of
this without having | ooked.

"Uh-oh," he said. "Hang on, kids."

Arthur proceeded to put the ship through sone inpossible
maneuvers. We flipped, |ooped, dived, pulled up, then went

into what woul d have been called a stall, had it been done by
an airplane. Then we dropped like a stone, tunbling end over
end.

I fought off vertigo, closing ny eyes. There was absolutely
no physical sensation of novenent.

When | opened them again, we were flying close to the
ground at trenmendous speed. Behind us, the fireball was pull-
ing out of a dive to match our altitude.

"Dearie nme," Arthur fretted. "I can't seemto shake this
thing off our tail."
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"Doesn't this ship have any weapons?" | asked.

"Not much of fensively, but a whole bunch defensively. The
ship's supposed to be invul nerable to just about any weapon
ever created. Anyway, that's how it was touted in its day. But
I can't take any chances. | have no idea of what technol ogica
culture that fireball nay have come out of. It m ght have been
specifically invented to challenge this ship's clains to invul-
nerability. You know how arnms races go."

We shot up into the sky again and did a series of evasive
maneuvers, these nore inprobable than the last. The firebal
mat ched our every nove

"Dearie nme!" Arthur exclained. "Now |'mstarting to
worry."

"What about those defensive weapons?"
"I'"ve already tried to neutralize it. Nothing worked."
"Can't you shoot it down?"

"Dogfight with it?" Arthur cringed. "You don't know what

you' re saying. Dogfighting is probably that thing's trunp suit.
You never know what to expect with these standi ng-wave en-

ergy weapons, which is probably what it is. It mght be able to
absorb the energy of an attack and grow even nore powerful."

I | ooked ahead. The edge of the disk-planet was coni ng up
fast.

"We're running out of world, Arthur," | said, trying to
114
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sound as conposed as possi bl e.

"That may be our only chance,” he replied.

Qur speed nust have been stupendous by then. The edge of

M crocosnps swept past, and we streaked out into space. The
pl anet shrank behind us, its disk tilting away, bringing the
edge into view Forty-five degrees along the rimof the world,
the | um nous sun-di sk was falling bel ow the horizon. Beneath
us, the world-edge was rounded and | ooked metallic, busy

wi th enbossed geometric patterns which could have been

mazes of pipelines, conduits, power stations, and other tech-
nol ogical facilities. | estimated the edge's thickness to be
about two hundred kil oneters. There very well could have
been roads down there, but | couldn't make any out.

The other face of the planet, still dark, flipped up toward
us. Before long, though, the sun, now on the opposite side,
peeked back over the horizon and sent | ong shadows across
the land. It was magnificent to watch, even under the circum
st ances.
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The fireball had dropped back. Suddenly, there was a split

second of a blinding flash. The walls opaqued instantly, cut-
ting it off. Purple spots swamin front of mnmy eyes.

"Well, we outran it," Arthur said, breathing a sigh. "It was
| osing energy, so it gave up and dissipated. Rather spectacu-
larly, wouldn't you say?"

"Anyt hing el se conming at us?" | asked.
"No. "

"Any idea who sent it?"

"There's only one possibility."

"The | ady, the goddess in white?"

Arthur glanced at me over his shoulder. "I1've never net

her. Let nme tell you, though, you should put quotes around

| ady. She's no lady, any nore than Prime is a man. Those arc
sinply outward forns, adopted for the sake of conveni ence—
and for facilitating comunication with you people."

"Can you guess why she'd want to give you trouble?"

"l can guess, but when you're tal king about the Cul m na-
tion, dearie, you mght as well be trying to figure out how
many angel s can dance on the head of a pin."

"She's part of the Cul m nation?"

"That's right. And nortals |ike us can only dream about
what's really going on."

| began, "But | thought— And realized | didn't know
what to think.

"What you have to understand, dearie, is that Prinme and

the Goddess represent two aspects of the sanme being. They
bot h share the sane ontol ogi cal base. Stop ne if the vocabu-
lary gets too stuffy."

"I think I know what you nean."
I didn't know what the hell he was tal king about.

The wal | s faded again, and we saw that the | and bel ow had
brightened up. Brilliant norning light fell across the face of
the world. Qur altitude had decreased to the point where we
coul d pick out individual features of the |andscape. There
seenmed to be nore structures on this side. Sizable city com
pl exes lay here and about. W swooped toward one of them

"This is an industrial arcology built by a race known as the
Munbl e- munmbl e, " Arthur inforned us. "Like nost alien
nanes, you can't say it in human.”

Bel ow us lay an aggregation of nulticol ored dones,
spires, and pol yhedral buildings. The ship angled toward an
octagonal structure with a wide flat roof.
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Arthur smled at me over his shoulder. "I'min contact with
the Artificial Intelligence that runs the conplex. It wants to
know i f we're technicians on our way to work. I'mtelling it

yes. When we land, try to look proletarian."
"VWhat are we doi ng here?" | asked.

"Laying low for a while. We don't dare try naking the trip
back to Enerald City until we find out what's going on."

It made sense. | nodded.

Qur craft swooped in over the roof and hovered over a

circular area outlined in red. Then it set gently down. Arthur
made a few swi pes at the control panel, then turned away. The
wal | opaqued agai n.

"Nice landing," | told him
"All in a day's work."

He | ed us back into the connecting tube. W passed the

val ve-door of the chanber where the truck was, follow ng the
curving corridor around to another valve. Arthur touched an
area of the wall beside the bulge, and the sphincter dil ated.

We were descendi ng.

"El evator," Arthur said, pointing up

The hole in the roof was being sealed off by a secondary
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sliding door. The platformon which we rode cane down into

a | arge machi nery-cl ogged chanmber and nerged with the

floor. The door-val ve distended itself, seeking ground, net it,
and dilated a bit nore. Wiile all this was going on, | exam
ined the seenmingly nonolithic material of which the ship was
constructed. Its color was a very dark olive drab, not really

bl ack. The texture was grainy, and there was sonething el se
goi ng on across the surface, an ingrained pattern of tiny lines
and geonetric shapes, barely visible. | tapped the wall. It rang

hol | ow y.
We stepped out and got our first chance to get a good | ook

at the ship. It was essentially an irregul ar grouping of curving
tubes with nippl e-shaped ends. Breast-shaped protuberances

stuck out here and there. Rather erotic, this ship, in a way.
wonder ed what synbolismit had had for its nonhuman

bui | ders.
The big valve, the one we'd gotten sucked up by, was
open.

"Jake, would you get your truck out of there, please?"
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Art hur asked.
I did, backing it out carefully. By the tinme I had parked and

powered the rig's engi ne down, sonething startling was hap-
pening to the ship.

It was shrinking like a balloon with a fast leak. It didn't

hiss. It just got smaller
And snal | er.

And. .
When it had shrunk to a dianeter of about two thirds of a

meter, Arthur picked the damed thing up and held it in both
arnms. It looked like a nodel of itself. It was a nodel of itself.
"Arthur!" | screaned. "That's inpossible!"

"VWhy?" Arthur asked.

I looked at Daria, Carl, and Lori. They were dunb-
founded, staring at ne as if | had the answer.

"Why?" | said. "Because you couldn't possibly pick it up

It's got to weigh—

"Ch, no," Arthur said, "its mass isn't very nuch at all
Here."

He tossed the thing at ne. | lurched and managed to bal -
ance it. It was heavy as hell, but it should have wei ghed at

| east a hundred tons. Mre, nmaybe.
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He | ooked at Carl, Daria, and Lori, then back at me. "Sat-
i sfied?"

"Very," | said, stepping forward to give himhis ship back

"Qof ," Arthur said, struggling with it, though he obviously
had three times ny strength. "Just don't ask me about the
power source."

"Don't worry, | won't," | told him

Arthur waddl ed over to the mddle of the red circular plat-
form set the ship down and wal ked back. "Wen it's defl ated
it's kind of inert, and can't be detected at all."

"What now?" | sai d.

"Now | get in touch with Prinme." He stared off into space
for a nonent. "Except he's not available, dam it. He never
is, when | want him Dearie ne." He sighed. "W'IlI|l have to
wait."

Bruce's voice cane fromthe rig's exterior speaker. "Jake?"
"Yeah?"

"Jake, there is sone sort of attenpt being nade to commu-
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nicate with ne. My guess is that it is a conputer system i ndig-
enous to this structure."

"Ch, | forgot," Arthur said. "That's the... | guess you'd
call it the plant forenman."

"I am nmaking an attenpt to establish contact. Is this per-
m ssi bl e?"

"Go ahead, Bruce, do your best,"” | told him then turned to
Arthur. "Now, before anything else, what was it you were
trying to tell nme about Sanf"

"Ch, yes. Well, he's been... |oaded into another ma-
chine."

"By whom and for what reason?"

Arthur's tone was apologetic. "I"'mafraid Prine is the cul -
prit, Jake. And the reason, as far as | can understand it, was
that Prine determ ned that Sam as an Artificial Intelligence,
was sufficiently advanced enough to warrant special consider-
ation."

"You nean he's to be a Cul m nation candi date?"
"You got it."

I scowl ed, shaking nmy head. "Why is it that Prine's no-
tives always seemto be as pure as the driven snow, no matter
how under handed hi s net hods are?"

"CGood public relations?" Arthur suggested.
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"You ought to know. "

"It's a living, dearie. The enploynent situation here is
tight."

"Yeah. One other thing. You said that Sam | ooks |ike ne.
How coul d you know what he | ooks |ike?"

"Fromyour nenories of him Jake. | have a pretty clear
picture of Samin ny data files."

| nodded. Sonehow Arthur's answer didn't satisfy ne.
"Jake?"
It was Bruce again. "Yeah?"

"Jake, | have nanaged to establish a rudinentary form of
communi cation with the unknowmn A |. It has put a nunber of
guestions to us. Do you wish to reply?"

"Wl l, what's it asking?”
"It would like to know the purpose of our visit."

"Jeez, | don't know. "
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Arthur said, "Tell it that we're on an inspection tour."
"Jake?"
"Huh? Yeah, go ahead."

A few nonents |ater Bruce reported, "The Intelligence
says it is happy to receive us and wi shes to know what aspect
of the plant's operations would be of greatest interest to us."

"Research and devel oprment, " Arthur said.

After another pause, Bruce relayed, "Very well. Wuld you
like to begin the inspection i mediatel y?"

"Tell it no," |I said. "Tell it... um say that we have had a
long journey and would like to rest first. We will begin the
i nspection in approximately eight hours."

"Very well."

"That ought to hold it," | said. "I don't plan to stay here for
ei ght hours.™

"I can't guarantee that |'Il be able to contact Prine within
that tinme," Arthur inforned ne.

"No? What's he doi ng?"

"l don't know. Al | knowis that he's not avail abl e and
there's no telling when he will be."

I thought of sonmething. "Then who's |ooking after the rest
of my crew?"

"l activated another servant. They'|ll be fine."
" Anot her servant ?"
PARADOX ALLEY 119

"A mul ti purpose robot about half my size. N ce kid, but
not nuch personality."

"Great." | yawned. "It's been an exciting day. Mich too
exciting."

"Yeah," Arthur said snidely, "chewing up vast stretches of
parkl and can take a |l ot out of you."

(T"W2)
13
| SLEPT. No dreans cane.

But there was sonething out there, a sense of conflict, of
opposing forces coming into contact, a tension. It was like

pi cking up distant radio signals, listening in on field comu-
ni cati ons of a faraway battle—a burst of static, a word or
phrase, an interruption, a few hazy images, waves of
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interference... janmm ng..

There came a sense of an overwhel m ng presence. A being

vast and ineffable, a pervading Oneness whose di mensi ons
bestrode the I ength and breadth of spacetime. But its Oneness
was threatened. Sonething had gone wong, and the root of

the problemlay hidden in darkness. That which had been cre-
ated to be One had split, polarized. The conflict raged up and
down the corridors of tine.

The road must be built.

No, it is folly.

We nust tap the resources of tine...

W cannot allowit.

We are not an elite, just the culmination of all that was...
That which is past is dead.

We cannot forget that our roots are in dust!

W nust forget, else there is no hope...

I woke up suddenly.

| sat up on the bunk and swung ny feet out onto the fl oor
Beside nme, Daria lay in fitful, troubled sleep. She tossed and
nmoaned, a fine filmof sweat covering her forehead.

"Daria... Daria, wake up."

Her eyes flicked open, wide with fear. She sprang up into
121
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my arnms and crushed her face into my chest, her breathing
| abored. She trenbl ed.

I held her for a long tine.

When she was okay again, she asked, "Did you dreamit,
too?"

"Bits and pieces. | don't know why. | told Prime that |

didn't want the dreamteaching. | guess | was passed over, but
| picked up some kind of |eakage." | rubbed ny eyes and took
a few deep breaths. "Tell nme about it."

Daria crossed her legs and pulled the ratty bl anket up

around her. "It was awful. It started like the first dream+ike
a docunentary. There was nore about the project—the cre-

ation of the new form of consciousness. Not rmuch | could
understand... but then, there was an interruption."”

"The Goddess?"

"Yes, it was her, but she didn't appear in that form | can't
explain it. It was horrible. It was |ike being witness to the
conflicts that went on in Heaven between God and Satan. |
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can't explain it, Jake. Al | knowis that | want no part of it.
"But we're caught in the niddle."

She | ooked down. "Yes. W nust get back... sonehow.
Back to the real world."

"The worlds, you nean. The worlds of the Skyway that the
Cul mination created."

"Caused to be created. The Roadbugs built it, and maintain
it. They're a race that didn't contribute to the Cul m nation
They declined to participate, but thought the project was a
good idea."

"What, the Skyway?"

"No, the Culnination itself. Wen the Cul m nation cane
to be, they becane a servant race. WIlingly, | think. They
built the road at the Cul mi nation's request."

"I caught a little bit of that. Wy did the Cul mi nati on want
the road built?"

She shook her head. "I'mnot sure | understood. That's

what part of the conflict is about. Do you renenber the first
drean®? When the various races di scussed the project? There
wer e opposing factions, and sonmehow those conflicts were
never resolved. This... this new form of consci ousness was
supposed to be uniform nonolithic, one thing only. A unity.
But it didn't work out that way. Now there's this godlike

PARADOX ALLEY 123

being, this immortal, powerful thing |loose in the universe..
and it's partly insane. Schizophrenic! There's no telling what
it wll do. It transcends tine and space. It can effect changes
on the streamof time itself."

"Create paradoxes?"

She | ooked at me with a sudden new awareness. "Yes. Yes,

it can do that. It can do anything. GCh, Jake!" She threw her
arns around nme. "W've been pawns! W've been nani pu-

|ated! | don't know how or why or what the purpose is, but

we' re puppets, nothing nore. Al of this has been for no un-
derstandabl e reason. No reason we can fathom W don't have

a chance of conprehending these forces that insist on pushing

us around. I'mtired of it! | want themto stop, Jake! | want to
be left al one!"

She sobbed, and | held her.

Presently, | asked, "Are you going to be okay?"
"Yes."

"Are you sure?"

“I"'mfine."

She dried her eyes, swng her |egs out, got up. | noticed
that her abdonen bulged. 1 put ny hand on it and pressed
gently. She smiled and put her hand over mi ne.
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"Over three nonths," she said.

"It's been that long? | guess it has. You've gai ned wei ght.
You're tall enough so it doesn't show. "

"It's going to be a boy."

"Why not ?"

She | aughed. | kissed her stomach, put my ear to it.
"You can't hear the heartbeat |ike that," she said.
"No. He has the the radio on."

She | aughed agai n.

I got up and ki ssed her nouth, then bent and ki ssed both
breasts.

"I love you," she said.
"I love you," | told her.
It was that sinple. It had been that sinple all along.

| got dressed and went out into the cab. It was empty. | fed
a signal to the trailer and yelled for Lori and Carl.

"Jake, they went off with Arthur," Bruce inforned mne.
"What! Where?"

"They commenced the inspection. Carl couldn't sleep, and
124 John DeChanci e PARADOX ALLEY 125

insisted on exploring the place. | amin constant touch with
the foreman, and know exactly where they are. They are fi ne,
and Carl is busy using the Product Ideation and Design Facil -

ity."
"The what? Never nmind, just tell ne how | get to where

they are. Damm kids, running off. You should have got ne up,
Bruce. "

"Jake, | did try. But you were apparently exhausted."
"What time is it? How | ong have they been gone?"
"About six hours, Jake."

"Good God."

Daria cane into the cab, dressed in khakis and one of
John's torn MIlitia surplus shirts. W were all getting short on
cl ot hes.

"An attendant is being sunmoned to conduct you to the
Product Ideation and Design Facility."

"An attendant ?"
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"I think..."

And there it was, a shining rmultiarmed robot coasting to-
ward us across the glossy blue floor.

We got out. The contraption pulled up to us and stopped. It

was partly a conveyance of sone sort, although the seats in

the back hadn't been built for humans. Lacki ng wheels, the
thing floated a few centineters off the floor. It buzzed softly
at us.

| said, "I guess that neans 'All|l aboard.

We clinbed into the back of it and perched ourselves on the
i mpossi bl e, nushroom shaped seats. There weren't any
backrests, but there was a crossbar to hang onto.

We were conducted on a very informative and educationa

tour of the plant. A long one, too, but | was politic enough not
to conplain. Everything was inpressive, but we didn't know

what the hell we were | ooking at. Qur guide kept buzzing at

us, we kept nodding and smling pleasantly. Ch, ny. Fifty
mllion units produced in one year? How admirabl e.

But, by God, what a plant. A cool, quiet place of industrial

and scientific scul pture. W could appreciate it on that |evel at
| east. W soared al ong high curving ranps | ooki ng down on

sil ent gargantuan nachi nes, |abyrinths of pipeline, arm es of
tall bubbl e-topped cylinders, rack upon rack of instrunents,

gi ant antennal i ke assenblies, huge netal coils, and jungles of
transparent tubing. Everything was silent, still. Color was
everywhere—bl ue industrial light glinted off gold and sil ver
spheres, orange and red conduits tangled with each ot her

agai nst overhead dones of bright pink and yellow, green
ranpways flew through the dry, still, blue-lit air.

Finally, we arrived. The Product I|deation and Design Fa-

cility was a | arge wedge-shaped roomstuffed floor to ceiling
with instrunent panels throbbing with electric life, glittering
with lights and | um nous screens and flashing dials. Arthur sat
on a bench near Carl, who was hunched over what appeared to

be some sort of conputerized drafting board—a wi de fl at

screen craw ing with noving diagranms and charts.

W got out of the robocart and wal ked over. Lori was lying
on the soft carpeted floor, asleep, her head propped up with
Carl's bunched jacket. Carl didn't even glance up. He was
absorbed in whatever he was doing.

I 1 ooked at Arthur. "Wat gives?"
Arthur shrugged, grinning. "He's having a dandy tine."

"How the hell did he figure out how to work the equip-
ment ?"

"Ch, it's not as hard as you m ght expect." Arthur rose,

wal ked over, and peered over Carl's shoulder. "In this plant,
in its day, engineers were | ooked upon as artists. They really
didn't need to know much about engi neering. Here, machine
intelligences supply all the data, all the fornulae, all the
know how. They do all the dirty work. The only thing that
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organi c brains can supply is creativity. That's what Carl's
doing. He's telling the machi nes what he wants and what he
wants it to do, and the machines are hel ping himdesign it.
And if the design is judged a worthy work of art, they just
m ght build a prototype nodel."

"That's really sonething," | said. And it was, it was.

"No! Not that way," Carl said sharply. "It opens fromthe
left. Yeah."

"Satisfactory?" a soft voice asked.
"Satisfactory."

I looked at Arthur, who said, "I think Bruce is responsible
for the plant |earning English.”

| nodded.

126 John DeChanci e

"Now the engine is all yours, pal," Carl was saying, eyes

still riveted to the drafting board. "I don't have a clue how that
wor ks. "

"Very well. Requires advanced propul sion principl e-high

efficiency, |ow maintenance..."
"How about no nmai ntenance? Can you do that? |I'Il never
find sonmeone to fix it."

"A challenge for tine periods |onger than quarter revol u-
tion of average gal axy."

"Huh? Quarter revolution of a—That's nillions of years.
Hey, I'"'mnot going to |live anywhere near that |ong."
"Then no nai ntenance is no challenge.”

"Al ri-i-ght!"

"Weapons systens?"

This went on for another hour. Carl eventually acknow -

edged our presence, then insisted that he had to finish. | didn't
ask what he was doing. Lori woke out of a troubled sleep, and
needed sone attention. She had had the dreamtoo. Afterward,

we hung about and | ooked around. W were extrenely hungry.

At last, Carl was done.
"Very unusual, extremely idiosyncratic," the design chief

pronounced. "But of surpassing el egance and sinplicity. My
we go ahead with fabrication of prototype?”

"Sure!" Carl said, getting up. He swayed slightly, and put a
hand to his forehead. "Man, am | bushed. Terrific headache,
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too. But it was a hell of a |ot of fun."
"Lunch tinme!" Arthur said.

"Lunch?" | was ready to gnaw on sone |ab equi pnent.

A detail of robots brought us lunch. The food was very

good, not quite the haute cuisine of Enmerald Cty, but far

more than adequate. Bruce had done a good job feeding bio-
chemical information to the plant's protein synthesizers. The
flavorings were top-notch. Textures were a little off here and
there, especially in the steak. Alittle too nushy. But the bread
was terrific. You' d never know there wasn't one grain of

wheat init.
After lunch, the plant foreman spoke to us. "W have

begun production of prototype. Wuld you |ike to observe?"

He sounded a lot like the design chief, and | suspected that the
latter was nmerely a subsystem of the fornmer.

Wuld Iike to observe, yes.

PARADOX ALLEY 127

We all boarded anot her robocart and swung out into the
pl ant.

The place had come to life. We rode for an hour through

the throbbing heart of technol ogical w zardry. What had been
hul ks of dead machi nery now fl ashed and sparked, whirred

and humred, chimed and beeped and thrunmed and sang,

whil e pink and violet electrical discharges |eaped between
giant coils, translucent tubing gl owed and pul sed, | um nescent
mot es swam i nsi de huge transparent spheres, and veils of en-
ergy fluttered in the air overhead |ike auroral displays.

"Goddam Frankenstein novie," was Carl's reaction

At last we cane to a |large, quiet enpty chanmber. W got
off and waited. Before long, the far wall retracted, and two
robots haul ed the prototype out onto the show oom fl oor

It was Carl's 1957 Chevrolet Inpala, chrome glinting in
the track lighting, a | anbent sheen soft upon its coat of
candy-appl e red, netal -fl ake paint.

"My car!" Carl shouted ecstatically, throwi ng open the
driver's door and hopping in. He sniffed. "Hey, they got that
new car snell just right!"

"Satisfactory?" the plant forenman asked hopeful ly.
"Satisfactory!" Carl enthused.

There was a note of pride in the foreman's voice. "My we
then begin field testing and eval uati on?"

"Uh—yeah. Well, maybe not. | know it's gonna work!"

"Intuitive evaluation? Perhaps enpirical data are needed as
wel | ?"

“Huh? Urn..."

I was smiling at Carl. He noticed and returned a sheepish
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grin. "Hell, | couldn't resist."

"What're you going to do when they present you with the
bill?"

"The bill. On."
I chuckl ed.

The foreman spoke delicately. "Remuneration can be for-

gone. We conplinment designer on high esthetic factor of
overall concept. Inspired, and truly beautiful in result. Con-
gratul ations. When nay we begi n production?"

"Yeah, Carl," | said. "Wen can these nice people turn out
fifty million units for you?"
"Jesus. | don't know. "

128 John DeChanci e

"Production is not contenplated?" the foreman asked
sadl y.

"Well... Jake, what do | tell then?"

| said, "The artist would like time to ponder the phil osophi -
cal ramfications of his creation before considering sharing it
with the universe at |arge."

"OF course. Commendabl e. Pl ease contact us when tine is
proper."

"Ch, yeah," Carl said, nodding enphatically. "Sure. And
thanks a lot."

"Extrene pleasure has been taken in assisting a consum
mate artist such as yourself."

Carl | ooked enbarrassed.

We got back to the receiving bay as the robots were deliv-
ering the Chevy. W had taken the |ong route—the forenman
had insisted that we see the Submicron Fractionating Assem
bly. Whatever it was, it was pretty.

I didn't see Prinme's arrival. | was inspecting what was |eft

of the starboard stabilizer foil when | happened to gl ance up at
Daria, who was staring open-nouthed at sonething out on the
floor. | straightened up, wal ked around her..

And there was Prime, standing near our mniature space-
ship, conversing with Arthur.

He turned a smled at ne. "Hello, Jake," he call ed.

"You' re hard to get hold of," | said, walking over. "But
you seemto get around."

Prime gl anced around. "Wbnderful facility. Have you
toured the place?"
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"Endl essly."
He | aughed. "Odd that you should wind up here.”
"Actually, we never intended to | eave Enerald City."

"Real | y?" He seened pleased to hear it. "I assumed that
you were on your way hone."

"W thout San? Hardly."

"No, | suppose not. But it was ny intention to give your
father sone voice in the matter.".

"He's not my father. He's an Artificial Intelligence pro-
gram"

Pri me nodded. "And a renmarkabl e one. H's Entel echy Ma-
trix was manufactured by the Vlathu, was it not?"
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"Yes."

"We know of the VIathu. They possessed techni ques un-
known even in the time of the Culmnation. The Vlathu at-
tained a very high degree of spirituality for a primtive race."

| thought about that for a noment before saying, "If you
consider the Mlathu primtive, what does that make us? W
humans, | nean?"

"Humans are one of the ancestral races of the Cul mnation
itself. One of the tributary races. | have told you many tines
that | ampartly human. | meant by that, that the Cul mi nation
is in some part conposed of human el enments.”

"I"'mnot sure | understand,” | said. "You may be de-
scended from human beings, but after ten billion years of evo-
lution ..."

He | aughed. "Evolution. Odd concept. The process isn't
automatic, you know. If there is no good reason for a species
to evolve, it won't. But let's set that aside. The elenents |
referred to aren't genetic remmants, but the mnds of actua
l'iving human beings. Their very soul and substance. They are
a vital part of the Culmnation. Some of them are your
friends."

Daria, Carl, and Lori had gathered behind ne. | turned ny
head toward them and Daria | ooked at me gravely. | turned
back to Prine.,

"What do you nean? Who?"

"Wel |, Susan D Archangel o, for one. She has consented to
contribute to the project. So has Yuri Vol oshin, Sean Fitzgore,
Rol and Yee, and Liam Fl aherty."

"I can't believe you."

"I'"l'l leave it to themto convince you. There has been no
coercion. None, Jake. You nust believe that."
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I was silent for a monent, my mnd churning and chum
ing. Then: "I still can't believe it."
Prime's hands went out in a helpless shrug. "I'msorry."
"What about the others? Zoya, Oni, Ragna, John... ?"

"They have declined. They will join you on your journey
hone." Prinme chuckled. "lIncidentally, you' ve forgotten one
person. Sam has declined as well."

"Sam never went to church."

Prime | aughed. "I dare say he didn't."

Dari a asked, "Aren't you forgetting Wnnie and George?"
130 John DeChanci e

"My dear, they are part of the Cul mnation. They al ways
were. They are nenbers of one of the Guide Races. Thi nk of
how you got here."

"W were kidnapped," | said.

"Your case was special, of course. But what pronpted al
these quests to find the end of the Skyway?"

He was right. Wnnie's nap lay behind it all
"About Sam" | said. "You'll return himto nme?"
"He will return. Everything will be returned to you."

| stared at him Wat was this form| saw? Wiat? Wiat did
it represent? | shook ny head. "Maybe |I'mjust slow, but there
are a hell of alot of things | don't understand about all this."

"Then |l ay yourself open to the dreamteachi ng. You need
not join the project to do that. You will leam"

I was suddenly irked. "To hear you talk, everything's just
going along swnmmingly. But it isn't. The Goddess has ot her
i deas. Doesn't she?"

He turned and stepped away, halted, then slowy wheel ed
about, his eyes on the floor, his lips drawn into a wy smile.
"Qther ideas. No. There is only One lIdea, with variations."

"But she's opposed in sone fundanental way."

"No. "

"Then the dream |l ast night... what was all that about?"
"Dream and find out. Don't fight it. Don't be afraid.”
I considered it. "Maybe I will."

"Good. And keep this in mnd. Conflict is part of the warp

and woof of existence. That which contains no tension is

static. If this is true, can any attenpt to reach the ultimte be
free of conflict? Do not think that the Cul mnation nust be a
success fromthe start. That was a fundanmental error of those
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who conceived it. Yet that mistake did not necessarily lead to
a fundanmental flaw. The question is, what ultimtely hap-
pened? Since the Culmnation is outside of tinme, that question
can be answered. And you will find the answer if you choose

to seek it."

"Doesn't the Goddess know it, too?"
"OF course."
"It doesn't nmake sense,” | said.

He turned and wal ked away a few steps, stopped, turned

about. "I nust | eave you now. Jake, | have a sense that you
must suffer further. | can help to sone degree, but | am i nhib-
PARADOX ALLEY 131

ited by circunstances you mght find difficult to understand."”
He smiled again. "I shouldn't worry. You are well suited to
overcom ng adversity. | think that is why whatever forces are

at work behind you chose you as their instrunment. You are the
archetypal hero, Jake." He raised his right hand. "Be well."

And he vani shed, |eaving behind the snell of ozone. The
CGoddess' exit had had nore panache, but his showed rea
cl ass.

(p™")
14
"WHAT NOW Arthur?" | said wearily.

"1'"m supposed to go fetch Sam and the rest of the washouts
when Prine gives me the all clear.”

"When will that be?"

"I don't know, dearie. Wen the current flap has subsided.
It won't be safe until then."

"Ckay, say you go and get them" | said. "Then what?"

"I take you to the egress portal and show you what cylin-
ders to shoot in order to get back where you bel ong."

For which there was no need, since | had the Roadmap. |
| ooked around, throwing up ny arns. "Wat do we do til
then? Fill out a time card and punch in?"

"Make sonething," Arthur said, "like Carl did."
"Do you need any ashtrays?"

"How about a hand-tool ed | eather wallet, nonogramed?"

"You only have one initial," | told him
"And | don't have any pockets, either. Wll, then, I'm
st unped. "
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So was |. But there was nothing to do. W couldn't |eave

for the master portal, and we couldn't very well drive all the
way to the other side of the world, back to Enerald City. W
were at Arthur's mercy.

There was sleep to catch up on, though, and thinking to do.

Lay yourself open to the dreamteaching. Prine had ad-

vised. | wasn't sure | was ready for that yet. | thought about
it. | needed answers, but falling into a swoon and getting

i nfused with divine enlightenment wasn't ny style. Besides,
didn't you have to fast for forty days and nights in the desert
first? | had left nmy ban-shirt at the cleaners back in T-Mze.

133
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I was tired of searching for ever-elusive answers. Damm

tired of it. As Daria said, we keep getting pushed around by
unseen forces. A phrase Prinme had used kept echoing: "what-
ever forces are at work behind you." Indeed, what forces? If
neither Prime nor the White Lady were really calling the
shots, “vho was? Were there other aspects of the Cul m nation?
Was it sonmething outside the Culnmination entirely? Mre

whi spers in the darkness, nore m ssing pieces of a puzzle

had grown weary of fumbling with.

I lay in the bunk, Daria asleep beside ne. No dreans for
her. It seemed that if you didn't want to hear the propaganda,
you sinply turned off your receiver.

I listened. The plant was qui et except for a faint back-
ground hum Now and then cane a faraway thunp or bang—

mai nt enance attendants about their chores, perhaps. Perhaps
not. Were we safe here? O course not. But Arthur had his
funnel -ears pricked for any intruders—and what ever ot her
sensors he had were tuned in, too.

I got up and went out to the cab, sat in the driver's seat.
Arthur had inflated the spacetine ship to about half its ful
size, and had gone inside. Said he had things to do.

| regarded Carl's vehicle. Everyone, including Carl, had
wondered about its origin. Had Carl created it hinmsel f? The
answer, in gleam ng chrome and whitewall tires, lay out there
on the floor of the receiving bay.

The tinme cones, as the saying goes, when a nan's gotta do
what a man's gotta do. Push ne, and | push back. Time to

take the offensive. Fromnow on it woul d be Jake MG aw,

Mast er of Space and Ti ne.

I woke Daria up.

"Hrph?" she sai d.

"Cnon. | got an insane idea."
" Hph. "

| went back to me cab while Daria dressed. "Bruce?"
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"Yes, Jake?"
"Patch me through to the plant foreman."
A short delay, then: "He's on the line."

"Hel |l o?" | said.

"Greetings'." the foreman beaned.
"H . Uh, would it be possible to use the Product |deation
and Design Facility again?"

PARADOX ALLEY 135
"Certainly! At this nonent?"

"Yes, please."

"WIIl send transportation inmrediately."

But could | do it, nmake that insane idea a reality? Reality
seened a fluid, changing thing here on Mcrocosnos, a nal -
| eabl e lunp of stuff that could be beaten and pumel ed into
what ever shape was desired. |I'd take a whack at it myself.

| told Daria to take a bl anket along. | thunbed the intercom
button, thought better of it, and punched up the interior trailer
moni tor. Qops, Carl and Lori were busy back there. | hoped

those kids knew at | east the rudinments of birth control.

shoul d talk, | thought.

The robocart arrived, and we hopped on.

"It is revolutionary concept," the design chief said.
thought | detected a note of av/ie in its voice.

"Yeah, it sure is."

| peered into the depths of the drafting board. Since the
object | wanted to create was immterial, there wasn't rmuch

to | ook at except geonetry. But it was fascinating. There were
all sorts of things: planar sheaves warpi ng and fol ding back on
thensel ves, torus shapes and saddl e shapes di stending and
contracting, Moebius strips and Klein bottles and things that
neither gentl eman had dreamed of; a matrix bound up in knot -
ted tufts of nothing-at-all, formng the very fabric of space
itself—and of time, and even of matter; point-nasses mgrat-
ing across limtless di nensions; imnpossible constructs, singu-
larities, parallel lines neeting at the edge of infinity..

"However," the chief went on, "techni que of dinmensiona
i mpaction is not unknown. Scale here is nmuch larger, but in
theory can be done.™

"Can be done in practice?" | asked.

"Wbul d be honored to try. May suggest to begin by postu-
| ating isotropic honogeneity throughout entire metrica
frame?"

"Sure, let's do that thing. Wat's an isotrope?"
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Two hours later, | had a terrific headache, but the design
chi ef seened confident that the najor theoretical obstacles had
been overcone. Problens concerning the actual production of

an artifact |oonmed | arge, though. The production nmanager was
called in for consultation
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"Ret ool i ng necessary," the PM stat ed.
"How ext ensive?" the chief asked.
"Possibly entire facility."

"Can be done?"

"Affirmative."

Later, nmy head seened about to burst. They brought nme a
bed—+t was a big round cushy thing, very confortabl e—and

I racked out after trying to rouse Daria, who preferred the
floor. Her back, she said.

I slept for an hour, got up and went to the board, where
was served a cup of hot beverage and a sweet roll

"Anyt hi ng?" | asked.

"Design al nost conplete,” the chief told me. "Muist tel
you that entire plant staff is much enthused and excited by this
particul ar project. Retooling is progressing on schedule."

"Jeez, you guys nmust nmake a bundle in overtine."
"Say again, please?"
I took a slurp of ersatz coffee. "Sorry, just thinking aloud."

We went on an inspection tour of the retooling effort, visit-
ing buildings that | didn't think we'd been in before. They
were tearing the place apart. What we w tnessed surpassed

anyt hing we had seen of the plant's "conventional" production
operations. W watched an arny of robots storman assenbly
facility and reduce it to junk, then cart in new naterial and
build a titanic contraption that |ooked like a particle accel era-
tor married to an exciter cannon. W stood by, spellbound, as
whol e new wi ngs were added onto exi sting buil di ngs—sl ap,

dash, bang—to accommopdat e new oversi zed equi pnment. One

of the larger facilities now housed a nonstrous affair that had
been thrown together in under an hour, a towering edifice of

bl ack gl ass tubing, shining netal, copper spheres, and nulti-
col ored dones. At its top, dozens of shafts converged, bring-

i ng unknown forces together to clash inside a central chanber.
They were apparently testing the thing when we drove

through. Violet discharges snaked through the dark glass, and
the machi ne screeched |i ke a beast chained in the depths of
hel . We got out of there.

When we returned to P.1.&D., Carl and Lori were there,
| ooki ng worri ed.

"What' s goi ng on?" Carl asked. "The whole place is going
crazy."
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"Quotas to neet for the Five Year Plan."

" Huh?"

"I got alittle project cooking," | said.

"Jesus, we thought sonething happened. Little project?"

A big problemcane up: a power shortage. The energy
requirenents for final assenbly of the object were beyond the
plant's capacity. Calls went out to other autonated industrial
facilities around the planet, and nost replies were favorable.
They' d be willing to help. Wrd had gotten out about the
project. W were a sensation.

The retooling went on for another twelve hours before the

initial stages of final assenbly commenced. It was then that a
horrendous expl osion rocked the plant. W tried frantically to
contact the foreman. Half an hour later, our call was returned.

"Ext ensi ve damage sustained in facility housing Inertia
El ectrostatic Confinenent Ring," the foreman reported.

I felt guilty. "Gee, that's terrible. What happened?"

"Failure in primary power tetrode, |leading to fracture and
subsequent | eakage in coupling |oop."

"Ch. Anybody hurt? Uh, | nean ..."
"Several worker units |ost. Have been repl aced."

"l see. Maybe we'd better cancel the project before worse
m shaps occur." | was thinking nore of our own safety.

"Anonmal ous event, recurrence statistically negligible. W
urge that effort be pursued through to conpletion."”

"Well, | don't know. "

"Abandoni ng task at this point would take on tragic
aspect."”

"I't woul d?" These guys really were gung-ho. "Ckay, let's
go ahead then."

"Spl endi d! Your courage is to be conmended. "
"My courage?”
Repairs were effected, and work was resuned.

Arthur told me he was ready to leave any tine. | told him
we wanted to go back with himto Emerald Gty.

"Fine with ne," he said, "though you could wait here. |
won't be nore than an hour."

"I think I have to get out of this place before | go nuts. Can
you wait till the project's done?"

"Sure. By the way, what in the world are you people trying
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to do?"
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"Produce your hand-tool ed, genuine |eather, nono-
grammed wallet,"” | said.

"Just what |'ve always .wanted."

The final assenbly was al nost an anticlinmax. Everything
went snoothly. W were summoned to the show oom

I held it in the palmof ny hand and stared at it. The robot
who had delivered it whooshed away.

It was a very sinple object, yet a very strange thing to | ook
at: a small, totally black featurel ess cube.

"A nost subline artifact,"” the foreman said with al nost

religious solemity.
"The cube!" Daria gasped. "My God, Jake, why?"

"I don't really know why, not intellectually,” | told her

"Not yet. But everything seens to revolve around this little
obj ect. A whole | egend has grown up around it, around us.

The | egend says that when we go back, we'll arrive before we
left, and I will give the cube to Assenbl ywonman Marci a

MIller, who will in turn hand it over to the dissident nove-
ment, who will in turn give it to you. And you will give it
back to nme. Except that the 'ne' you will give it tois the ne
of three nonths ago." | took Darla's hand and pl aced the cube
in her palm She stared at it in astonishnent. "My duty

seened very clear. Since sonebody stole the one you gave

me, | thought |'d better conme up with another one to give back
to you. And there it is."

"But..." Daria was baffl ed.

"According to the legend," | went on, "the cube doesn't

have an origin. It just keeps cycling fromfuture to past and
back again. Now, here | amat the end of the Skyway. It

doesn't look as if I'"'mever going to find an object like this. In
fact, everyone here seenms bent on taking the original one

away fromme. So, | thought 1'd kill two paradoxes with one
volitional act—+ created the damm thing on my own. Now I

have the cube again, and the cube has an origin. Wll, these

guys did the originating, actually. | just gave themthe idea."

"But how, Jake?" Daria asked, shaking her head in wonder.
"How did you know what to create? Nobody ever really
cracked the cube's nystery. Ragna's peopl e nade sone good
guesses, but how did you know what the cube really was?"

"I didn't, of course. | took Ragna's people's specul ations
PARADOX ALLEY 139

and asked the design chief to cone up with a design for an
artifact that would nore or | ess answer to the description. He
did. And the factory crew nade it a reality."

"But what is it, Jake?" Carl asked. "What is the cube?
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"Don't know what it's for, yet," | answered. "But what it

is, near as | can figure fromwhat the design chief told nme, is a
conti nuumin which the normal properties of space and tine

are nonexistent. Wthin the confines of these six sides, neither
space nor tinme exist at all. What's inside the cube is literally
and absol utely nothing. A nonspace. A singularity. TheA/igt'n-
scientists' specul ation about it being a huge space folded up
was wrong, but | can see how they arrived at the hypothesis.
Nonspace is a slippery concept to grasp. Another thing: space
and tine are not the only thing that doesn't exist inside. Noth-
ing else in the universe does either. Fundanental things, like
the Pl anck Constant, or G the gravitational constant, or any

of those foundation stones of the physical universe as we

know it. Inside the cube, anything goes. You could nake a

whol e new universe in there, using physical |laws different
fromthe standard ones."

Daria said, "Wat about the information, the data com ng
out of the cube? The Moyvenent people who examined it dis-
covered that."

"The chief told me that stray radiation is generated at the
interface of the cube's surface and the outside world. It has
sonmething to do with virtual particle creation, which goes on
everywhere in the universe all the tine. | can't quite grasp the
reason, but sonmehow when these particles pop into existence

near the cube, they get real nervous and instead of blinking

out of existence like good little virtual particles are supposed
to, they stay real and fly out into the world as el ectron-
positron pairs."

"Man, you lost me there,” Carl said.
"Forget it," | said. "I don't understand it nyself."

"Jake, | have other problens with this," Daria said. "How
do you know that this cube and the first one are identical ?"

"I don't, now," | said. "But if |I do succeed in delivering
this one back to T-Maze three months in the past, it will be
i dentical. Because this cube will be the first cube. No?"
Daria sighed in resignation. "I guess." She frowned and

John DeChanci e
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shook her head. ""But | still don't see how you coul d have
creat ed sonet hing when you didn't know exactly what that

sonething was in the first place.”

I took the cube back and tossed it into the air, caught it. It
was feather light. What | couldn't figure was why it wasn't
compl etely weightless. The design chief had told me it had
something to do with "inertial drag" and the fact that the fro-
zen energies hol ding the cube together possessed "mass equiv-
al ence. "

"Well, let's put it this way," | said. "I didn't know any-
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thing. But | had sonme specul ati ons about what the cube was.
Everybody had them Prime told us that it was 'an experinent

in the creation of a universe.' Don't ask me how he knew. |
spilled all of this to the design chief, who is a creative mnd.
He took these ideas and kicked it around his circuits for a
while and canme up with a few ideas of his own. One of them
turned out to be feasible. And the technical guys did it up for
us. This is how the cube got created in the first place. This

was its origin."

"If you say so," Daria said.
We got on the robocart for the trip back to the receiving

bay.

"There's still a paradox," Daria stated as we got noving.
"Where did the idea for the cube cone fron®"
"I told you," | said.

"No, | mean the reason it cane to be. Its reason for exist-

ing at all. The first cube pronpted the specul ation, which
generated the notivation to create this one. But you' re saying
that this one is the first one. So ... so, you see, it's as if—=

"The cube created itself,"” | said.

"Yes! That's the only way you can look at it! It's inpossi-
bl e, Jake. Absolutely inpossible."

"Have an inpossibility," | said, handing it to her.

The plant foreman was sad to see us go. "You will return
sonetime soon? Qur brief association has been nost reward-
ing and gratifying."

"Sure, we'll come back," | told it, not wanting to hurt its
feelings.

"VWhen?"

"Unh..." Nothing like being put on the spot.

PARADOX ALLEY 141

"Wl you consider postponing your departure? Al our

various subsystenms are nost distressed over your |eaving. In-
di vi dual s of paranount creative powers, such as yoursel ves,
are very rare. We are very desirous of continuing to work with
you on other projects."

"Well, you're very kind, but we really must run al ong."

There was a sound not unlike a sigh. "Then pl ease take our
good wi shes with you, and do return at your earliest conve-
ni ence. "

"Thank you. W will."

I wondered when the plant had |ast entertained visitors.
Thousands, millions of years ago? It was cruel, in a way.

After Arthur had inflated the spacetine ship to full size,
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shot the rig into the |arge cargo bay, and Carl tucked his
Chevy into one of two snaller ones. We all boarded the craft.

The illum nated spires and dones of the plant dwi ndl ed

behi nd us as we sped toward the edge of the world. It was
night on this face of Mcrocosnos, which Carl had dubbed

"Hi pside." The mpoon surrogate rode low in the sky, and stars
i ke di amonds on bl ack vel vet dotted the done of night.

Bel ow, city conplexes lay outlined in dimcrosshatches, and a
few stray lights glowed feebly in the dark countryside. A still,
deserted world, M crocosnos was, eerie even by day, by night

a place of silence and shadows and nystery. A chill went
through ne. Tinme was a thing of substance on this world, a

wei ght bearing down |ike the stone mass of an ancient tenple.

I felt a sudden savage longing to get free of this place, this
graveyard of the ages. It was dead here. There was death here.

The worl d-di sk ni pped over as we swung around the edge,

and seeing Mcrocosnos in daylight again made ne feel a

little better. But not for |ong, because a reception committee
was on its way to neet us.

"Ch, shit," Arthur said, frantically swiping at the contro
box.

Dozens of variously colored fiery notes were streaking up

at us. Arthur put the ship into a steep clinb, but in no tine a
swirling orange vortex-phenomenon was hard on our tail. The
thing | ooked very famliar. Arthur began evasive maneuvers.

"Arthur," | said, trying to sound calm "what do those
t hi ngs do?"

"Ch, they eat things," Arthur said airily. "Like spacetine

142 John DeChanci e

ships. Ingests them sort of. An explosive device can't do
much danage to us, nor can any kind of beam weapon. But
that thing can snare us and slowy disintegrate us. It has
enough energy to do that."

| said, "Ch."

Horrified, | |ooked at Carl, renenbering one of his
Chevy's fantastic weapons, the enigma Carl called the "Tas-
mani an Devil." Carl swall owed hard and nodded.

| turned to Arthur. "Are these the things that chase their
targets and never give up until they destroy thenf"

"Yup. How did you know?"
"Uh... what are you going to do?"
"Well, there's only one thing I can do..." Arthur said.

The thing behind us was gaining, matching our every in-

crement of speed, growing until we could see its boiling inter-
ior, a fiercely glow ng furnace of denonic conbustion. There
was a suggestion of something else in there, a shape, a mad,
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i npl acabl e figure, a howing psychotic beast bent only on de-
struction.

and | think | better do it now"

I nst ant aneousl y, everything, around us di sappear ed—the
Tasmani an Devil, the sky, Mcrocosnos itself. And in their
pl ace were endl ess stars, all around us.

W were in space

"Dearie nme," Arthur wailed, "lI've really gone and done it
now. "

He was silent, slowy nmoving his thick, stunted fingers
over the face of the control box.

"Arthur," | said after a | ong nonent, "what's happened?”

"Ch, nothing. W& nade a continuum junp, which we

shoul dn't have done near such a |large nass as a planet, espe-
cially Mcrocosnps, since it has very peculiar gravitationa
properties. W had no choice, but that doesn't help mnuch."

"What's the probl en"

"Well, | have no idea where or when we are. None. It'l|
take tinme to get enough readings to make an educated guess.
My uneducated guess is that we've junped over ten billion
l'ight-years."

St andi ng beside nme, Daria put both arns around mnmy wai st
and pressed herself against nme. | needed soneone to hug, too;

I snaked nmy arm about her shoul ders and hel d her cl oser.
PARADOX ALLEY 143

"Well, this is a bit of luck," Arthur said. "Star very near

Not only did we not wind up in the niddle of intergalactic
space, we blundered on to a likely planet-bearing star." He
snorted. "It probably has a brood of grungy ice balls and gas
giants orbiting it. No good to us." He sighed. "Better check it
out, anyway."

The stars shifted suddenly. Then again. And again. Each

time, a single star up ahead grew brighter, and with a few

more junps it stood out as a tiny disk against the spattering of
gl owi ng points around it.

"Looks awfully familiar," Arthur said suspiciously. He
shook his head. "Couldn't be. But it's the right spectral type.
Let's see if we can resolve a planet or two."

Delicately, Arthur pal pated the face of the box, which,

had conme to believe, was sone sort of direct interface or link
between the ship's instrunmentation and Arthur's powerful

r obot brain.

| scanned the star swarm around us. To our rear, the swarm

t hi ckened, congealing along a long m | ky band of | um nes-
cence shot through with dark clouds. | searched left and right,
trying to pick out constellations.
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"You won't believe this," Arthur said. "But guess where
we are."

"That's Sol over there," | said. "The sun. Earth's sun."
"You just earned your astronony nerit badge, kid."
<p"wt)

15

"I''"M GO NG hone," Carl said, awestruck. "lI'mreally going
hone. "

"Hol d on, dearie,"” Arthur cautioned. "W know where we

are, but not when we are. This could be Earth in one nmllion
A D, O B.C, for that matter, or any time in between. So
don't get your hopes up. That was a conpletely blind junmp we
made. The chances of our wi nding up here at all were approx-
imately infinity to one." Arthur shook his head. "Amazing. If
I"d ainmed for here, | never would have made it. Not in one
junp, anyway. To've done it with any degree of accuracy and
safety, fifty would have been nore like it."

"Any way of finding out when we are?" | asked.

"Well, several. | could clock the rate of a few known pul -
sars and get a fairly good idea of the galactic epoch we're
in... if I had a few known pulsars to |ook at. Trouble is, |
don't have much in storage about Terran astronomny, not any-
thing Iike what I'd need to nmake those cal cul ations."

"I thought you knew everything, Arthur,” Daria said.

"How nmuch do you know about Terran astronony?" Arthur
count er ed.

"Not a whole lot."

"Well, there you are. Neither does this ship, although
there's a lot of general astrononical data in its nenory.
Maybe the ship's computer can come up with something. Of-

hand, 1'd say there's a good chance we're in the general tinme
frame you people cane from give or take a few thousand
years. | do know a few constellations, and they're not at all
distorted. ™

"One way to find out for sure," | said.

145
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" How?"
"Let's go to Earth and take a |look at it."

"That idea makes me a little nervous,” Arthur said. "Don't
like to go mucking about where | don't belong. But..." He
swung his ugly dog head around and gave ne his grimacing,
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nonhurman approxi mation of a smile. "Wat the hell, eh? W
have nothing to | ose but our lives."

"That's the spirit, Arthur,” | told him
"Spare me the cliches."

It took Arthur twelve hours to dodge and weave his way

through the solar system which wasn't bad tine» considering

that we traveled nearly two billion kiloneters. In fact, |
thought it was great tinme, but Arthur said it wasn't, giving the
excuse that he had to take it easy in the midst of great gravita-

tional stress. | don't know what he was tal ki ng about, because
we didn't see any planets on the way in, not even Jupiter, And
not one asteroid. But | don't know nuch about space. | I|ike

sonething firmunder ny feet.

We spent the time in the truck, sleeping, eating the great
gobs of food that the factory people had given us, and talking.

"Have you consi dered what you m ght find when we get to
Earth?" | asked Carl.

"Yeah," he said, grinning. "Hot dogs, the L.A Dodgers,
cars that run on gasoline, novies, girls..."

Lori folded her arns and shot daggers at him
"Have you thought of anything else?" | said.
He shrugged. "Li ke what?"

I really didn't know how to tell him "I guess it depends on
when we arrive."

"When? | don't get you."
| tried another tack. "What about Lori?"

"Ch, |'ve thought about that." Carl pulled her over to him
and hugged her with one arm "W've decided. W're getting
married. "

Lori smled winsonely. "Yeah," she said.
"Going to be conplicated."
"How so?" Carl asked, frowning.

"Well, renenber. Lori's tinme of originis alnpbst two
hundred years in the future. There're a few adjustnents she's
going to have to make."
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"l know," Lori said. "Imagine having to worry about tooth
decay." She made a face.

"Yeah, tooth decay, and other bothersome things. But nore

than that, Carl, you're going to have to establish some kind of
identity for Lori. Some sort of fictitious but convincing back-
ground for her. You can't very well go around telling every-
body that she's from another planet."
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"Way not?" He waited for ny look of incredulity, then

chuckl ed. "Yeah, | know. Nobody's ever going to believe ny
story. 1'd get |aughed out of the country. O they'd | ock ne up
and throw away the key."

"Right. Don't even try. And that car stays here."

"Hey... wait a mnute. That car would back up nmy story
all the way! Yeah! Wiy didn't | think of that?"

"Hold it, Carl."

"Let '"emlaugh at ny story. I'll just fire a Tasmani an Devi

at 'emand let 'emsee how funny it all is. Hell, I"mtaking the
car."

“Carl, it won't work."

"Why not? Forget it, Jake. It's ny car, and |I'mtaking it
with nme."

| stared at himfor a nmoment. "Carl, how old are you?
You' ve never told ne."

"N neteen. "

"Real ly? | thought you were a little older than that. You
look it."

"l got used to telling people | was twenty-one. But after
that year | spent driving around in outer space, | must | ook
like I'mfifty."

"You never went into that period of your life, either. Wat
did you do out there on the road?"

"Nothing. 1'd stay in notels. Eat. Drive around a little.
Sleep in the car. | stayed with a g—uh, a friend for a couple
weeks. Then | thought of getting a job, but | didn't have any
papers. So | kept driving around."

"Did the Mlitia give you any troubl e?"

"I was stopped once, for not having a proper license plate.
But | gave the cop two gold coins, and she let ne off with a
war ni ng. "

Qur stalwart |aw enforcenent personnel. "I'msurprised
you were only stopped once."
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"They chased ne several tines. But all the cops ever got
was a lot of dust in their teeth."

I nodded. | knew that car very well. "What did you do for
nmoney?"
"I found all these gold coins in the trunk. | guess Prinme put

themthere."

I didn't know how to go about telling himthat | didn't
think Prinme had done it.
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Eart h.

I hadn't seen it in nore than thirty years. It hung in space
beneath us | ooking |like a huge blue and white nmarble, its |and
masses faint brown texturings beneath a gauze w appi ng of
cloud. Day was breaking over the Philippines, and the swrl-
ing gray fingers of a tropical depression hovered over New
Quinea. Early nmorning sun glared off the bright blue island-
freckl ed Pacific.

We nmade our entry into the atnosphere sonewhere in the

vicinity of Wake Island, | think. W swept over the Hawaii ans

at a screanming Mach 12, then decelerated rapidly, follow ng a
flight path that hewed fairly close to the Tropic of Cancer, if |
renenbered ny Terran geography.

We now had a fairly good idea what tine frame we had

junped into. The ship had tracked nunerous artificial satel-
lites in orbit about the Earth, but not the profusion of ny day.
No power satellites, no geosynchronous space col onies, no
activity in and about the noon. No space traffic whatsoever.
We were obviously sonmewhere in the mddle to late twentieth
century, the dawn of the age of space travel. | had warned
Arthur not to nake a dead-on approach to the western coast of
the United States. | did renenber ny Terran history, and these
were very paranoid tines. Carl agreed. Arthur said he didn't
know whet her the ship was radar-transparent, because in the
era in which the ship was built, no one worried about prehis-
toric technologies |ike radar. There was a chance that alarns
were already going off all over the place. So we scared the
shit out of Mexico, hung a right at the tip of the Baja penin-
sul a, and headed north followi ng the coast and flying | ow.

The ship was fully transparent now. It was eerie—four
humans, one inprobable alien android, a futuristic trailer
truck, and a contenporary autonobile, streaking over coasta
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towns and fishing villages, blithely flying along |ike charac-
ters out of a surreal version of Peter Pan

"What will the natives think?" | asked Arthur.

"Huh? Ch, the transparency's only one-way, dearie. Don't

worry about that. |'ve got the surface of the ship tuned to a
mrror finish. We'll be reflecting sky and sea. Practically in-
vi sible, except froma few angles."”

"San Diego!" Carl said, pointing to the coast.

I 1 ooked. Lots of orange-tile roofs, a fewtall buildings, a
bi g harbor choked with shipping. |I'd never been to San D ego.

"We'd better head inland here," Carl said.
"W've got conpany," Arthur said.

I didn't see themuntil they got out of the sun: two
mlitary-looking aircraft with triangular wi ngs. They swooped
down on us and | evel ed off. One banked and vectored in for a
cl oser | ook.
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"Christ, we got the Air Force after us," Carl said wor-
riedly. "W're a goddam UFQO. "

"Not for long," Arthur said.

Wth a stunning burst of speed, we left the aircraft behind
as if they were standing still. The sea was gone; we were
streaking over semarid |land that soon turned to desert.

"Slow down!" Carl yelled. "We'lIl be in Arizona in another
m nute! Turn around and go back!"

"Don't take a fit, dearie," Arthur said calny.

We executed a sharp turn and headed northwest for a

hundred kil onmeters or so, soon hitting the edges of congested
urban devel opment. W jogged east again, skirting the edge of
it and still bearing generally north.

"That's gotta be San Benmardino," Carl said. "Go out into
the desert alittle ways and |and."

"WIl do."

We did, settling down behind a ridge that ran along a nar-
row dirt road.

Carl asked, "Jake, do you have a screwdriver in the truck?"

"A power driver. Well, maybe | do have an old screwdriver
lying around."” | went back and found it, then net everyone in
the small cargo bay. Arthur had already dil ated the doorway.

"Well, we're off," Carl said, flushing with excitenent.
"We're coming with you," | told him

"Jake, you can't!"
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"We're not going to stay. | just want to nmake sure that we
haven't left you in an untenable position. W don't know ex-
actly when we are, Carl."

"This is where | belong. | knowit! This has to be ny
world, ny time frame."

"Carl, think a mnute. Wien exactly were you abducted?
What was the date?"

"I''l'l never forget it. It was August twenty-fifth, 1964."

I still didn't know quite howto tell him Arthur cane into
the bay and did it for ne.

"Well, 1've got the exact date," he said. "It was fairly easy.
I nonitored sone |ocal radio broadcasts. It's Tuesday, July
seventh, 1964."

Finally, it dawed on Carl. "Ch, ny God."

"Yeah," | said.
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Hi s eyes w dened. "Then— He broke off, his nouth
hangi ng open.

"Right. You can't go honme yet, Carl."

Carl closed his nouth and swal | owed hard, | ooking sud-

denly ill. He | eaned back against the fender of his car. "Shit."
"It seems we have sone tine to kill," Daria said

"I can't believe it," Carl said. "I just can't believe it. You
mean that if | drive to Santa Mnica and knock on ny front
door..."

"Your paradoxical double would get a big shock," | said.

"But since it never happened... or did it?"

"I think 1'd renmenber it."

"Exactly. And | don't think you should do it, either. W'l
just have to wait."

"Yeah, wait for Prine to cone and do his dirty work. Kid-
nap ne. And | guess we have to let himdo it."

"l have sonme thoughts about that," | said. "I'mnot sure
I"mright, but—

"l don't want to stay here," Carl said.
"Where do you want to go?"
"l have sone friends who could put ne up for a while."

I thought it over briefly and decided it was a good i dea.
The Paradox Machine was spinning its wheels frantically now,
coming up to full steam W'd have to be careful, but we'd
have to act.

Arthur said, "Jake, I'mgoing to take the ship up into orbit,
PARADOX ALLEY 151

if you don't mnd." He handed ne an obl ong- shaped obj ect

made of the sanme olive-drab material that was all around us. It
was about ten by five centineters and a little over one centi-
meter thick. "This is a comruncations device. It will always
be operating, nmonitoring you, giving your position. If you

want to reach nme, just hold it next to your nmouth and speak,
either side of it. I'lIl hear you." He turned to Carl. "How far
away are you goi ng? Where do you live?"

"In Santa Monica. It's right on the beach, about sixty, sev-
enty mles fromhere... er, a hundred klicks, about."

"You won't have to cone all the way back, Jake. Just |et
me know and I'Il pick you up at a convenient place. | can
easily hone in on that beacon."

"Good," | said. Something occurred to nme, and | consid-

ered the way we were all dressed. Carl and Lori had on gray
utility junpsuits which the Vol oshins had I ent them and Daria
was wearing her silver Allclyne survival suit. She had been
wearing it when we first met. It was a little tight around the
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wai st now.

Dari a caught ny stare and | ooked down at herself. "This
won't do, will it? I'll change into that old stuff of John's. It
| ooks ridiculous, but it's nore nondescript than this."

"Hell, | left ny old clothes back at Enerald Cty," Carl
sai d.
"And | don't have nuch but this jacket and slacks," | said.

"Not what you'd call outlandish in our day, but the styles
m ght be different enough to draw a few odd | ooks."

"Forget it," Carl said. "This is southern California, the
| and of the nuts. You should see sonme of the getups people
wal k around in out here.”

Home.

The reality of being back on Earth again sank in as | sat in
the back seat of the Chevy, watching the countryside roll by.
had seen the surfaces of a thousand pl anets, and none | ooked
exactly like this. None, no matter how "Earthlike" they were.
A good part of ny lifetine had been spent in alien environ-
ments, and now | was hone again at long last, back in the
envi ronment that had spawned those of ny kind. The Good
Eart h.

Conpoundi ng the wonder was the know edge that this was
152 John DeChanci e

Earth as it had been before I'd been born, alnpbst a century
before. A dented bl ue autonobile passed us, spewi ng pale

bl ue smoke. What the hell did it run on—burni ng wood?

There was a snell in the air, sonmething | didn't recognize
Gasoline, | thought. No, oil. | asked Carl if it was, and he
said yes, but told me that the car was burning it because it was
in bad repair. Interesting.

W cane into a town, San Bemardino, Carl told us. W
drove around for a bit, then pulled into a parking | ot adjacent
to a |l arge shopping pl aza.

"Be right back," Carl said, getting out. He took the screw
driver with him

He returned in a few ninutes, stooped in front of the car
and did sonething, then went around and fiddl ed with some-
thing at the back. Then he got in.

"Had to steal some license plates,'
wi se we'd get stopped for sure.”

he expl ai ned. "Q her -

He pulled out of the lot, cruised down a traffic-choked
boul evard, turned right at a sign and got onto a ranp | eading
to a nmultilane highway.

The sky was Earth blue, the earth the color of earth. Trees

| ooked |i ke what trees should | ook |ike, grass |ooked like
grass. Wth all the worlds |I'd been on in the last thirty years,
this seened strange
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The air was... unusual, and it got to be nore so as we
sped into the heart of a endless, sprawling netropolis.

Dari a was rubbi ng her eyes. "Sone kind of irritation," she
said, sniffling.

"That's snpg," Carl told us. "You get used to it, Kkinda,
after living here for a while. In the fall we get the Santa Ana
fromthe desert. Wnds. They blow all the shit out to sea."

"Those poor fish," | said.
"Ch, it's not as bad as sone people make it out to be."

"Carl, it snells awmful,"” Lori said fretfully. "I don't think
I'"mever going to get used to it."

"Take a good whiff of it into your lungs. You'll get to like
it. Gee, | should stop and get a pack of cigarettes."

"Carl!"

It was a bright, hazy day, and the warmsun put ne into a
strangely good nobod. The Sun. How nmany alien suns had
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warnmed ny skin, or irradiated it, or nearly burned it? Too
nmany.

The sun-drenched netropolis went on and on. | couldn't

believe that Los Angel es had been this big in the nmddle of the
twentieth century, kilonmeter after endl ess kiloneter of resi-
dences, businesses, office buildings, service stations, shops,
institutional buildings, and apartnment conplexes, all laid out
in a vast grid of streets and hi ghways. These | ast were some-
thing. They nade the Skyway | ook like a country | ane.

Clogged with nmurderous traffic, they nmet five or six at a tine
at snarl ed interchanges, tw ning about one another into knots
of elevated ranps, cloverleafs, and cutoffs. Al though speeds
weren't high conpared to those on the Skyway, the sheer vol -
ume of traffic nade the whole ness frightening. Anyway, |

was scared. Carl wasn't. He seened to have cheered up a
little, and he was navigating his way through the shifting

streans of vehicles with automatic ease, |like a veteran. He
was hone.

"There are no restraining harnesses in this buggy," | said,
| ooki ng down at the blue fur-covered seats. | had known it

before, but the careless disregard for safety struck nme now.

"Dam good idea to have 'em " Carl said. "Congress

shoul d get after Detroit to make 'em mandatory." An after-
thought: "I should have thought of putting themin when | was
designing it."

I looked out at history. The architectural styles were
strange to ne. They just don't build things like that anynore.
Everyt hi ng was strange, yet sonehow faintly famliar as well

We took a spur to the right that shunted us off onto another
hi ghway. We were headi ng due west, toward the ocean
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"This is the Santa Mnica Freeway," Carl told us. "Straight
shot into Santa Monica, then I'Il be honme." He | aughed.
"God, it's good to be back."

About twenty mnutes |ater the freeway ended. W cruised
down a wide city boul evard, then turned right onto a palm
lined street running along the beach. There were |ots of
bat hers out, catching the |l ate afternoon sun.

"First thing |'mgonna do is get nmy board and go out," Carl
averred.

"Your board?" Lori said.

154 John DeChanci e

"Surfboard. "
n G.] n
"You'll love it."

"It's a nice beach.”

| pulled out the comunications device, thinking to test it

out. | looked at its grainy surface. It was covered with the
sane hal f-visible geonetrical lines and squiggles that |I'd seen
on the ship's material. | held it near my nouth.

"Art hur?"

There was a nonent's delay, then: "Yes, dearie?"
"Testing," | told him

"Receiving you fine," Arthur said, his voice reproducing
with high fidelity.

"Good. Where are you?"

"Ch, the back side of the noon, hovering at about two
hundred kil oneters."

"Real | y? See anything interesting?"

"Nope. Frankly, I'"mbored. |I think I'mgoing to hibernate
until you need ne."

"How long will it take you to get here if we need you in a
hurry?"

"Ch, about ten mnutes, if | hurry."

"Maybe you should stay in Earth orbit."

"If you want. | mght be detected, though."

| agreed. "Yeah, you might. Stay put, and we'll contact
you later."

"Have fun."

"By the way, what are our chances of getting back to M -
crocosnos?"
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"Fair," Arthur said. "Since | know where we are, it makes
it fairly easy. You just have to aimfor the center of the uni-
verse."

"The center of the universe?"

"Fourth dinensionally speaking, that's where M cro-

cosnobs is, alnost all the way back to the begi nning of the
universe. It's a little off-center though, by about one or two
billion years."

"Ch," | said.
"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"Yeah. If another ship |like yours entered the solar system
woul d you have any way of detecting it?"
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"Yes, but that's not going to happen,” Arthur told ne.
"\ 2"

"Because this is the only ship of its kind ever built."

"What about the chance of encountering the ship's para-
doxi cal double? You call it a spacetime ship. Doesn't that
mean it's a time machi ne?"

"In a way," Arthur said thoughtfully, "but | don't think
there's much chance of it happening."”

Nei ther did I.

(TW)

16

I TOLD ARTHUR that we'd keep in touch, and signed off.

We headed north on the Coast H ghway for a few kil ome-

ters, then turned right at a sign which read Topanga Canyon
Boul evard and foll owed a wi nding road bearing up into the
hills. Eventually, Carl made a right onto a gravel road, then a
left into a driveway | eading back to a bei ge-painted cl apboard
cottage with a small beetl e-shaped autonobil e parked beside

it.

Carl pulled up in front of the house and turned the notor
of f.

"Friends?" | asked.

"Yeah, one friend. A guy, alittle older than ne. He's a
witer."

"What's he write?"

"TV scripts, novies, stuff like that. | know he did a Gun-
snoke, and | think he wote a version of sone big Holl ywod
novi e—ene of those Roman Enpire epics. | can't think of

the nane of it. Anyway, his name wasn't on the credits. A
couple of friends of mne used to come over here and ness
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around, watch old novies, listen to jazz records.”
"Records?" Daria asked.
"Uh... recorded nusic."
"Ch, | see."

"Anyway, he's home. He's gonna think I've totally flipped
when | tell himwhat's happened."

Lori silently nouthed, Gunsnoke?

We got out. Carl banged on the front door. No one an-
swered, and Carl banged again. Faint sounds of upbeat nusic
came fromwi thin.

Carl was ready to knock a third time when the door was
opened by a youngi sh dark-haired man wearing bl ack-ri mred

157
158
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eyegl asses, a short-sleeved yell ow pull over shirt, and dark
pants. He had on | eather noccasins and carried a carved briar
pi pe. He | ooked friendly but inpatient.

"Carl!" he said. "Hey, I'mworking." Puzzled, he glanced
at Daria, Lori, and me, then said to Carl, "Wat's up?"

"Need your help. We're in a jam"

"A jan?" He eyed ne again, scrutinizing ny maroon star-
rigger's jacket. "Yeah?" He | ooked Cari up and down. "Are
you guys shooting somet hi ng?"

"Huh?" Carl answered.
"What's with the costunes?"
"It's a long story."

The man nodded. "I've a feeling I"'mgoing to hear it.
Cone on in." He swung the door back, turned and wal ked
inside. We followed himin.

The living roomwas really a work space. There were three
debris-littered desks, a hal f-dozen | oaded bookcases, one sof a,
and a few chairs. A piece of equipnment which | recognized to
be a typewiter sat on one desk am d piles of nmanuscript,
stacks of periodicals, and other paraphernalia. Besides clog-
gi ng the shelves, books |ay everywhere, piled in stacks on the
desks, on the floor, and on the furniture. The place did have
the ook of a witer's lair.

"Dave," Carl said, "these are sone friends of mne. Uh
this is Jake...."
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"H ," Dave said, shaking ny hand. "Dave Fei nmann."

"And this is Daria," Carl said.

"Hello, Daria. And you're ... ?"
"Lori."
"Hell o, Lori."

Dave went to a cabinet containing a rack of equi pnment

that, fromthe look of it, was a device for playing audi o disks,
sonething |I'd never seen in ny life. He turned a knob, and

the music, which sounded like early jazz, faded into the back-
ground. He cleared sonme books off the furniture and notioned
for us to sit down, taking a seat hinself in front of the type-
witer. He lit his pipe, cocking his head toward the typewiter.
"Doing a treatnent for an epi sode of this new science fiction
series. Producer's a friend of mine. Looks |like they' ve sold
the pilot."

"Yeah?" Carl said. "Geat."

Dave got the pipe going. He gave Carl a funny | ook, then
shrugged. "So, you're in a jam Wiat is it this time? Did the

cops finally— He broke off and squinted at Carl. "Jesus.
You | ook different, sonehow. Where did you get that crazy
hai r cut ?"

Carl passed a hand through his hair. "Crazy? Yeah, | guess
it is."

"It's way out. |—= Dave passed his eyes over the four of
us, |ooking uneasy. "Wat are you people up to? You re not
extras—you're not working a shoot nearby?"

"No, Dave," Carl said. "You're not going to believe this,
but..."

For the next half hour, Carl spilled his story, though |eav-
ing out a good bit of it for econony's sake. | spent the tine
wat chi ng Dave's shifting reactions. He began with sinple be-
mused skepticism nodul ated to adamant di sbelief, then

switched to shocked credulity. By the tine Carl had gotten

t hrough nost of what he had-to say, Dave's expression was

al nost bl ank. He | ooked nunb, and a little shaken. Severa
times, early on, he had interrupted Carl, insisting, "This is a
gag, right?" He wasn't insisting now

Carl finished up and sat back, |ooking at Dave expectantly.
Silent, Dave puffed on his pipe and stared out the wi ndow. He
did this for a |l ong while.

Finally Carl snapped, "Jesus Christ, Dave, say sone-
thing!"

"I"'mwaiting for Rod Serling to cone out and do the
teaser," Dave said quietly.

Carl sighed. "I knew you wouldn't believe it."

"Ch, | believe it."
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"You do?"

"Yeah." Dave crossed his | egs and sat back. "There are

exactly three possibilities. Either you' ve nipped, or |'ve

ni pped, or you're telling the truth. There's another, naybe—
but I know you, Carl, and you couldn't keep a straight face
this long if you were jiving ne. But let nme tell you sone-

thing right now+f |'ve read you wong and you are indeed
pulling my leg, if you got these people out of central casting
and cane up here to see how |l ong you could keep ne on

the hook, if this is a gag, Carl, I'"'mgoing to kill you. |I'm go-
ing to get out ny sanurai short sword, disenbowel you, and
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feed your liver to you—without onions."
Carl shook his head slowy. "It's no gag."

| took out the communi cator and handed it to Dave. "Ever
see a radio like that?" | asked.

Dave examined it. "Radi o?"

"Maybe you'd call it a walkie-talkie. Say sonething into
it."

Dave scowl ed. "Into it? Were? There's nothing to this."
"Speak into this side," | told him pointing.

Dave rolled his eyes, then held it near his nobuth and said,
"Hel | 0?"

"Hel | o?" canme Arthur's voi ce.

Dave junped, dropping the comrunicator. "Jesus Chri st!
It sounds like he's in the room That can't be a wal kie-talkie.'

"Yes, it does have good reproduction for a |ong-range re-
ceiver."

Dave pointed. "Is that—
"Yeah, that's Arthur," Carl said
"Hel | 0?" a puzzled Arthur said. "Jake, are you there?"

| picked it up. "Yeah, Arthur. Sorry, we were just testing it
again."

"l think we can rest assured that it works," Arthur said

peevi shly.

Dave chewed his |ip, then asked, "He's a robot, right? And
he's up on this... saucer?"

"Spacetinme ship," | told him

"On the noon?"
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"Arthur, are you still on the noon?"
"That's right, dearie. Is that a new friend of yours?"
"Yeah, that's Dave."
"Hi, Dave!"

Dave | ooked around unconfortably before he said, "Un
hi . "

"Lively one, isn't he?" Arthur conmmented.

Dave was nonpl ussed. Suddenly, sonething snapped and

he jumped up. "This is too much." He thunped the pipe into

an ashtray and raised his hands palns up in a hel pless, de-
spairing gesture. "I don't believe it. On top of everything, the
robot's a smart-shit. He's in this fucking flying saucer, and
he's on the fucking noon, for Christ's sake, and |I'm feeding

hi m straight lines."

PARADOX ALLEY 161

"Such | anguage, " Arthur conpl ai ned.

Dave suddenly devel oped a grave expression. "Excuse
me," he said quietly. He left the room

Carl waited a nmonment, then picked up the conmuni cator.
"Arthur, you asshole!" he whispered hoarsely. "Now he's al
pi ssed off."

"Al'l these neurotic hunans | have to put up with," Arthur
gr unbl ed.

Dave returned five minutes |ater bearing a tray on which
were a nunber of tall bottles. His face | ooked a bit gray. "I
don't know about you guys, but | need a drink. Beer's all |
have. "

We all took a bottle. Dave sat, took a |long swallow, and

rum nated. He took another drink before he said, "I've just

had a shock. 1'lIl tell you about it in a mnute, but first, let nme
tell you the reasons for my believing your fantastic story
strictly on the basis of what you' ve told me, and what |'ve

seen. | buy it not because it nakes one whit of sense, which it
doesn't, not because it's believable, which it isn't, but because
of a fewlittle things. |"'ma witer. |I'mplagued with the pen-
chant for noticing things—+ittle things. Tiny touches of con-
vincing detail. Like your accent, Jake."

"My accent?" Strange to hear soneone say | had one.

"Yeah. It's American, generally. But | can't place it, and
specialize in regional dialects. | do great dial ogue, ny pro-
ducers tell me. But | can't place yours. Yours either, Lori

Now, Darla's is totally different fromboth of yours. If | had to

put atag onit, I'd say it was Md-Atlantic. Neither British nor
Anmerican. But there're traces of other accents in there. A

mel ange. | can't figure it."

"Better to call it md-colonial," Daria said.
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"Yeah. | guess so." Dave gul ped nore beer. "Accents.

kay, now cl othes. Those getups you're all wearing. Those
clothes weren't made anywhere in the civilized world. | don't
know that for sure, but the style... | nmean, it's a style |'ve

never seen. And they're nondescript clothes, nothing flashy
about them except that jacket of yours, Jake. But it's worn
and tattered. The el bows are wearing through. That jacket's
been worn, for Christ's sake. Again, there're only two possi-
bilities. Either that's a studi o wardrobe throwaway, or it's a
real jacket, worn by a real person, who happens to be from
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anot her tinme and place." Dave drained the bottle, took another
fromthe tray, and applied a tool to its top. The netal cap
popped off. "And you, Carl. | noticed it right off the bat.
There's sonet hing di fferent about you, even besides the hair-
cut and those futuristic overalls you have on. You | ook differ-
ent. Like you've traveled, grown. You |ook older. You are

ol der, according to your story. About a year, right?"

Car|l nodded.

"Sure. So it all fits, it all hangs together on that |evel, the
| evel of convincing detail. On the rational |evel, the whole
thing hol ds about as nuch water as a col ander. But | have to
believe it. That communicator thing could be a souped-up

transi stor radi o or sonething, but even so, it's one weird ob-

ject. | wouldn't have accepted the story on that basis al one,
but... it, plus the little things, the fine touches—add it all
up, and... |'ve stepped into a dinension as vast as space and

as tinmeless as infinity, the mddle ground between |ight and
shadow, et cetera. Cue Rod. Action." Dave exhal ed slowy,

taking off his glasses and rubbing his |left eye. Then he swept
back his longish dark hair. "But there's one nore thing. The
clincher—a piece of irrefutable evidence. The shocker. When

I was in the kitchen, | made a phone call. | called you, Carl. /
tal ked to you. You were hone, at your parents' house."

Carl seened to collapse inside. He | owered his head and
stared at the floor.

"Ckay," Dave said. "So, what do we do? How can | hel p?"

Dave's rented house was small, having only two bed-

roonms, but he was willing to give up both of them and sl eep

on the couch. When | protested, he said he usually coll apsed
there anyway after working into the wee hours. There was

only one bed, which Carl and Lori insisted that Daria and
have; they made do with |ayers of blankets and pillows piled
on the floor in the spare bedroom W were set for a prol onged
stay. Ordinarily, Dave said, he didn't suffer house guests for
more than three nights, but he was willing to put us up, and
put up with us, for as long as was required.

"However long it takes to resolve the spatiotenpora
crisis,"” he told us, "you're welconme to stay. Wat, |'m going
to throw out tinme travelers fromthe twenty-fifth century?"

"Twenty-second,"” | corrected him

"Ri ght, that was Buck Rogers."
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Troubl e was, our presence woul d undoubtedly disrupt his

work routine. He wote for a living, and he needed to put in a
full day's work every day, including weekends. It behooved

us, then, to find sonething to do during daylight hours, which
woul d entail going out, which would necessitate our getting
some acceptably conventional clothes. Dave cane through for

us again. He lent us noney, enough to buy something decent

for all of us at a discount clothing outlet. | told Dave that I
could pay himback in gold. Carl insisted that he'd make good
on the | oan.

Once we'd sol ved the costunme problem we cast about for
sonet hing to keep us occupied. Going to the |ocal beach was
out. Carl's double would be there.

"I was a beach bum | admit it," he said. "But | know what
beaches | used to hang out at. | never went to Malibu. Didn't
i ke the kids who hung out there. Bel Air types with Corvettes
and Lotus Fords and Porsches. W can go there, and ny dou-

ble wouldn't show up in a nmllion eons."

Earth... summrer... 1964..

It was a bright and colorful and happy tinme, a flux of

seaspray and sunlight and rock nusic tinny and loud froma
portabl e radio. The inmages cone quickly to nme, along with

the sounds and snells: the reek of gasoline exhaust and suntan

| otion and hot dogs sizzling on the grill at the concession
stand; the endl ess beach carpeted with sem nude bodi es bak-

ing in nonionizing radiation, and the roar of the ocean, rolling
in and out as it has done on this planet, this home of human-
kind, for five billion years. Daria and | stretched out on towels
beside the bright surf and let Earth's sun warm on our backs.

W dozed, and the flux convol ved about us. W were lost in

time and didn't particularly want to be found.

sunmmer, 1964. It was a tine of blaring news reports
over the radio and TV... the Russians, Viet Nam Laos,
Canbodi a. An el ection year, the Republicans nom nating
sonebody named Gol dwater, whom | had never heard of, to
run agai nst the incunbent, Johnson, whom | had barely heard
of . (Hadn't there been another President Johnson, in the ear-
lier part of the century? O had it been another century
entirely?) It was a tine when the world had fallen under the
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spel |l of four young men fromBritain with doned haircuts
who played their electrified instruments enthusiastically, if not
wel |, singing songs with a steady beat and charmngly sinple

lyrics...

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (135 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:29 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

W had sone time to bask in the sun and absorb sone of

the backdrop of this tinme and place, but we had sone thinking
to do as well; rather, | had it to do. At night we sat around
with Dave and talked, filling himin on nore details concern-
ing our adventures in the world of the future and the worlds of
the Skyway, including our journey outside the known mazes

—+the Qutworlds: Splash, Talltree, the planets of the Nogon

—the chase through the Garage Pl anet of the Roadbugs, the
wonder s of M crocosnps, and ot her tales.

"Thi s Cul mination business," Dave said, sitting with us on
lawn chairs out on a little porch off one side of the house.
"M nd- boggl i ng. From what you told ne, this.. .thing wll

come into being approximately ten billion years in the future.
Yet, you're dealing with it now And you re dealing with it on
a planet that you say exists back at the beginning of the uni-
verse, ten billion years ago."

"Near the beginning, anyway," | said. "Wthin a few bil -

lion years of the Big Bang, or whatever happened back then

Yes, that's the way it was explained to us. The Cul mi nation
transcends tine. Once it was created, it becane eternal." |

took a sip of my gin and tonic. "There's a possible scientific
explanation for it. If we think of it strictly on a physical plane,
maybe the Cul mi nation is nothing but an instantaneous com

muni cati ons device, one that makes possible the transm ssion

of information faster than the speed of light."

"Relativity," Dave said, nodding. "I've read a dozen books
about it witten for the ayman. The way | understand it, if
you send a nessage that's faster than light, you send it back

through tine."

"Yeah," | said. "If there was an instantaneous comuni ca-

tions device operating at a point in the far future of the uni-
verse, and if it were powerful enough, it would broadcast
throughout tine, and any capabl e receiver existing in the past
woul d be able to pick it up."

"I think | understand," Dave said, "but something as gran-
diose as the Culmnation... | nmean, it's hard to think of it as

not hing nore than a souped-up radio."

"Right, but that nmay be the only handy way to think of it.
O herwi se, the concept gets nystical and slippery."”

"Well, seens to ne it's got to get nystically slippery at
sonme point. It sounds |ike what they did was create CGod."

"Or sone approximation of Hm.. or it.

Dave whistled softly. "M nd-nunbing. Way out. There're

no words for it." He took a long drink of beer, |ooked thought-
ful for a nmoment, then said, "I still can't grasp why the Cul -
m nation built the Skyway."

"From what we can guess, it exists as a neans to bring
potential candidates to a central place for processing into the
Cul m nation," Daria said.
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"l understand," Dave said, "but why do they need candi -
dat es? Why do they need minds for the Cul m nati on?"

"That's what we don't know," | said. "W've sone clues,
but nothing |ike an answer. And we don't know exactly what
joining the Culmnation entails. Do you get zapped into a
conputer? Get transnuted into pure energy? O what?"

"Maybe you just die," Dave suggested

I chewed over the current paradox situation. Sonething
had to be done, and soon. | talked it over with Arthur.

"Arthur, do you know any reason why Prinme woul d abduct
Carl and set him|loose on the Skyway?"

"No. The notion is totally ridiculous. Prine would never
do such a thing."

"Wy not ?"

"Way not?" Arthur |aughed derisively. "Wiy in the nane
of all that's holy in the universe would he?"

"l dunno. You tell ne.

"Well, | can't. It makes absolutely no sense that Prine

woul d travel ten billion light-years to a jerkwater planet and
ki dnap a human bei ng—not a very bright one, at that—give

hi mthat bizarre vehicle, and set himoff on the Skyway to
cause all sorts of trouble. You think of Prinme as a god, don't
you?"

"A dem god, maybe."

"Dem god, shmem god. Okay. The gods—er the dem -
gods, if you will—my be inscrutable, but they sure aren't
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stupid! | nean, they don't go around doing idiotic things just
to pass the tinme."

"Then who abducted Carl ?"

"I think you know t he answer."

I did. However, | had a hell of a tine convincing Carl.

"Carl, let me explain it one nore tinme...."'

Car|l covered his head with a beach towel, turned over on
hi s stomach, and shoved his face into the sand. "I'm goi ng
bananas," he said in a nuffled voice
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"It's crazy, but that's the only way it works."
"I'"'mgoing to have nyself commtted. None of this is
real ."

"It probably isn't. Look, your doubl e—the you of a year

ago—s down there in Santa Mnica living the life of a typi-

cal teenager of his era. In a few weeks, he's going to be
abducted by a flying saucer and taken one hundred and fifty
years into the future and set | oose in a strange world. That
happened to you. Now it has to happen to him on the sane

day in history that it actually happened. Prine isn't going to
be around to do the deed. W have the ship, the only one of its
kind in existence. Do you understand it now?"

Carl turned over again and unraveled the towel. He |ay
back, blinked sand fromhis eyes, and covered themw th his
arm

For a minute, we listened to the Beatles sing of love and its

| oss.

"l understand," Carl said finally. "I think. It doesn't nake
sense, but | understand it. I'mgetting used to things not mak-
ing sense."

"Good," | said, "because they rarely do."

"There's only one thing."
"What ?"

"I'"ve been thinking about this for a while. If things are so
screwed up, so backward and inpossible, then it nust be true
that Lori is Debbie."

I nodded. "Again, it doesn't make sense, but..."

"Yeah. Besides, it works out better that way. |If Debbie is
anot her person, then | got sone explaining to do."

| asked, "Wen did you finally convince yourself that she
isn't another person?"

"The other day, when we went to the clothing store. When

Lori came out wearing that pink blouse with the white | ace
around the cuffs, | recognized it. Debbie was wearing that

bl ouse when we first nmet. | renmenber because | teased her

about how shocking pink it was. When | saw Lori choose it in
the store, | stood there like |I'd been struck by lightning, be-
cause it hit nme that hard. | knew then that sonehow-and

don't even know how, yet-sonehow Debbie and Lori are the

same person. The only difference is the hair. Debbie's was
darker. Not by much, either, nowthat | think of it, but it was
darker. Seens to ne that it was a little |onger, too, but that
may be ny lousy nmenory. It's been a long tine since |'ve

seen Debbie."

Daria cane back froma swimand | ay down beside ne, her
skin glistening wet in the sunlight. She had bought a one-piece
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maternity swinsuit with alittle skirt, and she'd been com

pl aining that she | ooked ridiculous. She didn't |ook ridicul ous.
| asked Carl, "Where did you neet Debbie?"

"That's another strange thing. She cane right up to ne on

t he—=

Carl sat up with a | ook of shocked realization.
I nodded and said synpathetically, "Yeah, Carl, it's going
to be rough."

I tried to | ook fatherly.

Lori and | had conme down into L. A by way of Sunset

Boul evard, which had taken us through Brentwood, West-

wood, Beverly Hills, and into West Hol |l ywood. It had been a
nice drive, traffic on the noderate side, and | had reached a
point where | felt confortable operating Dave's Vol kswagen

It was a good, economical little car. | know, because | had
filled it up before we left. Gasoline was ridicul ously cheap as
it was. | couldn't see the price staying that low for any |length
of tinme.

"Ckay," | said. "I'mgoing to |l et you off around Vine

Street. Do you renenber the address in Culver Cty?"
"Yeah," Lori said. She was nervous and a little scared.
"Dave's sister is expecting you at ten."

"Ten, right. But | don't know where Culver City is."
"If everything goes well, Carl—€arl Two, the doubl e—

shoul d take you there. He knows where Culver City is."
W had asked Dave if he knew anyone who coul d put Lori

T
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up for a few days. W couldn't have Carl Two bringing her to
Dave's place. Carl One said that Debbie lived in Culver City,
and it turned out, Dave had a sister who lived there. Dave
phoned her with the story of a social worker friend of his who
ran a shelter for runaways, and of a girl who needed a place to
stay because of overcrowdi ng. Debbie Snith-—nice kid, basi-
cally, just needs a little special attention. Dave's sister said

fine, send her over.
Lori was chewi ng her |ip anxiously.
"What's the matter?" | asked.

"What if... ?" She shivered. "Ch, Jake, this is so scary.
What if | can't get Carl to pick ne up? Wat happens then?"

"CGood question," | said, "and I'd be lying if |I said | knew.

I don't know what happens if you foul up a paradox. | don't
know t hat a paradox can be fouled up. But | don't think you're
goi ng to have any trouble. Those jeans of yours | ook sprayed
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on."

"They shrank in that silly clothes dryer of Dave's."

"All to the good, | say. Just wal k around | ooking as pretty
as you are."

She frowned and ni cked a hand through her hair. "I think

| ook horrible as a brunette. What an awful color that dye
turned out to be."

"Daria did her best. Okay, what street is this?"

"Bonita."

| turned left, went two bl ocks, and turned right onto Holly-
wood Boul evard. | cruised for a few bl ocks, then pulled over

"This is it," Lori said.

| |l ooked around. "I don't see him but our Carl said that

this is one of his hunting grounds."” There were plenty of kids
out, riding in cars, shouting at one another, standing on street
conmers, and generally m sspending their collective youth.

Lori got out, closed the door, and poked her head in the
wi ndow, her eyes w de with apprehension. "Jake? Wat if

there really is a Debbie?"

| smled. "Don't stay out too |late, Debbie."
Alittle of the anxiety left her face, and she sniled thinly.

"Wsh ne luck," she said.

I watched her wal k away. Those jeans really were a second
skin. Carl Two didn't have a chance

(T"W'S

17

IT WAS A lovely sumrer with an undercurrent of suspense.

The Paradox seenmed to be working out on schedul e. "Deb-

bie" saw "Carl" on the average of three tinmes a week. They'd
go out driving, cruising the main boul evards and neeting
friends, or they'd go to "drive-in" notion picture theaters,
afterward i ngesting hanburgers and acconpanyi hg confec-

tions at various establishnents offering same. Every odd day
they went to the beach, where Debbie | earned the rudi nents of
surfboarding, Frisbee sailing, and increasing the natural pig-
mentation of the skin by overexposure to ultraviolet radiation
Al these activities, and nore, we were told, were typica
pastimes for young people of the period and | ocal e. "Debbie"
didn't care nuch for surfboarding. "I'm always hanging ten,"
she conpl ai ned—what ever that neant.

Meanwhil e, Carl (our Carl) would grind his teeth. The
drive-in novies upset himespecially. He never nmentioned it
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but once, and never asked Lori what transpired when the cou-
ple visited these "passion pits," as he called them

"I know damm wel | what they're doing," he told ne.

" '"Cause | didit, too!"

But he endured it. After all, it wasn't as if Lori were dating
another guy. It was asif.-.In the final analysis, the |anguage
| acked the neans for accurately describing the situation

It was good, then, that Lori spent a good deal of tine over

at Dave's sister's place. Shelly and her husband seened to |ike
"Debbi e" a great deal, and didn't balk at the prospect of her
staying on indefinitely.

"Shelly can't turn away a stray aninal," Dave expl ai ned.
"Drives Bob nuts—they nust have half a dozen cats by now. "
The coupl e had no children of their own.

169
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Dave.took Lori down to the Federal Building in L.A to get

her a Social Security card, which she obtained by presenting

the authorities there with a false birth certificate that Dave had
conjured up. "Didn't cost a hell of a lot, either," Dave told us.
"Amazing possibilities, if you think about it."

What did Debbie do, nostly, over at Bob and Shelly's?
"Watch TV, sit and read novie nagazines. Eat a lot. |'ve put

on five pounds. | like TV."
She |iked rock nusic, too. She adored the Rolling Stones.

There were dangers inherent in the situation of having two
versi ons of the sanme human being running around in proxim

ity to one another. Dave was worried that the other Carl n ght
drop in sone tinme, as he was wont to do on occasion. W
forestall ed that eventuality by having Dave call Carl up and
tell himthat he'd be away for a nonth or two—dp in the
mountains witing a feature filmscript. There was still the
possibility that the two Carls mght bunp into each other. But
the consensus was that, as Carl had no nenory of encounter-
ing atwin of hinself, it never happened. Ergo, it wouldn't
happen. W could have rewitten the textbooks on |ogic that
summer, if we'd have put our minds to it.

Sonet hing el se was bothering Carl. | tried to sound him

out on it, but didn't get very far. Cbviously the prospect of
reliving the abduction, conmpounded by the nonstrous irony of

his having to take part in it, was taking its toll on his nerves.
There was nothing | could do except to assure himit would al

go according to plan.

And | wondered nysel f. Whose pl an?

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (141 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:29 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

The sumrer wore on and the crisis approached. The Para-
dox Machi ne cl anked and whirred and shot bright blue sparks,
its spinning sharp-toothed wheels up to full speed.

We summoned Art hur.

It was a balny California evening. W stood in a hollow in

back of Dave's house, watching the skies. There were few

stars; only the biggest and brightest could nmake it through the
hazy glare that the sprawing electric grid of Los Angel es

threw back at the sky.

"I've got goose bunps," Dave said, playing his flashlight
beamup into the night. "This is |ike a scene out of The Day
the Earth Stood Still."

PARADOX ALLEY
171
"A novi e?" | asked.

"Yeah. And if Arthur |ooks anything like Gort, |'m going
to shit enough bricks to build a barbecue pit."

"I can't say for sure, but Arthur probably doesn't | ook any-
thing like Gort. Arthur doesn't |ook |ike anyone or anything
know. "

"There?" Daria whispered, pointing to a distant shape
movi ng agai nst the sem dar kness.

We heard a | ow droning acconpani ed by a chopping
sound.

"Helicopter," Dave said. "See the |lights?" Dave stanped
his foot. "Danmm, there's a lot of air traffic tonight."

"Probably better that way," | said, wishing | had the com
muni cator. Lori had it. She was out sonewhere with Carl

Two. Arthur said he already had Dave's house pinpointed and
woul d be able to land if we stood near the site and signal ed
visually. Carl One was in the house, biting his nails. Wuld
Carl Two repeat history and go up to Mul holland Drive, there
to neet his destiny? Only tinme would tell, and time wasn't
telling yet.

Dave gasped, and | | ooked up

There was the ship, ghosting over the Iip of the hollow, its
dark ovate bulk outlined by a constellation of flashing red and
blue lights. | snmiled. Arthur had done a good job of canpbu-
flage. The lights were positioned to mnic the configuration

of a conventional aircraft. | wondered if he'd been tracked on
radar. Soundl essly, like sone sort of dirigible whale, the craft
eased to the ground, its imrensity filling up the hollow The
mai n cargo bay dilated and we went in.

",le-sus! This is your truck?" Dave said, awestruck
"That's it."

"This thing's a nonster! You say it's atom c powered?"
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"Nucl ear fusion. Want to clinb in?"
"Ye-sus."

He did, and we did. | gave himthe tour, and Dave oohed
and aahed for a while, then fell into silent wondernent.

"What's the matter?" | asked.

He took his hands fromthe steering bars. "You know, up

rill now, | gotta admt that there was a tiny bit of doubt in the
back of my mind about all this. | was secretly hoping, desper-
ately hoping, | guess, that 1'd fallen into a group del usi ona

John DeChanci e
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psychosis thing, |like those saucer cultists who canp out in the
desert waiting for the aliens to cone down and save the

worl d." He slapped the instrunent panel. "But here it "is, in al

its mnd-shredding reality. You know, there were tines when
t hought —=

Brought up short, he stared nunbly out the viewsereen.
"Ch, ny God," he said in a hollow voice

| | ooked. It was Arthur.

"Yoo- hoo!" Arthur waved.

We got out, and | introduced Dave to our quasi android
servant.
"Are you tracking Lori?" | asked.

"Yes, indeed," Arthur said.
"\Where are they?"

He gestured vaguely. "Qut there sonewhere. Nowhere near
the pick-up zone, which you said wasn't far fromhere."

"Well, we have sone tine," | said, then glanced around.
"Carl should be here. Daria, would you run and get hin®"

"Sure."

I noticed that Dave was still gawking at Arthur, who was
returning a supercilious glare. Suddenly self-conscious, Dave

averted his eyes.

"Dave's been a real help," | said to Arthur. "Don't get on
his case."
"Well, excuse ne," Arthur sniffed.
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"My fault," Dave said. "I was staring. |'ve never seen a
seven-foot tall, pink and purple person before."

"And yellow, " Arthur said, pointing to an appropriate sec-
tion of his plasticlike skin.

"Yeah. Sorry."

"Quite all right. You know, Dave, |'mnot as strange as
| ook. "

"That's right," | said. "He's stranger."

"All | get is abuse," Arthur lanmented. "A servant's |ot.

One of these days |I'mgoing to rise above nmy station in life
and tell you how passing strange | think hunans are."

"W know we're strange, Arthur," | said. "Don't forget.
You may not look it, but you're human, too."

"Don't remnd ne."

Arthur conducted Dave on a tour of the shinp.
PARADOX ALLEY
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"It's so enpty,"” Dave remarked, perplexed. "There's noth-
ing in here."

"Ch, there's plenty of auxiliary equipnent,"” Arthur said.

"It's all built in." Arthur went to a bul khead and ran his index
finger over its surface, outlining a sinple oblong shape. Sud-
denly, the pattern materialized and the portion of bul khead t hat
it described tilted out. Arthur detached it and held it in both
hands. "This is a weapon, for instance. There are |ots of

things hidden in the walls, everything fromscientific instru-
ment ati on to—=

Daria canme running in. "Carl left," she said breathlessly.
"Took the Chevy."

"What ?" | yel ped. "Where'd he go?"

"He was raving that he'd had enough crazy stuff and that

he was going to get Lori and go away sonewhere and forget

all this. | tried to stop him but he was already pulling out of
the cul -de-sac."

"Great," | said. "Arthur, do you have another conmunica-
tor?"

Arthur crossed to the opposite bul khead and did the sane

trick, pulling a smaller oblong out of the wall. He handed it to
ne.

| said, "lIs there any way to track Carl's Chevy?"

"Do you know what type of propul sion systemit has?"

"Of course not. Hell, 1'd never catch him anyway. But it's

a good bet he'll find Lori. So just guide nme to her."
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"Should | take the ship up? |I've got the outside surface
tuned properly now. It should be radar transparent. And with
the canouflage, we'll be fairly inconspicuous."”
"Yeah, for a flying saucer. Just stand by. Dave, |'I| take the

VWand go after him if that's all right with you."

"Ckay," Dave said nervously. "I'll stay here in the dinen-
sion of inagination."
"Hr? Right."

A bal ny, subtropical California night, traffic-choked and
many- peopl ed. W raced north on the San Di ego Freeway. By
this time | could dart and weave between |l anes like a native.

"I wish there were some way for Arthur to contact Lori," |

sai d.
/
c 174

John DeChanci e
PARADOX ALLEY
175

"I't might be awkward for her if Arthur's voice suddenly
came out of her handbag," Daria ventured.

"It mght. Again, where did Lori say they were goi ng?"

"Qut somewhere in the San Fermando Valley, to watch a
drag race."

"A whi ch?"
"Drag race?" Daria nipped both hands pal ns up.

"Do you have any idea—
"I't has sonmething to do with autonobiles, but beyond

that..."
"In this culture,"” | said, "what doesn't have sonething to

do with autonobil es?"

Traffic thickened as we got into the valley. | was used to
the incessant rush of traffic by now The autompbiles no
| onger | ooked hopelessly antique to ne. | rather liked their

rococo flourishes and usel ess adornnents: tail assenblies that
stuck up like shark fins, massive and totally functionl ess chro-
m um "bumnpers, " kitsch statuary nmounted on hoods, white-

striped tires, garish paint schenes, buffed wax finishes, radio
whi p antennae, blinding tail-light configurations, and other

enbel | i shnent s.
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"Arthur?" Daria called into the comunicator. "Are you
tracki ng thenf"

"They haven't noved. You are now about five kilometers
west of their position.”

I took the next cutoff and headed east on Roscoe Boul e-

vard, then nade a series of lefts and rights at Arthur's direc-
tion as he zeroed us in on the signal emtted by the

communi cator that Lori was carrying. W passed a big parking

| ot adjacent to a brilliantly |ighted outdoor stadi um

"This mght be it," Daria said.

Howl i ng engi ne sounds came to us fromthe other side of a
curving grandstand. | hung a U-turn and headed back. The
sign at the entrance to the | ot read VALLEY DRAGNY

"You're right on," Arthur said.

It cost fifty cents to park. W got out, | |ocked up the VW
and we jogged toward the entrance to the track, an opening in
a corrugated netal fence blocked by turnstiles and a ticket
booth. As we neared the booth, Daria stopped. She pointed
left toward a row of cars. | |ooked and spotted Carl's Chevy.

"Which one is it?" Daria wondered. "The doubl e' s?"

"No way to tell. Let's |ook around. If we find another one,
that neans our Carl's here."

W searched the inmediate area but cane up enpty. It
woul d have taken us an hour to cover the whole |ot.

"He might have parked out on the street,” | said. "Let's go
in."

The ticket girl said that there were only a few heats left to
run, but sold us two tickets anyway. We bunped through the
turnstile and wal ked through a concession area littered with
scraps of sticky paper, comng to a passageway between two
sections of grandstand. W nounted steps and cane out into
the seating area

The grandstand was crescent-shaped. A long, straight strip

of asphalt began in the mddle of the crescent and ended about
two thirds of a kilonmeter out in brush-covered flats. Two bi -
zarre vehicles, which were nothing nmore than |ong, |ow, open
metal carriages with overgrown nmotors nounted on them

were poised at the starting line, bellowi ng |ike dinosaurs and
shooting blue flanes. An array of lights on a pole changed
color, and the two things took off |ike denons | oosed from
hell, trailing snoke and fire. They reached the end of the
course in no time, and parachutes bl ossoned fromtheir back
ends. The noise was incredible. A pall of gray haze hung over
the track, and the air was pungent with fuel exhaust and the
snel | of burnt rubber. An announcenent was nade and a roar
went up fromthe crowd.

"What's this all about?" Daria shouted above the din as two
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nmor e out rageous vehicl es approached the starting |ine.

"A display of exotic autonotive technology," | said, "or a
circus. Probably both. Let's |ook around."

"What do we say if we run into Lori?"

"Nothing," | said. "W wink and act as if we don't know

her. But we stick close, and if our Carl shows up, we try to
intercept him And don't ask nme what we do if Carl Two

catches sight of Carl One. |'mplaying this strictly by ear, and
my goddamm ears are killing ne."

"Right."

We clinbed to the last row and wal ked al ong an ai sl e,

| ooki ng down over the heads of patrons. Besides the snoke
and the funes, | snelled wonen's perfunme, tobacco, and
cooking grease. It was a good crowd for a Tuesday night.
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There were a good many young coupl es, sone of which, at

first glance, | mstook for Lori and Carl Two. Kids seened to
dress alike in this tine and place. Maybe they do in all tines
and pl aces. The grandstand was a huge affair and the crowd
thinned out toward the far end of the crescent. No Lori in
sight. We doubl ed back a ways, then went down steps and

wal ked al ong the bottom aisle, |ooking up and scanning for
three familiar faces, two of which would be identical

We saw nobody.

"Where could they be?" Daria fretted.

"Don't know. It's a huge place. Maybe we just nissed

spotting them Let's go back to the concession area."

The hot-dog stand was cl osing down for the night, and

people were | eaving the track in steadily increasing nunbers,
filing through an exit on the other side of the concession area.
| sent Daria to check the wonen's roomwhile | glanced in the
men's. The latter was being used, but not by either Carl. Daria
reported no luck. | told her to stand by the exit while | went
back to search the grandstand one nore tine. The voi ce over

t he | oudspeakers announced the last race, to be run by two
vehi cl es which | ooked a shade nore conventional. | wal ked

al ong the middl e aisle scanning up and down the grandstand.
"Jake?" canme a quiet voice inside ny pocket.

"Arthur?" | answered. A man in a green T-shirt turned his

head to ne with a curious look. "Wait a mnute," | said.

| took steps up to the last row, found sone enpty seats,
and sat down. | took out the communi cator.
"Go ahead," | spoke into it.

"I"'mtracking the other beacon. It has left your area."
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I wondered how we had missed them "Right. W're | eav-
ing."

Hurrying back, | spotted Carl. It was our Carl—+ recog-

ni zed his clothes. He was caught in a crush of people at the
head of the stairway |eading down to the concession area. Just
as | was about to close with him he turned and saw e, then
forced his way through the crowd, plunging down the steps. |
foll owed, |eaving jostled, angry teenagers in my wake.

As he neared the exit gate, Carl saw Daria and sl owed.
caught up with him Daria ran over

"They left, Carl," | told him

"I know," he said, continuing toward the exit.

"Did you see thenP"
"No, they weren't up in the stands."
"Where, then?"

"I finally remenbered. Most of that night is fuzzy to ne.

W went to the races, but we didn't sit in the stands. | found
out a buddy of mne was racing, and we went down to the

pits. | still don't renenber everything, but we nmust have |eft
by the pit entrance and wal ked around back to the parking
lot."

"Let themgo, Carl," | said.

"I have to be there tonight,"” he said vehenently.

"Carl, you can't," | said. "Look. Forces are operating here
that we have no control over. | don't know what woul d hap-
pen if you intervened and prevented the abduction. Nobody
knows, but it's a good bet that the universe wouldn't be the
sane. You might throwit entirely out of whack."

We wal ked through the exit and out into the parking |ot.
"l know," Carl answered. "I still have to be there."

"Carl, what is it with you? Sonething is bothering you,
sonet hing you haven't |et on yet."

"That night, the night it happened," Carl said. "Tonight.
It's about Debbie. The way she acted... the way / acted."

"Are you worried she'll be hurt?" | said. "W've gone over
that. Arthur told us that when your doubl e pushes Debbi e—
Lori—eut of the car, she'll float. She won't fall. She'll stil
be in the gravitational beamthe car is in. After Arthur tucks
the Chevy into the small cargo bay, he'll |ower her down and
we' |l pick her up."

"That's just it," Carl said. "I renenber now. | didn't push
Debbi e out of the car. That was where | was all screwed up in
my menory of that night. | wasn't trying to push her out. |

was trying to keep her fromjunping. But there was sonething
el se— He stopped and | ooked around. "Ch, Cod."

"What is it?"
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"The car. It's gone."

We were in the general area where Daria and | had found
it. "This is where you parked yours?"

"Yeah. He was parked way over on the other side, but

when he was wal ki ng back this way fromthe pits, he nust
have seen the super-Chevy here and figured he renenbered
wong. | do that all the time—forget where | parked. Now
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he's got the super car." He sighed, holding up a set of car

keys. 'This is the original key. It fits both cars, of course. And
he woul dn't be able to tell the difference. | made the super-
Chevy identical to the ordinary one."

I didn't know that to be a fact, but | did know that the

vehicle he had created had been identical in every detail to the
one he'd been driving when we net on the Skyway—the one

| stole fromhi mdown to the pair of fur-covered di ce hang-

ing fromthe rearview mrror

"How coul d you do that?" | asked.

"I did the customjob on the original nyself," he said. "I
spent two years doing it. Bought the thing when | was fifteen,
before | could legally drive. | know every inch of that car."

| nodded. "Okay, then that solves the problem of how we
make the switch. Your double's already got the super-Chevy."
"Yeah. But there's one more thing | have to do."

Carl turned to | eave and |I caught his arm

"Carl, don't. You're coming with us."

"Sorry, Jake, but—=

He swung a wild left. | put up ny forearm but it was a
feint, and | was slow to block his quick right jab. The punch
| anded squarely enough to daze nme. Daria rushed in, but Carl
had al ready begun sprinting away. Daria chased after hi m but
couldn't keep up. He disappeared into the streans of people
exiting the track.

Daria ran back. "Are you all right?"
"Cetting old,"” | said. "He suckered ne good."
"Should we go after hin®"

| rubbed ny jaw, shaking nmy head. "No way to make a

deci sion. We might screw things up by trying to prevent him
fromscrewing things up. |I'mcomng around to thinking that

, hot hing anybody does or tries to do can thwart fate fromtak-
ing its course. This is turning into a G eek drama."

"I'"ve always hated G eek dramm,"” Daria said.

"Me, too. It's those damm choruses breaking in and yap-

ping all the tine."
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We found the Vol kswagen and got in. W went nowhere.

The exits were jammed up, and we had to wait in line. W

were held up a good fifteen mnutes, and we tried to catch a
glinpse of the other Chevy. Carl either had beaten the rush or
was tied up at another exit.

Finally we got out. When we were back on Roscoe Boul e-
vard, | checked in with Arthur

"Lori is now bearing generally south," Arthur informed
me. "But she's on a road paralleling that big express hi ghway
down there."

Daria |l eafed through the map of L.A "Sepulveda," she
confirmed. "It intersects with Mil holl and about a mle south
of Sher manCaks. "

I turned left at the intersection of Sepul veda and Roscoe,
headi ng south. W underpassed the Ventura Freeway and hit
Ventura Boul evard, continuing straight. Sepul veda narrowed
to two lanes, winding its way up into the Santa Monica
Mount ai ns. House lights glowed in canyons to either side.

Daria turned on the donme |ight and | ooked at the anal og
wistwatch she had bought. "El even-thirty," she said, and
turned the light off.

We had no tinmetable. Carl had said that he didn't re-
menber exactly what tinme the abduction had occurred. He
guessed that it had happened around m dni ght.

A pair of headlights grewin the rearviewmrror. Carl
passed us, doing at |east seventy mles an hour. The origina

Chevy was a hot vehicle, too. | floored the pedal, and Dave's
VW coughed and gave its all, which was pitifully little. W
chugged along in Carl's wake until his tail-lights vani shed

around a bend.

"Well, hell," | said. "There goes the nonkey wench into
the works." | handed the conmunicator to Daria. "Check in
with Arthur."

"Turn west off of your present route,” Arthur instructed us.
At | east that much was going according to plan. Carl had

pi npoi nted the ki dnapping site as being somewhere near San
Vi cente Mountain, the peak of which, overl ooked Ml hol | and
west of Sepul veda.

I mssed the tunoff before the tunnel and had to doubl e

back. W went up a short ranmp and got onto a dirt and grave
road—Mul holland Drive. It led us into a surprisingly renote-

| ooki ng area. You'd never guess that one of the biggest cities
the world had ever seen was just down the nountain. It wasn't
exactly desol ate, but you got the feeling that you were a | ong
way from everything

The road was edged with scrub brush and an occasi ona
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prickly pear, and wound through groves of l|ive oak and juni-
per. We drove along for several kiloneters w thout seeing any-
t hi ng.

"Jake? Daria?"
"Yes, Arthur," Daria answered.

"The signal source has stopped at a point due west of you
You're alnobst on top of it."

I slowed, though | couldn't see thing. | coasted down a
slight grade, searching ny side of the road.

"Arthur, where are you?" Daria asked.

There was a slight delay, then: "Right above you. | have
the phony airplane lights turned off."

"We don't see the car," Daria told him
"I't's parked about fifty meters off the road. Just to the
right, up ahead."

| saw a gap in the brush—a narrow side road. | stopped
Daria said, "Arthur, are there any other vehicles in the

area?"

"None that | can see or detect."

"Let's make sure," | said, starting forward again and turn-
ing off onto the side road, which was little nore than a horse
trail leading us around the base of a hill. W passed under a

| arge brooding tree and came out into a holl ow.

| saw a glint of candy-apple red in the sweep of the head-
lights as | turned around.

"There they are," Daria said. "Unless it's Carl."
"You're right on top of the signal," Arthur said.
No ot her vehicles were in sight.

"Ckay, thisis it," | said. "Arthur?"

"Yes, Jake?"

"Are you ready?"

"As ready as |I'll ever be." He sighed. "Dearie me, how do
I get myself into these predi canents?"

"Did Carl ever nention another vehicle being nearby when
it happened?" Daria asked with sone concern
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"Not that | renenber. Let's head back around the hill and
park. We'll conme back on foot."

| headed out of the clearing, following the trail back al nost
to where it made its T with Mil holland. | wedged the VW
between two junipers and killed the notor.

"You got that flashlight?"
"Yup." Daria held it up

I shut off the headlights and the night deepened around us.

We got out and wal ked back up the trail. Insects clicked and
snapped in the weeds. The city was a gl ow on the horizon,

and a faint, distant roar. The air was dry and cool. Daria

pl ayed the fl ashlight beamfrom side to side, searching. About
hal fway to the hollow we found a path leading up the hill,
making its way anmong big gray boul ders. Daria shut off the
flashlight and we clinbed up to the first sw tchback and hid
behind the rocks. W | ooked down and |i st ened.

"Carl may have gotten cold feet," | whispered
Dari a nodded. "Let's hope so."

We went down and continued on the trail, stopping when
we reached the tree with the weeping branches. | put the com
muni cator next to my lips.

"Any time, Arthur."
" Roger."

I 1 ooked up through the branches, but couldn't see any-

thing. Nevertheless | sonehow sensed the craft's descent, felt
its imrense bul k growi ng bl ack-on-bl ack agai nst the sky like
some dark angel auguring doom A shiver ran through ne,

and | began to appreciate the extent of the trauma Carl nust
have suffered. | couldn't blane hima bit for having been
scared out of his wts.

I heard a voice comng fromthe parked Chevy. It was Carl

Two. A door slammred, and the engine roared to |ife. The

back tires spun briefly, then the engine died. The starter
whined futilely, again and again. There was a shout. In the
dimscattered |ight of the city-glow we saw the Chevy begin to
levitate fromthe ground, its front end rising. W heard Lori's

voi ce, but she wasn't screaning. She was shouting sonething
at Carl.

Suddenly there was a rustling in the brush above us, and
the sound of running feet coming down the hill

Dari a gasped, "Ch, no—

Carl One burst into the clearing, running toward the car,

whi ch by now had lifted a good two nmeters into the air. The
passenger - si de door had opened and Lori had one | eg dangling
out, holding the door open with both arns. Carl | eaped and
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grabbed onto somet hi ng—either the door or Lori's leg, or
both. | couldn't see. He began to rise with the Chevy, hanging

on.

Lori was screaning now, frightened and shocked and con-

fused. Slowy, the three of them two |layers of a core sanple
of the sane hunman being and the wonman they both | oved,
floated up into the still California night.

"Jake?" came Arthur's voice. "\Wat's happeni ng down
there? | have an extra body in the scoop beam"”

"It's Carl One," | said. Daria and | hadn't npbved; neither
of us could think of a thing we would dare do.

"Well," Arthur said with annoyance, "I've stopped trying

to figure out what's supposed to happen here. Two of them
fell out, so I'"'mgoing to set themdown after |'ve stowed the
autonobile in the bay."

I slunped against the tree and cl osed ny eyes. | could hear
the Paradox Machine. It how ed and shrieked and it sounded

like Lori's screans.

Presently, | was aware of Daria hugging ne, her face
agai nst ny back, and | realized that Lori's screan ng had

st opped.

| turned around and held Daria for a noment, then took the
flashlight fromher and thunbed it on. Her face was drawn
and pal e, her eyes frightened.

"Ch, Jake, it was so awful."

"Yes. "

"And we did it. W perpetrated it. W're guilty."

"Of what ?"

"l don't know. "

"Of doing what we had to do?"

"Did we have to do it?"

"W thought we did."

"Jake, | just don't know. | just... don't know any nore."

"I never did, honey. | never knew the tune, but | keep
trying to hum al ong."

We wal ked out into the clearing. Two bodies came down
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fromthe sky like stage deities on invisible wires. They | anded
gently on their feet.

Lori and Carl.

Qur Carl. He was holding her, her face pressed against his
shoul der. She was trenbling violently.

"H," Carl said as we approached.

"H," | said. | didn't know what else to say.

"I't happened like it was supposed to happen," Carl said. "I
knew sonet hing el se went on that night. | finally remenbered
what Debbi e had shouted at nme when the car began to lift. She
told ne not to be scared. | was stunned. Here was this thing

com ng down out of the sky at us, and here was the girl |
|l oved acting as if she knew what was happening. That's what |
bl anked out of ny mind. It was a fact | couldn't explain. It

made me afraid just to renenber it. | didn't want to believe
that the girl | had nmet and fallen in love with could have had
anything to do with the ki dnapping. And | coul d never under-
stand why she tried to junp out of the car, like she was |eav-
ing ne. | tried to stop her. But she was being dragged

out... by soneone else. | couldn't see who." He stroked

Lori's tinted hair. "It was ne. It was the only person it could
have been."

Lori's trenbling had subsided. She turned her head up to
Carl .

"You did, didn't you?" Carl said. "You tried to tell him
You saw that he was scared out of his mnd and you tried to
tell himthat he'd be all right."

She nodded, cl osed her eyes and rested her head on his

chest.

"I felt awful," she said. "Like | was doing sonething evil.

| set himup, | went along with it. And then .. . when you ..."
She sniffed and wi ped her eyes. "And when you cane out of
nowhere, Carl, | thought | was going crazy. | didn't know

what to do. | was so scared."

Carl took a deep breath. "It all happened exactly as it was

supposed to. Everything."

| spoke into the comunicator. "Arthur?"
"Yes?"

"How i s he?"

"Qut like a light. Fainted dead away. He's fine, though.
Just frightened."

"Did you speak to himin Prime's voice?"
"Yes, but | don't think he heard ne."

"Well, if he comes to, just do your Prine routine and say
sonet hing conforting."

"Ch, | will, I will, but he'll still be scared shitless. |I'm
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going to try something on him It's a nechani smthat was
formerly used to tranquilize wildlife specinmens. It shouldn't
hurt him even if it doesn't work."

"Ckay. Meet you back at Dave's place. How is Dave, by
t he way?"

There was a delay. "He says the only thing he regrets is
that he can't ever use this in a script. Lacks verisimlitude.

(T"W'S
18
I'" M BAD AT good-byes. But | did my best.

It was about five in the norning. Carl, Lori, and Dave saw
us of f.

Lori hugged Daria, then nme. | shook Carl's hand and then
Daria kissed Carl and Lori. Then Lori hugged ne again and
ki ssed ne. This went on for sone time. Dave just stood by
and smled oddly.

"Jeez," Carl said, "I'mgoing to mss you people."
"Us, too," | said

"I can't say I'mgoing to mss being nine zillion mles from
hone," he added. "I'mglad to be back. You can have the
future. It's yours. | don't belong there."

"Future? No such thing," | said. "No future, no past. Tine
is one big w de-open amusenent park. We proved that."

"Yeah, | guess."

Lori was sniffling. | stroked her cheek and said, "You're
sure you want to stay, Lori?"

She pulled Carl closer. "Yes. I'Il put up with snog, tooth
decay, and this character. There's really nothing for me back
where | come from | kind of like it here. This is a nice
place... a nice tine to be alive."

1 nodded. "Yes, it is. It seens peaceful, in a way, com
pared with what history says about it."

The eastern sky was growing mlky. A few birds were tun-

ing up in a nearby copse of sumac trees. Behind us the ship
hovered silently; Arthur was standing by to take us away from
Earth in the waning sumer of a year |ong past.

Carl began, "I wish ..." He chewed his lip, thinking.

"What is it, Carl?" | asked.

"I wish there was sonme way of contacting you," he said,
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then shook his head. "Sonehow, but... it's inpossible.
Ri ght ?"

"Send ne a letter. Mark it: Jake McGraw, Postal Slot 7836,
Adm ni strative Zone Twel ve, Vishnu, Col onial Planets.
That's mnmy address. Figure out a way to delay delivery for
about a hundred and fifty years. Should be easy enough.”

Carl | aughed. "Yeah, sure.
had me repeat it. | did.

Then he stopped | aughi ng and

Arthur's voice came through the comruni cator. "Are you
qui te ready?"

I wal ked over to Dave. "Thanks," | said, shaking his hand.
"W couldn't have done it w thout you."

"I still think there's an outside chance that 1've hallucinated
this whole thing," he said. "By the way, Arthur doesn't | ook
anything like Gort." He stared at the ship for a nmonent, then
sighed. "The future. |'ve dreaned about it, witten about it.
And here it is, right in front of me. You know, Jake—you
haven't really told ne nuch about it. Nothing about what's
really going to happen in the next few years here."

I said, "You nean |ike stock market quotations?"

"No." He glanced at Carl and Lori, then said, "Tell ne, is

there going to be a— He stopped, then shook his head. "No.

Don't tell me anything. At least | know there's going to be a
future. Sonetines that prospect |ooks very dubi ous. And

judging fromthe little you've let on, it's going to be a pretty
interesting future."

"Never a dull nonent," | said.

"People..." Arthur said inpatiently.

"Keep your pants on," | vyelled.

"I won't say the obvious," Arthur said.

"Well," Dave said, offering his hand again. "Good |uck."
"Thanks. "

There was nore huggi ng and ki ssing, and Lori started cry-
ing again, so | dried her eyes and kissed her and told her to be
a good girl. Wiich was silly, for she was now a wonan.

"Il always remenber you, Jake," she said.

"And how could | forget ny little Lorelei?" | said.
"Debbie," she corrected. She whispered in ny ear, "I hate
t hat nane!"
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"Whi ch one?"

"Both, actually. Debbie the nost."

"I't | ooks good on you."

Presently there was nothing nore to say.

I took one last |look at Earth, at Earth's sun showing its face
to a new day, at the grass and the trees and the kind skies of
the birthing place of hunmanki nd.

And then | left that world, that tine.

Earth dwi ndled in our wake as Arthur piloted the ship

through the gravitational vortices of the solar system and out
into deep space, where we could, as he put it, "do a good
clean jump."

"Where to?" he added. "Back to M crocosnps?"

"Not just yet," | said. "W have to dunp Carl off somne-
where. And the sooner the better."”

"He'll be okay. That tranquilizer mechani smseens to have
done its job. Were did you have in m nd?"

"Look. This is a spacetine nachine, right?"

"Ri ght."

"W can go anywhere, any tine?"

"Wll, nmore or less. There are sone limtations."

"Can we junp forward in tinme about one hundred and fifty
years and drop himoff on the Skyway somewhere?"

"Just anywhere?"
"Terran Maze woul d be a good idea."

"Ri ght you are. Just point out a likely planet and I'll shoot
for it."

Bruce hel ped himdo that. W picked Oricron Eridani I1,

and Arthur got his bearings fromthe Earth-based astrononica
data that was stored in that tiny but powerful robot brain of
his. W picked a date that was about a year before | nmet Daria
on the Skyway. All would go according to plan.

Arthur asked, "Are you all getting off there?"

"No, just Carl. W're going back to Mcrocosnpbs with
you. "

Daria drew nme aside. "Jake, do you realize that if we did
get off, the Paradox woul d be conpl ete? You' d be back in
T- Maze before you |l eft—before any of this happened. Don't
you t hi nk—=

"No, Daria. The story's not over yet. | have to go back and
get Sam"
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She nodded, and didn't nention it again.

188
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* *

We had given a |lot of thought to the subject of setting Carl

| oose on the Skyway. Qur Carl—€arl One-had tried to de-

scribe his experiences immediately after the ki dnappi ng. But

his menmory of the whole period aboard ship was hazy to say

the | east —hi ch accorded exactly with the way things were

going for Carl Two, who was at the nonent slunped in the

seat of his magic Chevy in the small cargo bay. He was cat a-
tonic, and it was hard to say whether this was the result of the
"tranquilizer" beamor the trauma of the ki dnapping. Probably
alittle of both. I was worried.

Carl One had told us that "Prine" had spoken to hi m dur-
ing this period. W induced Arthur to do his inpression of
Prime for Carl Two at regular intervals.

"What do | say?" Arthur had denanded to know.
"Be soothing. Be a nice person."”
"Ch, great."

But he did it. W had no idea if any of it got through to
Carl. | had the feeling that it did.

According to Carl's story, when the nmental haze lifted, he
found hinself in his car on the Skyway. And when he saw a
portal for the first tine, he somehow knew what it was and
how to shoot it.

Arthur pondered this problemfor a while. Then: "I can
come up with something akin to dreanteachi ng by nodifying
the tranquilizer beamcircuitry. | think."

| asked, "Don't you need tools or equipnent or sonething
to do that?"

"You're thinking in terms of conventional technology. It

won't be a sinple task, but it's not a matter of tinkering with
anyt hi ng physical, at |east not on the scale of ordinary objects.
This ship has the capacity to reprogramits auxiliary necha-
nisms for any function desired, within limts. Trust nme."

"Ch, | do," | said. "You exude trustworthiness."
"I''"l'l have to change ny deodorant."

So it was that we set Carl off on the road between the
worl ds to seek his destiny, which was to find me and go hone.
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He had nothing nore than his car, the clothes on his back, and
alittle over 1000 Universal Trading Credits' worth of gold
(nmy entire stash—+ was now broke) in the trunk

It was a grungy nudball of a planet with | owering skies

and nud-col ored rocks—but just beyond the portal was

Adonis, a very nice world indeed, well-popul ated and civi -
lized. W landed on the Skyway a few kil oneters fromthe
portal's commt boundary. Arthur opened the bay door and
nudged the Chevy out. Carl sat there in the mddle of the road
for a mnute. Then he started the engi ne and drove off. He
never | ooked back

The Chevy dwi ndl ed to a candy-apple red dot and vani shed
bet ween the towering jet-black colums of the portal

Carl had shot his first portal and survived. Arthur's nodi-
fied dreamteachi ng gadget had worked.

"Good-bye, Carl," Daria said in a murnur. "For the second
time, good-bye. And good | uck."

"Hail and farewell," | said.

It took us over fifty junps and six hours to get back to

M crocosnos, which wasn't bad .time when you consider the

di stance. It had taken longer to get to Earth starting froma
little beyond the orbit of Pluto. Arthur apol ogi zed, though, for
the delay. Well, he didn't exactly apol ogi ze. Wen either

Daria or | would stroll into the control roomto see how things
were going, he'd glare at us defensively and give sone ex-
cuse. "l keep running into bunpy spots,"” he conpl ai ned.

"Fouls up my cal culations. Spacetinme isn't uniformy snooth,
you know. "

"l never said it was," | told him

"This has to be done just right," he went on. "W don't
want to return before we left. |'ve had just about enough of
t hat nonsense."

"You and nme both," | said.

Eventual ly we got there. Arthur turned the ship transpar-
ent, and we watched an odd little cloud of stars grow and

grow until it becane the peculiar star-sphere that encl osed the
textured di sk of Mcrocosnpos. It was daylight on the Enerald
Cty side.

Al'l seened peaceful down there. Nobody threw things at

us, no m nd-shaki ng eni gnmas chased us as we nade a snooth
entry into the atnosphere and streaked across the sky on a
decelerating trajectory toward Enerald City. The patchwork
surface of the planet rolled underneath the ship |like a giant
map on a fast scroll. Arthur broke all the speed records and

190 John DeChanci e

nearly scared us to death. It |ooked as if we were about to go
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crashing into one of the city's valley-side curtainwalls unti
Arthur suddenly veered of f and took the ship in a harrow ng
turn around the castle. Veering again, we dove between two
huge towers and cane to a screeching halt above a third. The
doned top of the tower opened like a norning glory and we
descended into it, coming to rest on a snooth black floor. The
donme cl osed up, and we had arrived.

Arthur sighed and took his stubby fingers fromthe contro
box. Hi s narrow shoul ders sl unped.

"If 1 were flesh and blood," he said, "I'd be exhausted. As
it is, | only need a two-day recharge session."”

"Some pretty fancy flying, there, Arthur."

"Thank you. | thought it best to hurry like hell. Looks |ike
someone called a truce, but you never can tell."

I locked up the truck, telling Bruce to keep an eye on
things, and we debarked fromthe ship.

"Jake," Arthur said as we wal ked toward a nearby down-
chute. "I think you have a little bit of a shock in store.”

| stopped. "What?"

"Well, it's about Sam He's no |longer a conputer. He's
alive, Jake. He's very much alive."

(P 7)

19

"HELLO, JAKE," SAM sai d.

He was sitting at the dining roomtable with John and

Zoya, having coffee and rolls. He got up with a smile that
lived in ny menory. The face was ny father's face, but it was
one | hadn't seen since childhood, for the nman coning toward
me with arns extended was ny father as he had been as a

young man, around thirty-five. Hs hair was dark brown, al-
nmost bl ack, his eyes the color of slate. He was about six feet
tall (lately I'd fallen into using that antiquated system of nea-
sure), plus an inch or two. His jaw was strong, his shoul ders
broad, and his hands and feet, |like nine, were a bit oversized.
Hs lips cut a thin line over a markedly cleft chin. H's nose,
thin and straight, was prom nent but not |arge. Altogether a
handsonme figure of a nan. He was dressed in a trimgray
two-piece utility suit with a black belt, and he wore bl ack

hi ki ng boot s.

He enbraced me, and | could not speak. Although Arthur
had done his best to prepare ne, there is little that can serve as
an adequat e buffer against the shock of your life.

"Son," he said, "it's good to see you again."

"Dad," | finally croaked. | put ny head on his shoul der and
shut ny eyes tight against the flow of tears.

| think 1 was a little irrational for a few mnutes; it was a
total state of shock. | don't renenber what was said, or who
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said it, but sooner or later | noticed Prime standing off to one
si de, observing us with approval

"Wl cone back!" he said brightly.

I nodded and | ooked around. Ragnha and Oni were seated at
the table along with John and Zoya. Ragna smiled, his wde
pi nk eyes gl eam ng. Zoya beaned at nme. John | ooked bor ed.

191

192 John DeChanci e PARADOX ALLEY 193
Anot her wonder —so what ?

Dari a had been standing off to one side. She wal ked over
and said, "So we finally nmeet in the flesh."

"Come here, Daria darling," Sam said. They hugged.

I couldn't hel p keeping one arm around Sam could not
relinquish the feel of his flesh, his corporeality. If | hadn't
been used to having Sam s di senbodi ed personality around,

me sight of himlike this, reborn, reincarnate, would probably
have been enough to stop nmy heart. | woul d have di ed on
everybody right there.

As it was, | had trouble fully regaining ny powers of
speech.
"How... was it done?" | gasped at Prine.

"An artificial body is nothing mraculous," he said. "The
problemlies nmerely in effecting an adequate interface between

it and the artificial brain that controls it, which in this case is
the M athusian Entel echy Matrix. You are aware of the many
resources on this planet. | sinply used those needed to ac-
complish the job. And I think we were quite successful

Woul dn't you agree, San®"

"I sure would." Sam sl apped his chest. "Never felt better in
my life." He turned to ne. "I"'mtold that this isn't your garden
vari ety human body."

"No," Prinme said. "It doesn't have sone of the biochem -
cal subtleties of a natural organi smeven science at its height
can't duplicate the genius of ne Creator. For instance, Sam

wi || never have anot her son, nor any nore progeny. But his
body does have a nunber of advantages. Samwi || never grow
old. He won't suffer illness—=

"But I'mnot inmmrtal ," Sam sai d.

"No," Prine said, wal king over to us. "I offered to tel

Sam the body's estimated |life span, but he didn't want to hear
it."

"Bven if it-were a mllion years, or only a week," Sam

said, "I wouldn't want to know. I'lIl be dammed if I'mgoing to
spend ny second life counting down the days. You can't live
l'ike that."
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"l understand and agree,” Prinme said.

| asked, "How did you get this body to | ook |like his forner
one?"

"The imaging entail ed using a nunber of sources—but

chi ef anpbng them was a three-di nensi onal photograph of you
and Samthat was stored in the on-board conputer's auxiliary
menory. Did you know it was there?"

| said, "Yeah, | do seemto renenber having an old holo
scanned into pixels and stored away."

"Your nmenories of Sam al so were useful," Prinme added.

"Ckay," | said, rather absurdly, as if we'd been talking
about the weather. | sat down and poured nyself a cup of
coffee. | couldn't keep ny eyes off Sam who seated hinself
and took a sip fromhis cup.

He wi nked at ne. "Wo says you only go around once,
eh?"

"Sam did you have any choice in this?" | asked.

"Not in getting shanghai ed out of the truck. Wen | cane
to, | found that 1'd been | oaded into sone weird kind of
conputer... | think." Sam | ooked to Prine for corroboration

"It was a conputer, in essence," Prinme said.

"Anyway, " Samwent on, "I was in contact with our host

here, and he asked me if | wanted to join the Cul m nation.
sai d thanks, but no thanks. He said, okay, then how about a
new body? | said, sure, why not?"

I laughed. "Sure, why not."

"I was getting a little tired of being a trailer truck. | Iike
this just fine."

"I can't blame you. Your turning up missing |like that gave
me quite a scare, though.”

Prime had seated hinself at the table. "Qur apol ogi es. But

had | told you our intentions, | doubt you would have believed
ne. "
"You could have tried," | said.

"I didtry,"” Prime said, "and woul d have succeeded if you
hadn't left rather abruptly.”

Asi de from pointing out about a hal f-dozen holes in

Prime's reasoni ng—for instance, hadn't he ever heard of

radio communi cation?—+ had little to say to that. It seened
that in any given argunment, Prinme had a subtle way of manip-
ulating the enotional tug-of-war so that he always wound up

on solid ground, leaving his adversary in quicksand. | couldn't
figure exactly how he did it, but you sinply couldn't argue
with him and | didn't feel l|ike going through the notions
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wi t h hi m now.

194 John DeChanci e PARADOX ALLEY 195
"Where have you guys been?" Sam was curious to know.

| | ooked around. "How | ong have we been gone?"

"About five days," Zoya said. "W were worried."

Daria filled themin while we breakfasted.

"So Carl finally got hone," Samsaid. "Wll, good. And
think Lori will be happy back there." He pushed his coffee
cup away and sat back. "Inmagine," he said wistfully. "Earth,
way back when. It nust have been sonething to see. N neteen
sixty-four. Let's see, that was al nost seventy years before
was bom "

Dari a changed the subject with: "I can't get over how nuch
you two | ook alike." She swi vel ed her gaze back and forth
between us. "And with your |ooking just about the sane age,
you could al nost be twins.”

I was about to remark that |1'd al ways been accused of
bei ng Sami s cl one when | suddenly realized that am dst the
confusion and shock | had conpletely forgotten about the
nost i nmportant topic of all

"Where the hell is Susan and everybody el se?" | blurted.

"That's hard to say," Sam sai d, rubbing the bl ue-bl ack
stubbl e of his chin. He had al ways had a heavy beard. He
| ooked at Prime. "Do you want to tell himwhat you told us?"

"I'd be glad to," Prime said as he buttered a croissant.
"Ah... John, would you pl ease pass ne the marnal ade?"

John passed himthe marnal ade.

"Thank you. Jake, Daria... let me first assure you that
your friends are fine. Alive and well, fit and hale, and all of
that. They are under no—

"Ckay, okay," | said curtly, "I'"lIl take your word for it. Just
tell me where they are.”

"That brings up the perennial problem of conmunication
again. But let me try—

"Look," I cut in. "I"'mgetting awfully weary of these huge
phi | osophi cal barriers that keep preventing you from answer-
ing the sinplest of questions—ike, where are ny friends?
Are they here, or are they sonewhere el se?"

Prime interrupted the job of applying marmal ade to his
croi ssant |ong enough to turn his head and ask, "Do you want
to visit then?"

"Of course."
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"Then sit back and rel ax."
I tried.

"Open your mind and call your friends. One or all of
them "

| stared at him
"Just do as | say," Prime instructed.

I | eaned back and pictured Susan's face in nmy mnd. Noth-
i ng happened.

Prime smiled, his black eyes tw nkling. "Keep trying."

So | kept trying... to do exactly what, | didn't know |

began to feel faintly ridiculous sitting there, staring off into
space, but then something began to happen. Hard to descri be.

The environnent around me began to dissolve, like a film

into another scene. It startled me at first, and the process
halted and reversed—the dining room the table, and every-

one in the roomreappeared. But then |I rel axed and | et go,

di scovering that | could control whatever was happening. | |et
the scene around me fade again.

I found nyself sitting on a | edge on a steep rocky sl ope.

Far bel ow was a fog-filled valley ringed by snowtipped

peaks. Above was a jagged nountai ntop against a gray sky.
stood and breathed in. The air was cool, fresh enough to have
been created the instant before. Looking around, | saw stunted
trees clinging to the slope, along with an occasional bush. The
sl ope was steep but not difficult to clinb, set with wide flat
stones in uneven steps. | hopped to a higher outcrop and

| ooked around. Deciding to clinb the nountain and perhaps

get a better view of what was going on, if anything, | began

t he ascent.

A cold wind rose. Eventually the slope |leveled off to a

wi de ridge graced with an occasional tree. | wal ked al ong the
edge, gazing down, until the way narrowed to a | edge just big
enough to wal k on without having to turn and si destep.

paced slowy along it. The | edge narrowed sone nore, and
consi dered goi ng back; but | kept on. Soon the | edge was
barely as wide as nmy feet were long. | inched al ong si deways,
the wi nd strong enough to tug at nmy open jacket but not
enough to unbal ance nme. Far below a | ake of nmist swirled at
the bottomof the cliff.

Eventually | cane to a crevice splitting the wall behind ne
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in a crooked V. | stepped back into it. It was a corridor cut
back into the mountain, widening into a descending pass.
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wal ked for a few m nutes, canme out the other side of the

mount ain, and found a gentle slope | eading dowmn to the edge

of a forest. | took a path that |ed ne down through tall coni-
fers bearing enornous cones. A soft trilling cane fromthe
treetops; birds, maybe. Maybe sonething el se.

| cane to the bottomof the hollow and found a swiftly

runni ng brook. | turned downstream and followed it, jogging
over the snooth boulders that lined its banks. Wen the forest
thinned out, | left the rocks and took a path that paralleled the

stream and wound anongst niniature trees and tended shrub-
bery. The path becane stone-paved and bore away fromthe
main stream following a small tributary and cutting through
rock gardens. A dwelling lay up ahead: a cottage, done in a
vaguely oriental style, fronting on a quiet pond. Susan was
there. She was sitting on a stone bench near the edge of the
pond, reading froma slimvolune bound in blue cloth.

She gl anced up and saw ne, sniled, then got up and ran to
ne.
W enbraced. Her brown eyes shone.

"Jake! It seens like years," she said, beam ng.

"It does seemlike it's been a long time," | said, running a
hand t hrough her straight, |ight-brown hair.

This was all very strange. It wasn't a dream but it couldn't
be real, | thought. Not altogether real, at any rate.

"VWhere are we?" | asked. "What is this place?"

"This is a place where | stay... sonetines," Susan told

me, taking nmy hand and | eading ne back toward the bench by
the pond. "It's quiet, and | can think here."

" About what ?"

"Anything that | think is worth thinking about."
"l see.™

We sat. Pink and yellow flowers floated on the pond's sur-
face, bobbing gently, and reflections of overhead boughs

shi mrered deep within. Rushes grew at the pond' s edge. A
trilling cooing sound cane fromthe trees. Other than the nmnur-
mur of a brook, all was quiet.

"VWhere are we?" | asked again.
"It's a space and a tine | sort of like," she said. "Isn't it
ni ce?"

"Very. Tell me—does joining the Cul m nation mean that
you can never give a straight answer again?"

She | aughed. "No. Jake, | really don't know where or

when this is, exactly. It's somewhere and when outside of al
space and time—er maybe | created it. | don't really know |
haven't given it much thought. Does it matter?"
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"Maybe. Maybe not."
"What was that about straight answers?"

"Sorry," | said. "Fair is fair. Ckay, it doesn't matter. But
how did I get here?"

"l gave you access to the Consensus Metaphysi cal Sub-
stratum Go ahead, ask what that is."

"What is it?"

"I"'mstill learning, but basically it's a reality that everyone
can agree on. But it isn't necessarily the true reality."

"The true reality of what?"
"Of everything. Real reality.”

I nodded, then turned ny head and stared into the pool
There was sonething dark at its bottom

"It's hard to explain," Susan told ne.
"I"'msure."
She patted ny hand, and | took hers in nine.

"Are you real?" | said. "Are we really here, or is this an
illusion?"

She pinched the back of nmy hand. "Feel that?"

And | did. "Yes. But it occurs to me to ask what that's
supposed to prove. A pinch can be dreaned, too." | |ooked
into her eyes.

She said, "I'mreally here, Jake. And so are you."

I had never noticed that there were little flecks of green in
her irises. "I must be," | said.

A ripple crossed the pool, and a faint reflected wave
fl owed back.

"Where have you been?" Susan asked. "You guys took off
the other day."

"BEarth," | said, "for a vacation."

She nodded as if she understood. "Did everything work
out ?"

"More or |less."”
" Good. "

She was wearing what she al ways wore, her gray and
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brown survival suit with soft gray deck boots. Her hair was a
little nussy, as always.

| said, "I guess it wouldn't do any good to ask you to tel
me what the Culmination really is, or what it's |like being part

of it."
"Whuld you like to be a part of it, Jake?"
I shook ny head. "No."

She nodded again, smling, and agai n she understood, this
time only too well. "It's not your kind of thing, Jake. You're
not a joiner. The idea of it goes against your grain."

"l guess so."

"But you're wong, Jake. The Culm nation is nothing like
anyt hi ng you' ve ever experienced before.”

"There's sonething in ne that dreads the | oss of individu-
ality."

She took both ny hands and gazed at ne intently. "Jake,
look at me. Am | any different? Do | act differently?"

"No, you seemfine.”

"I am | feel wonderful. And |I'mthe sane Susan you knew

before. Nothing's changed. | haven't lost nyself in sone end-

| ess ocean of consciousness. It isn't like that at all. It's... it's
|i ke being reborn.™

"I've heard that before."

She l et go ny hands, |eaned back and sighed. "No. You
see? |'mas inarticulate as ever."

"I understand," | said. "I think."
"It's not all that difficult to grasp."
"By the way, where are the others?"

"Ch, they're around." She | ooked over ny shoulder. "As a
matter of fact..."

| turned to see Sean strolling down the garden wal k.
"Jake, nme boy!"

We shook hands, and he sl apped ny back. He seened sub-
stantial enough; he alnobst fractured ny spine.

"I knew you'd be back," he said. "W were a nmite worried,
t hough. "

"I was worried about all of you."
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"No need. We're getting on rather well." He gl anced
around. "Nice place, Susan. Very nice indeed."

| said, "Ch, you don't hang out here?"

"No, | have ny own place. So do the others, | suspect."
Susan nodded. "I've been to Roland's. It's on a nountain-
top."

"Rol and's a phil osopher in the grand tradition," Sean said,
grinning. "Waiting for his Zoroastrian flash of understanding.
Mne's a shed in the woods. So's Lianms. Loggers to the last."

"So," | said. "What you people do basically is hang out
and... what, have each other over for tea?"

Sean chuckl ed. "Anong ot her things." Sean wal ked to the
pond's edge and surveyed the scene. "Very nice place indeed."

Susan and | reseated oursel ves.

"Tell ne something, Suzie," | said. "Way did | have to
climb a nmountain to get here? If this is sone Neveneverl and,
why couldn't you have just nmaterialized ne right here?"

"I didn't materialize you, | just let you into ny space.

want people to have a sense of having travel ed some to get

here. Next tine, though, I'll elimnate that part of it, if you
like."

"No, no," | said. "It was interesting. Beautiful, actually."

"Yes, a journey is always beautiful."
"Sonme of ours haven't been.”

"There' ve been sone bad things," she admitted. "But it's
al | been an experience."

"l suppose you can say that about anything that happens."

"You can, but it's true."

I looked off into the quasi-Zen rock garden. | wasn't |earn-
ing much. But then, | really had stopped caring so nuch about
finding the key to all this. | was convinced that Susan and the
rest were okay, were under no comnpul sion or duress, and that
was all | needed to know. | decided right then that if the four
of themwanted to stay, | wouldn't argue with them | was

going hone; if they wanted a lift, fine. If not, fine.

Still, | wondered what woul d beconme of Susan, and felt
obliged to find out.

She seened to be in tune with ny thoughts. "Jake, would
you like a small taste of what it's |ike?"

"I's that possible?"
"Sure. | don't see why not."

"A free home trial, no obligation?"

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (168 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:30 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

She giggled. "So to speak."

| nodded. "Let ne ask you this: Were you offered this sort
of thing?"
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"Uh- huh. "

"And you took Prinme up on it, right?"

She nodded.

"Was everyone asked to take a trial run?"

"Yes, | believe so."

"And did anyone besi des you four take it?"

Susan chewed her lip. "You know, | don't believe anyone
but us did."

| bent over, rested ny el bows on ny knees, and watched a
circular wave propagate across the pond. Well, | had at |east
one piece of evidence, circunmstantial though it may have

been.

"He's thinking we were hooked, Suzie," Scan said.

Susan nodded solemly. "Funny that it worked out that
way. But it's not true, Jake."

After a long nonent's contenplation, | said, "There's only
one way to find out."

But | thought, should | risk it?

I turned and | ooked deep into Susan's eyes, trying to see
through to sone core of her that m ght have been hol | owed

out and filled with sonething that was not Susan at all.
searched, but saw nothing but the warnth, affection, and trust
I had cone to know was there

"Take nme for a ride," | told her

She smled and took ny hand. "Let's walk," she said, ris-
i ng.

(PWS

20

WE WALKED PAST the pond and through nore oriental gar-
dens. Scan acconpani ed us.

"I"ll go along with you a bit,"'
Then 1'Il be on ny way."

he said, "if you don't m nd.
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"Come with us, Sean," Susan said. "By all neans.”

The gardens gave way to forest, and we clinbed out of the
val | ey. Reaching the tinmberline, we broke into al pi ne neadow.
The air grew chilly, but | wasn't cold. The neadow sl oped
upward and ended where patches of snow |l ay atop gray-brown
shel ves of rock. We wal ked | aterally along the slope, crossing
t hrough col onies of nountain wildflowers, their stens bend-
ing in the wind. Cold breezes fromthe sunmit bl ew about us,
and puffs of m sty cloud scudded through a bright, silver-gray
sky. The grass fluttered in waves up and down the nountain.

A streak of sunlight fell across the high part of the neadow,
then faded. C ouds grouped and broke apart, chased by icy
fingers of wind. The snmell of heather and wildfl owers rode on
the lean, bracing air.

Susan and | wal ked hand in hand, Sean to ny left and a
little behind us. Susan didn't seemto be |eading nme anypl ace
in particular, yet her stride had purpose init.

"Beautiful, this place," | said. "Wiere is it? Is this some-
pl ace in space and time, or is this the Substratun®”

"This is the Substratum" Susan told ne. "And nost of
what's around us now is due to you."

" Huh?"

"This is basically your show now, Jake. My turf petered
out alittle ways back."

"Yeah?"

I didn't know what to nmake of that. | didn't feel in contro
201
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of the situation. This place was as real as any |'d ever seen,
and just as responsive to ny whins and desires as the rest of
the universe was, which is to say not at all

We had traversed the wi ndward face of a huge nountain

whose peak was unseen, lost in clouds above. Now we came

to a pass cutting between it and anot her nountaintop. W
clinmbed a steep grade which gradually leveled off into a
gravel - paved path between two steep slopes. The wi nd pushed

at our backs, but as we began to clinb again up the rock-
strewn face of what apparently was a still higher nmountain, it
abated, replaced by stiff, cold breezes bl owing down the sl ope
and into our faces. The going was tough; huge masses of rock
reared up in our path, and we had to skirt an occasi onal deep
crevasse.

I was beginning not to like this one bit. | was in no great
physi cal shape, and was beginning to get tired—although,
strangely, not as tired as | should have been. It was getting a
little too chilly for confort, now that | thought about it.

"Where the hell are we going?" | asked.
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"As | said, Jake, this is your show," Susan said. "If you
don't |ike the metaphor, change it."

"This is a metaphor?"

"A common one. Scaling the heights, that sort of thing.
Change it. Find a new way of getting to where you want to

go."

"Where— | began, then stopped and | ooked around.
Everywhere the earth seemed to run up to a ceiling of cloud.
What to do? Go back down?

So | pushed on, |eading Susan by the hand. Sean took up

the rear. W trudged up the slope and entered a bank of fog.

Wet m st envel oped us, and rocks glistened underfoot. | was
fine, except for feeling alittle chilled. Susan didn't seemto
mnd the cold at all. W broke through the fog and the ground

| evel ed of f abruptly. W had conme up to a broad | evel plateau

popul ated with dark nonoliths. | | ooked up and saw a bright-
ening sky painted in swirls of gray and silver, shot through
with lum nescent streaks. A fine icy rain fell, cold and bracing
on ny face. The clouds roiled and billowed |ike m |k poured

in water.

"What now?" | asked, stopping.

"I think you want to make it wanner," Susan suggested.
"Yeah."

The cl ouds parted and a gol den sun broke through with
shafts of cathedral I|ight.

"Rel i gi ous synbolisn®?" | commented.
" Maybe. "
"Pretty," Sean said.

It did warmup a bit, and very quickly, but up here lay a

hi gh wi ndswept plateau, and | turned my collar up against a
breeze bl owing sand fromthe direction of a ruined city far out
in the flats—Broken towers, tunbled walls, sand drifting

agai nst a shattered done. To our right, nearer, another ruin
was wedged into a box canyon, stone dwellings pressed to-
gether under the eaves of a sheer cliff.

"This gotta be sonepl ace," | said.

"It is," Susan said. "Everyplace is soneplace."
"Penetrating phil osophical insight."
"Thank you."

H1lls in the distance, and somehow we reached themin a

very short tine. The wastel ands dropped behind us as we fol -
lowed a twisted trail upward through scrub brush and browned
gr ass.

"California," | said.

" HR"
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"Rem nds me of southern California.”
"I'"ve never been there. I'lIl have to go sonetine."

"It was a good place circa 1960. Except for the snpbg. |'ve
heard it was very nice between 1919 and 1940."

"I''"l'l have to go, then," Susan said.

We reach a ridge. The path snakes down a hill and into

changing terrain. The sky changes, and it beconmes a star-
dusted night, |ow half-noon hanging to our |eft, another
nmoonl i ke body—a tiny di sk—speeding along the ecliptic. At

zenith a river of stars... strange shapes in the darkness at
either hand, noving things, hulking things. No trace of fear in
me, just resolution. I'msearching for a particular place. |
don't know what it |ooks like, or where it is. A neteor

shower, brilliant points of green fire falling out of the night,

vani shing al nost as soon as they appear. @ owi ng filanents
radiating froman area of sky to our left, gal axi es pi nwheeling
overhead—to the right, an aura of zodiacal |ight at the hori-
zon. A night wind rises, and the star-rivers flow.
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"Beautiful," Susan coments.
"Thanks," | say, understanding that she neans it as a com

plinment, not conprehending why |I'm accepting it.

A violet sun comes up and chases the gl ory away. Another

city to our right, a grouping of crystal bubbles sitting on a vast
enpty plain. This world stays with us for a short mnute, then
di ssolves into a seascape at twilight, breakers pounding a
porcel ai n-white beach. Shells crack under our feet as we wal k
the strand. The sky chums with grays and bl acks. There is no
color in this place—+f it indeed is a place, and not a phantasm
conjured by Prime or sonme hidden deceiver. No life here. The

sky is dishwater gray fading to charcoal, and the bits of shel
underfoot are chalk white, gray, and black. Sand dunes to the
right bristling with stal ks of dried beach grass, mthe distance
aline of lowhills.

"Great place for a beach house,"” | say.

Susan nods. "Sure." Ironic agreenent.

Sean says, "Don't much care for the | ook of this place,
Jake."

| say, "Neither do I."

What to do? We step out of that place and into another. It
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didn't occur to me to ask how we had done that.

Ni ght again here. A nmoonlit necropolis, a ruined tenple, a
mound of debris, truncated columms, a half-buried plaza. W
wal k in alien nmoonlight. Stars again, a gaseous nebul a gl ow
i ng above. Where are we? The questi on goes unspoken

| stop and gaze at the time-swept city around us.

"The ruined cityscape notif again," | coment.

"Time," Susan says.

"Yeah. Great big gobs of it."

Whi spers fromthe darkness: ghosts. A shadow falls across

our path, thrown by a comuni on-wafer npon backlighting a

bl asted tree. The shadow | ooks like a wild dancer. A tenple

sits on a hill up ahead, its riven dome no | onger sheltering the
statue of a tall alien deity. In a crypt sonewhere a note of dust
falls and the heavens are di sturbed.

"I'"mspooked," | said. "Let's get out of here."

Over here, Susan, says, so | follow her over there, wher-

ever it is. It's not in any particular direction, really, just a
slightly different franme of mnd. It's a soothing enbtiona
shade, a conbination of restful contenplation and wi stfu

nostalgia. It's nore than a state of nmind; it's alnobst a snell. |
tell Susan that |'d rather see/feel sonmething, and if she could
do that for nme, would she? Yes, | can, she says..

and we're in another world, this one swanpy and wet,
so |l can it and get into another, then another, then a fourth and
fifth. We linger in this one, for it's alittle like the place I'm
| ooking for, alittle, not rmuch, because it's nuch too warm so
| take the tenperature down five degrees and change the col or
of the sky to blue—+ like blue skies—and shade the grass so
it isn't so blindingly, feverishly green, and | make the trees
taller and give themfuller foliage, and perhaps touch up that
bark to look a little less |ike cancerous |eather, and what |I'm
| ooking at now is a planet under a kind sun, a very nice place
i ndeed for good ol d-fashioned dirt fanning, which is the sort |
like best. The terrain rolls gently, not too flat |ike some places
I'"d seen—the tornados wouldn't be totally inplacable here.
There are sonme mountains in the distance; good, if you want a
change of weather, you don't have to go very far. And there's
a cute little farnmhouse under sone poplar trees, and a barn,
and sheds, and a chicken coop, a corn crib, a granary, a cattle
pen, and ot her outbuil dings and accessories, all you'd need.
"Li ke this place?" Susan asks.
"Yes," | say. "Yes, | do. Very much."
And | do, because, although it's not a lot Iike our place on
Vi shnu (which is a nuch | ess benevol ent planet than this one),
it comprises all the elements that | require for a sense of well -
bei ng and peace: space, quiet, green things, nore space. The
clouds are white and puffy, and whoever had painted them had
first laid down washes of pure Earth-sky blue underneath. It
did ook a lot like Earth. Maybe that's where all we humans
bel ong, after all
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"Nice little farm" Scan said approvingly, grabbing up a
fistful of black sod and snelling it. "Fertile."

"Geat, |I've found it," | said. "Wiat have | found? What
am | supposed to do?"

But | knew the answer. Susan told ne, anyway.

"Your body can stay here while other parts of you roam
wherever you want. No matter where you are or what you do,
you'll always have a sense of being home. Just l|ike now+'m
still back at the cottage by the pond, even though |I'm here at
your place, too."
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"Makes sense.”

"No, it doesn't." Susan |aughed. "That's why it's so neat.
It doesn't make any sense at all. But it's wonderful."

"This is it, then?"

"COf course not. It's only the beginning."

I knew that, too. | knew a lot of things, then. Wat this
was, was a new form of existence. Exactly what kind of exis-
tence, | didn't know. The answer was part of what lay at the

end of the |ong road ahead.

I thought about it for a while, and when | snapped out of it,
I was back on the farm again. Susan was there, but Scan had

left.

"He says he wants to visit again sonetine," she told ne.
"He told ne to tell you good-bye. Soneone else is here,
t hough. "

I was al ready shaking hands with Prine.
"W should talk," he said.

"Il be going," Susan said.

Susan and | enbraced. W parted, and | |ooked into her
eternal brown eyes and saw that we woul d never neet again.

"I't was wonderful, Jake. Know ng you. Loving you."
"l love you, too."
There were no other words to speak

"You won't join, will you, Jake?"

I turned nmy consciousness to Prime and said, "No."
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The coners of his lips turned up into a knowing smile.
"You are a remarkabl e individual."

"Thank you. | nust go back."
"Of course.”
"You gotta tell me about the cube, though. I'mnot sure

under st and everything. You took the first one, the one
brought fromthe Skyway."

"Yes."

" \My?u

"W opened it," he said.

" And?"

"The results were anbi guous. Not surprising, since the ex-
perinent sought to answer an ultinate question. Those rarely
admt of unequivocal solutions."

"VWhat ultimate question did the experinent pose?”
"It is perhaps the only ultimte question—the only one that

matters. And that question is: Wiy is there sonething rather
t han not hi ng?"

I found a nearby tree stunp—sonebody had cleared this
| and—and sat down. | watched clouds for a nmonent, then
said, "That is pretty dam basic."

Prime paced in front of me. "Ch, it can be formul ated any
nunber of ways, and it has a mllion corollaries. Did the uni-
verse cone into being spontaneously, or was it caused by
sonething else? If the latter, what does that do to the concept
uni verse itself? And on and on and on."

"So," | said, "the results were anbi guous."

"Let's say that the data will be a long tinme yielding conclu-
sive results. Very difficult to tell at this point."

"Ckay. Tell me this: In all of space and tine, no one ever
t hought of constructing this experinment?"

"I't had |l ong been known to be theoretically possible. For

sonme reason, it was never done. At |east, there is no record of
it ever being done. W don't know everything that ever hap-
pened. "

"You're not ommi sci ent ?"
"Not quite."

"Uh-huh. You're not a deity—n the sense that beings of
my time and space and culture understand the term"

"No. That is a very curious concept, by the way. Intrigu-
i ng, though."

"Do you think there is such a deity?"
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"It may yet be true," he said.
"The jury is still out on that one."
"l understand the allusion. Yes."

"All right." | took a deep breath. "All right. The cube
created itself, didn't it?"

"It seens to have done just that. Remarkable. Possibly re-
capitulating the history of the universe it nodel ed."

" Possi bl y?"
"Very possibly."

"Why couldn't the Cul mination have created the experi-
ment ?"

"W don't create. W don't do science. Science is know -
edge. W seek wisdom In the final analysis, science gives
answers which lead only to nore questions.”

"But what does wi sdom | ead to?"

208
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"Utimately? Perhaps only to a state of mind... or a state
of being in which a question is its own answer."

I got up. "Well," | said. "Thanks a lot. | have a | oad of
goods in ny truck that | have to deliver. I'mrunning late."

"l understand."
"Thanks for all your help."
"You're very wel come. "

I turned to look at the farmone last tinme. N ce place.
could have stayed there for a nillion years or so.

But | have to get out on the road once in a while.
And | really did have a |oad to deliver.

(FWS

21

DI SSOLVE TO

| NTERI OR—EMERALD CI TY DI NI NG HALL-DAY.
A | ap-di ssolve fromone scene into another, just like in
nopi Xx.

And there | sat, in nmy free-formsculpted chair at the table.
Everyone was | ooki ng at ne.

"Jake?" Sam was eyeing me curiously.

"Yeah," | said. | shook ny head and rubbed ny eyes.
"How did | get back here?"
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Sam arched an eyebrow. "Wat makes you think you' ve
been anywhere?"

"Huh? | nust've been gone for hours. Days maybe." |
gl anced around. Everyone was puzzled. Me, too. "Wasn't..
| mean, didn't |I—=

"You' ve been staring off into space for the last minute or
so," Samtold ne.

"What ?" | sat back and exhaled. "Holy hell."

"I't nust have been quite a trek," John commented.

| | ooked at himand nodded. Then | noticed Prinme was

gone. Inclining ny head toward his enpty seat, | said, "Wat
happened to...?"

"Hn?" Sam answered. "Ch, he just got up and left. Said
he had sone pressing business. Probably was doubl e- parked. "

I took a long drink of coffee. It was still warm | began,
"How |l ong did you say— | stopped and put ny cup down.
"Never mind."

"Jake, what happened?" Daria asked.

"Huh? Nothing. | mean... I'mnot really sure. Tell you
later."

Daria shrugged. "Okay."
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And | wasn't sure at all, now, what had happened. It had

been sonet hi ng outrageously wonderful, nysterious, and sub-

I'i me—that nmuch | did know-but exactly what had happened

was unclear. | night never really know for sure. | did know
that all of a sudden | felt extrenely depressed. It was a crash-
ing to earth. A letdown, a feeling of great |oss. The sense of
ber eavenent was prof ound.

"Jake? |Is sonething wrong?"

I didn't answer. | sipped ny coffee and stared at the table.
Conversation started up again, but | didn't |isten.

I thought | heard Susan's voice, far off, faint. | cocked ny
ears. No. Just wind, maybe. O a castle ghost.

"Jake?"

It was Daria, again. | turned ny head to her
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"Are you all right, Jake?"
I nodded. "Yeah. I'm.. fine. Fine."

The feeling passed quickly, leaving a wistful |onging for
sonmething | couldn't name. That gradually faded, too

| sighed and sat up, drained ny cup, and stood.
"We're going home,"” | announced.

We hunted up Arthur and found himfiddling with the con-
trols on the back of his little hel per robot, which |ooked like a

mobi | e gum bal | machi ne.

"What's gotten into you?" he was asking it as we ap-
proached. He | ooked up. "Ch. Hello, there."

"We're leaving, Arthur," | said.

"Want a lift to the exit portal, or are you taking the scenic
rout e?"

"What you said."

"Right. Dearie me, this little guy's innards are all cock-
eyed." He nipped the access plate up, and it clicked into

pl ace. He tapped the robot's transparent gl obul ar head. "All
right, Edgar, run along."

The nechani smrunbl ed off on wobbly wheel s.

"' Bye, Edgar," Daria said, waving. "N ce neeting you."

"Wirrclickbeep," Edgar said, sw veling his head around
and rai sing a nechani cal arm

"Nice kid, but froma lowtech famly, if you know what
nmean," Arthur said. "Okay, |'myour chauffeur again."

There wasn't much to fetch fromour quarters. John, Zoya,

and Daria had a few things to pack, Ragna and Oni next to

not hing, and | rounded up my toothbrush and an extra shirt. |
didn't see anything bel onging to Susan, Roland, or the Tall-
tree boys. Sam had nothing but the clothes on his back.

Qur host made no appearance as we nmade our way to the
tower. | didn't expect himto show, but for sone reason |
doubted we'd seen the last of him

Enerald City's glossy green walls renained nmute; the

enpty chanbers were as silent as they had been for the |ast
mllion years. Wat events had transpired in them |ong ago?
What plots had hatched, what scenes had unfol ded? Don't ask
me. The place had made a fair notel, as notels go

We took an up-chute to a higher |evel, wal ked down a
hal | way, then clinbed a spiral stairway to the tower.

"Good Lord," Sam excl ained. "You weren't kidding about
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a flying saucer."”
"Whuld I kid you about a thing like that?" | said.
Arthur dilated the saucer's main hatch and we boarded.

By the time we got our gear stowed in the truck, Arthur

had taken off. As | stepped into the control room the walls
de- opaqued and | could see the tower's top closing behind us.
Enerald City dropped away, and we shot out over the valley.

Sam was nesneri zed as he watched the terrain of the disk-
worl d slide beneath us. -

"This is pretty weird," he finally decided.
"You think?" | said.

"Mbst spectacul ar!" Ragna excl ai ned, his pink oval eyes
wi der than usual

Oni's pale blue hands were up over her nmouth in a very
human gesture of anmazenent. She uncovered to say, "It is
i ndeed nagic, or sonmething verily like it!"

"Verily," | agreed.

"I am al nost sorry to | eave this place," Zoya said quietly.

I regarded her for a nonent. There hadn't been tine to
di scuss what effect Yuri's decision was having on her. She
| ooked relieved. Perhaps it had been for the best.

W were heading for the dark face of the planet—t was

still broad daylight on this side. | scanned all around, trying to
catch sight of anything comng our way. And sure enough

slowy gaining on our tail..

"Art hur—=
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"I saw it before you did," Arthur said as he stood at the
control panel. He hadn't noved his head.

Dari a searched the sky and saw the glittering many-col ored
phenonmenon behind us. "I wonder what it is this time."

"l know what it is, and |'mscared,” Arthur said. "And I'm
not even alive. In the conventional sense, that is."

"What is it?" | asked.

"VWhat's the conventional sense of being alive?"
"For God's sake, what's chasing us?"

"l don't have a nane for it. You'll soon see.”

The glittering vortex grew until it becane a rotating whee
of fire that stretched fromhorizon to horizon
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"Ch, ny CGod," Daria said, clutching ny arm

"Arthur," | said, "you had better reach deep, deep into that
bag of tricks of yours."

"What bag is that, dearie?"

The rim of the wheel was a ring of golden fire braced by
hundreds of green |um nescent spokes that spun about a ruby-
red, star-bright hub. Cascades of pyrotechnics spewed from
the rimat various points along its circunference. The spokes
shimered and | eft blue snoky trails as they rotated. The
phenonmenon wasn't a physical object in the conventiona
sense—the spokes and the rim seened to be turning in oppo-
site directions.

"Pretty," Sam said
"Deadly," Arthur said.
"What's it do?" Sam asked.

At that instant the ship was enveloped in a brilliant fireball
and we were thrown to the deck by a terrific concussion. |
rolled and got to nmy feet, hel ped Daria up, but another shock
wave hit us, and we went down. This time | waited for a
monent before trying to get up. | asked Samif he was al
right.

"Never better," he reported. "Wat hit us?"

The wal I s had opaqued instantly, but now they were par-

tially transparent again. The wheel was radiating dazzling pur-
pl e energy beams fromat |east a hundred points along the
circunference of the golden ring, and they were all focused in
onus.

"VWhew! " Arthur said. "For a couple nanoseconds there we
were actually subject to the normal |aws of physics! Any nore

of that and we'll turn into vapor. But | have the energy pretty
much neutralized now "

We all got up and | ooked back. W seened to have put

sone di stance between us and the wheel. Not nuch, but we
were slowy pulling away. There was still a faint aura sur-
roundi ng us, gradually fading.

"I think we can outrun this thing," Arthur said.
"Can you do a continuum junp?" | asked

"Not with that thing chewing on our tail, and certainly not
this close to the planet. W lucked out last tine | did a blind
junp. Qur fortune m ght not be so good the second tine. Just

| et me get sonme distance first, and then we night be able..
uh-oh."

"There," Daria said, pointing to starboard.

AV formation of glow ng red di sks was com ng abreast of
us, having just darted out froma suspicious-|ooking greenish
cloud. Arthur steered the ship to port, but we were net by
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another V, this one made up of a squadron of pulsating blue
cubes. Arthur veered of f again.

"Cubes," Arthur observed. "Well, at least that's in keeping
with the mnimalist style they seemto be fond of. Dodeca-
hedrons next, | bet."

"They can give us trouble?" | wanted to know.

"Maybe. They don't seemto want to close with us—which
nmeans. . ."

"They' re herdi ng us sonewhere," Sam suggest ed.

"Yes," Arthur said, "but | can't inmagine where or why."

The interceptors kept feinting at us, pinching us in, forcing
Arthur to adjust and readjust our headi ng. They obvi ously had
sonme specific course in mnd for us.

"Very effective ploy," Arthur comented admiringly. "W
can't outrun themwhile we're neutralizing the wheel's energy,

nor can we outshoot them |'mbetting they can't outshoot us,
either, but all bets are off when we get to where they want us
to go."

"We're coming up on the edge of the world," John in-
formed us sol emmly.

"That may work to our benefit," Arthur said.

The curve of M crocosnos' rim swept under us | ooking
like an LP record covered with noss and |ichen. W flew out
into space following a trajectory that kept us at a fairly uni-
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formaltitude above the bul ge of the cross-hatched, netallic
di sk edge

That's where they got us. A blinding blue-white flash en-
vel oped the ship.

"Ch, dearie ne."

The ship wobbl ed, then shuddered, then wobbl ed agai n.
The wal I s went opaque, and the interior lighting went off.
Strange forces pushed and shoved at us. The lighting returned.

"Everybody up agai nst the bul khead!" Arthur yell ed.
"Strap in!"
| stepped back and | eaned agai nst the bul khead, which im

medi ately threw out rubbery tentacles that snaked around mny
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thi ghs and ny chest, wiggling under ny arns.

"Merciful deity-types!" Ragnha exclaimed as the same hap-
pened to him

The next minute was disorienting. W went into a tunbling

fall, then straightened out and dove in a tightening spiral

G forces tore at us, but the straps, marvelously resilient, cush-
i oned the shocks, and the bul khead behind ne seemed to have
turned soft and nushy. | wondered if there were anything in

the infinitude of possible universes that this craft could not do.

Besi des naking a claimof absolute invulnerability, that is.

It couldn't do that.

"They caught us in a cross fire," Arthur said after he had
regai ned control of the ship. W seenmed to be flying fairly
strai ght now, though still descending. "I was wondering if
there was a weapon that could bring this ship down. And there
isn'"t. But they maneuvered us exactly into a position so that
three of the defensive batteries along the rimcould get off
shots at us sinultaneously. That did the trick, at |east tenpo-
rarily. The main propul sion systemis inoperative. It can fix
itself, but it'll take tinme. Meanwhile, | have to set her down,

l'ike right now. "

There was a gentle bunp. The ship skidded a coupl e of
dozen neters, stopped, rocked back and forth a few tines,
and cane to rest.

"Whew, " Arthur said. "Crash |l anding."

| said, "Any |landing you can wal k away fromis a good
one, | always say."

"They' || be here any second,” Arthur said. "There should
be a tunnel entrance around here somepl ace. Qur only chance

is to get in the truck and get underground right away."

The rubbery straps retracted, disappearing into the bul k-

head. | |ooked around. It was dark outside. W had cone to

rest on a flat netal plain whose only nearby discernible feature
was a reticulated cube glinting in the starlight about fifty
neters away.

| took a step forward, bounced up about ten centineters,
and floated gently back down.

"The only gravity here is what the nass of M crocosnos
generates naturally,” Arthur warned. "It's about one twentieth
of what you people are used to. Watch your step.”

"You com ng?" | asked.

"If there's any time, 1'll deflate the ship and stow it in your
trailer. Get going."

"Looks like we're back in the trucking business," Sam
sai d.

W ran to the rig and piled in. | turned her over, and by the
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time | had the engi ne squeezi ng hydrogen, the door to the
cargo bay had dilated. | backed out, slipping and sliding. The
gravity was just barely enough to allow the rollers to grab at
all. ljuiced themup to maxi numtraction

"No need to brief ne on the current situation,” Bruce said.
"l have been nmonitoring."

"Good boy, Bruce," | told him

Sam was staring at the dashboard canera, which had once
been his eyes. "Wio the hell is Bruce?" Then he figured it
out.' TheWangA. L?"

"Right," | told him

Arthur followed us out. As soon as he stepped out onto the
blue-tinted netal of the surface, the ship began to shrink.
cycled the trailer and opened the rear door. There was no air
out there. Wien the spacetine ship had becone a niniature of
itself, Arthur picked it up and gal unphed around back. Arthur
coul d nove when he wanted to.

I scanned the dark sky. One of the blue cubes was hovering
off to starboard at about a hundred neters off the surface.

"Dam!" | said. "W've had it."
| checked the trailer canera. Arthur was aboard—

—and | saw sonething back there | couldn't believe, but
now was not the time to ponder it.

I gunned the engine and shot forward, making a sharp turn
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toward the cubical structure. A pink flash stabbed nmy eyes.

Sitting in the shotgun seat, Sam | ooked back. "It's the
cube,"” he said. "Firing at us."

Green spots chased each other in front of ny eyes. "Are
they hitting us?"

"l guess. Can't tell. | don't see howthey could mss at this
range. "

Anot her flash Iit up the metallic plain, but by this tine |
had the ports pol ari zed.

"Did you have this rig retrofitted with sonme kind of super-
tech defensive screen or force-field?" Sam asked.

"No—+ never thought of it. Should have. Had the opportu-
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nity, in fact."

The cubi cal structure was big, its surface running with

pi pes and conduits. Antennalike projections bristled here and
there. It had no opening, however. | swerved away fromit,
rolling over the snmooth featureless surface. The cube got off
anot her shot at us, and this tinme the rig shook a little with the

i mpact .
"Hm " Sam said. "They're not mssing."

There was an obstacl e up ahead, a pipeline or sonething of

the sort, running across our path. | turned left and ran along it
until it ended at an elbow joint curling into the ground. There
were other structures to the left, and | turned and scooted
toward them rolling in and out of one of two shallow troughs

on the way. | ducked into the m dst of some obl ong buil dings,
shooting up and down the alleys between them finally exiting
the mniature town and heading for another just like it which

| ay across an obstacle course of valves and punps. | nearly
flattened a few of these; it was dark out here on the edge of the
worl d. The flashes were getting nore violent. The cab shook

and buffeted nore with each new assault.

"They're getting through to us," Sam said worriedly.

"I wonder what's been hol ding them back so far," | said.

I shot through another whistle-stop town of nechanica
structures. At the other end | found a ranp leading up to a

wi de rai sed slab which cut across our path-a sort of el evated
roadway. | had to get up on it or double back, so |I gunned the
engine, sent the rig thunping up the steep ranp, and turned

|l eft on the roadway, | ooking for a way down the other side,

because we were sitting ducks up here. The star-filled sky
crawmled with red di sks and bl ue cubes, nmost of them shooting
beans of pink fire at us. Colorful bastards, | had to give

t hat .

em

I floored the power pedal and got sone speed up. The
roadway was wi de enough to permt cautious evasive action

—the edge was difficult to pick out. As we nmade our way

down the level road, | could see that the ground bel ow was
droppi ng away. Then all of a sudden the ground left off

entirely, the road having becone a bridge over a deep pit, at

the bottom of which lay things that | ooked |ike cranes and

wr ecki ng equi prment. There was no guardrail, and although

bei ng up there woul d have been scary under any circum

stances, getting shot at into the bargain provided that certain
zest, that sharp experiential tang, that.. .je ne sais quoi which
makes life worth living. He said blithely.

There was sonething lighting up the nmnurk at the other end
of the bridge, something fanmiliar yet frightening

"What the hell is that?" Sam demanded, and | realized that
Sam had never seen what Carl had nanmed a Tasmani an Devil .

"It's areal painin the butt,"” |I answered, braking hard.

Looking like a swirling tornado of red-orange fire, the
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strange phenonenon slowy but steadily advanced toward us,
strange shadows withing at its center. | slid therig to a halt

—+t was hard stopping in this gravity—and switched all the
monitors to real -view The roadway wasn't w de enough to
execute a U-tum and there wasn't time to back and fill, so |
slammred the transmission into reverse and floored it. This is
just the sort of thing you don't want to do with a trailer truck
There was a very good chance that we'd wind up at the bottom

of the pit. But we really had no choice. | knew what that thing
would do if it caught us. Wen it caught us. | had first seen a
Devil back on a planet called Splash—+t seened a thousand

years ago. Roland and | had inadvertently unl eashed one by
fiddling with the weapons controls on Carl's Chevy. This one,
and the one that had chased the spacetinme ship, |ooked about
the sane. There was sonet hing absol utely inplacabl e about

it. It gave the inpression that it would not stop until its as-
signed task of the conplete destruction of its target was ac-
conpl i shed

218 John DeChanci e

The trailer was already angling toward the edge of the
roadbed. | cut the front rollers to the right, conpensating and
straightening it out.

We didn't get very far back up the road. Sonething cane
out of the pit and picked us off the bridge.

"Some kind of crane," Sam said, pressing his face against
the port and trying to | ook straight up. "Don't know what the
hel | .sonme ki nd of nmagnetic gizno."

Reeling us like a fish on a line, the gizno or whatever it

was swung the rig out over the pit, dangled it there for a
monent, then began to lower it swiftly but carefully down. A
hol e opened up at the bottom and we descended through it.

The trailer hit the floor first, then the cab thunped down, not
ungently. There came a |oud, echoing clang above us. Then
there was sil ence.

I looked around. In dimlight | could see outlines and
shapes of things—achinery and the like. W were in a large
chamber, its farthest coners hid in shadow. The darkness was
alittle unsettling, even though the scanners showed not hi ng
stirring out there.

"What now?" Sam wonder ed.

The engine was still running. | eased forward a mte, peer-
ing into the gloom "I don't know. Can you see... ?"

The scanners went crazy as a towering dark shape outlined

in flashing lights came out froma hole in the wall. | focused
the rig's spotlights onit. Rising to about thirty meters, it was
an asynetrical structure conposed of interconnected conpo-

nents, and taken as a whole it appeared to be sone sort of

mobi | e wrecki ng crane or other piece of heavy equi pnent. It

was jagged with mechani cal arns and appendages, some of

them very wi cked-1ooking, all of them capabl e of opening up
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the rig li ke a hotpak dinner
And it was comi ng for us.
(TW)

22

"JAKE, | AMreceiving a query," Bruce informed me, "presum
ably originating fromthe Artificial Intelligence in control of
t he mechani sm which is advancing toward us."

"Tell it we cone in peace," | said | anely.

"l do not think that is the issue. It is asking why we have
not been assigned a Disassenbl e Order Nunber, and denands
to know what sector and subsystem we have been decomm s-
sioned from"

"Tell it to stand by for data transm ssion!" Sam barked.
"Done," Bruce said.

The hul king thing stopped in its tracks, lights flashing, its
Shiva-arms waving threateningly. Mdtes of light flickered on a
pyram d- shaped conponent at its top

"Go to address OOOCH to 0002H " Sam or der ed.

"Done. "

"Restart and nove Source Library to Wrking Storage!"
"Done. "

" Downl oad! "

A mnute |later, Bruce said: "Done. Receiver acknow -
edges. "

Sam exhal ed, | ooked at ne and grinned. "Wen the check-
poi nt guard asks for your papers, give himeverything you got.
Swanp the bastard."

"CGood nove," | said
"Let's hope it works."

The huge thing chewed the matter over for a nonent,
standing there in the darkness. Then a grouping of lights re-
aligned itself along the nonster's left flank

"The mechanisminfornms nme," Bruce relayed, "that it is
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having very little success in processing the data it has re-
ceived. It demands further data and clarification."
"Systemreset," Sam said
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"Done. "

"Sel ect datapipe B. Begin noving entire contents of Auxil -
iary Storage to CPU."

"CPU at capacity," Bruce stated.

"Downl oad, then reload."

" Downl oadi ng. "

Sam crossed his arms and snorted. "That ought to hold it."

It did for about thirty seconds. Then angry red lights blared

on the pyram dal structure.

"The nmechanisminfornms nme that it is not capable of pro-

cessing the data we are transmitting," Bruce said. "It instructs
us to followit to a place where such a thing may be accom
plished. "

"He's taking us to see the Commandant," Sam sai d.

Sone of the robot's conponents swi vel ed about, a few

|ights changed pattern, and the thing began noving away. |

foll owed cautiously. The hul king contraption led us into the

hi gh-arched tunnel that it had cone out of, and as it entered it
reconfigured itself, reducing its height slightly. The tunnel ran
for about a quarter klick, debouching into a di mspacious cav-
ern full of gigantic equipnent. | tagged after our robot captor
down a wide central aisle that ran strai ght through the

chanmber and ended at another tunnel, this one shorter than the
first. It fed through into a smaller chanber clogged w th pipes
and nachinery. The aisle here branched at a Y, the left |eg

| eading to a tunnel nouth which | ooked small enough for the
robot to have a hard tinme squeezing into.

It didn't take ne long to arrive at the decision. | had no
desire to see the Commandant. Wen we got to the Y, |

gunned the engine and swerved | eft, racing down the branch

and into the tunnel. The robot either hadn't noticed we had
gone the other way or wasn't willing to chase us; it showed no

reaction.
Maybe, | thought, because this tunnel is a direct chute to
t he di sconbobul at or.

But it wasn't. W came out onto a high suspended neta
ranp that curved through a perplexity of nulticol ored pipe-
lines, cables, and exotic technology. It was at |least a ten-story
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drop of f the edge, and overhead the tangle of conduits and
titani c machi nery continued up out of sight. | slowed and
drove carefully; there was no guardrail, and it was a | ong

and very unpl easant way down.

"Sam was that too easy, or am| just paranoi d?" | said.
"Seened just a tad too easy,"” Sam al | owed.
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We noved on, soaring through congested and confusing
spaces. The ranp took odd bends, banking crazily as it
swooped and swerved. Then it did something that nmade ne
cone to a full stop.

"Either this roadway has artificial gravity, or it's for flies
only," Sam deduced.

A few feet ahead the ranp did an outside | oop, curving

under itself and doubling back. It then twi sted and spiral ed
downward, finally leveling off a dozen stories below. | |ooked
at Sam He shrugged. | shrugged, too. Wy not?

It was the best roller coaster | ever rode. Alittle disorient-
i ng, though, as there seened to be about four equally valid
centers of gravity to contend with. As we came shooting down
the final dip, nmy stomach was debating whether to turn itself

i nside out or plant soybeans this w nter.

We noved on, encountering nore nonsense. | could have

sworn that at one point we were crawling across the ceiling,

instead of the floor, of a huge conpartmented chanber. | be-

came convinced of this as |oose debris in the cab began to fal

up. Then it all fell to the driver's side. | peeled a dirty sock off
my face and considered taking a Dramamine pill. | had a

headache, and the contents of ny stomach were sl oshing
about. Daria |looked a little green

"How l ong do we do this," Sam asked, "before we admt to
ourselves that we're | ost?"

| 1 ooked back and forth between two branches of a diverg-
ing ranp, considering the choice. "W were |ost when the

saucer crashed," | said. "Now we're just making a proper job
of it."

"Maybe Arthur knows how to get out of here," Daria said.

"Holy heck," | said, "I forgot all about him" Switching a

m ke to the intercomcircuit, | called, "Hey, Arthur! You okay

back there?"

"Wonderful ," cane the robot's voice.
"You don't sound happy."

John DeChanci e

"Thi ngs could be better."

"Do you want to ride up here in the cab?" | asked.
"If you want ne to."

"As a matter of fact, you might be of sone help." |
scratched nmy beard stubble. "Trouble is, you probably can't
squeeze through the access tube."

"If you're talking about that hatch at the front end of the
trailer, you' re probably right,” Arthur said. "Actually, | may
be able to do nore good back here. | have sonme of the ship's
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sensors activated."
"Do you know where we are?"

"Only generally. What we want to do is to find an access
termnal that will allowus to plug into the conputer network
that runs M crocosnos. "

| | ooked at Sam who chuckled. "Uh, | think we were on

our way to one when we got lost," | said.
"I know all about it, | was listening in. Yes, that's where
that mai nt enance robot was taking us, | think, though you

were probably wise to play it safe, even if we did get lost. No
matter, there nust a term nal around here somewhere."

We neandered for a while longer, touring the guts of the
machi ne that was M crocosnos.

Presently Bruce announced: "I have nmade contact with an
Artificial Intelligence who seens to act in the capacity of a
supervi sor, of sorts."

"I"'mlinked with it, too," Arthur said through the intercom

circuit, which 1'd left open. "lIt's a subsystem coordi nator. GCet
off the line, Bruce. I'Il handle it."

"Very well," Bruce said

Monents passed until | grew inpatient. "Wat's up, Ar-

t hur ?"

"Hol d your pants on," Arthur said peevishly. "I'm being
routed up through the hierarchy."

More time passed in silence.

"Ckay," Arthur finally said with a sigh. "You may find this
hard to believe—+ did—-but the artificial brains in charge of
runni ng the machi nery of M crocosnps don't seemto know

about Prine. At least | couldn't get any sort of recognition out
of them However, they do seemto know about the Goddess.

She seens to swing a |l ot of influence around here-which
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makes sense when you think about all the trouble we've been
havi ng. "

"Exactly," | said. "And that may nmean we'll never get off

this pancake alive."

"Don't give up hope, dearie. W do have sone friends on

this world. 1've managed to get a nessage to the industria
facility where we hid out before. | got a reply. It looks |ike
they'd be delighted to have us back, and we can travel there
under their auspices."”

"They can guarantee us safe passage?" | asked skeptically.
"Practically. The situation has grown into a sort of an in-
ternal political tussle. | don't think the Goddess will want to
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interfere, at least not at this point."

"Ckay," | said. "How do we get to the plant from here?"
"I've arranged for transportation. W're taking the train.

And if you take that ranp to the right, we should reach the
station in about ten mnutes."

| followed Arthur's directions, and ten mnutes later on the
dot we entered a high-ceilinged chanber bathed in red |ight.
The [ ayout of the place was conpl ex, but you could see that a
wi de, slightly concave track or raised platformran through the
mddle of it all. Suddenly things started shooting by at phe-
nonenal speed—edd machi nery, huge w ecking cranes like

the one that had collared us, unidentifiable gadgets and doo-
dads, all skimm ng along and levitating slightly above the
track.

"What do we do now?" | asked Arthur
"Sit tight."

A few nonents later a gigantic crane armreached out of a
crimson shadow, picked the rig up, swng it out over the
track, and lowered it down. A force caught us, and we were

whi sked away al ong the track at tremendous accel eration. It
nearly broke my neck.

Eventually the Gforces fell off and our speed steadied.

"I nearly got killed back here," Arthur conplained over the

intercom "Al this |oose junk... and that stupid damed au-
tomobi l el ™

"You okay?" | asked.

"I live. ™

"I thought you weren't alive in the conventional sense."
224 John DeChanci e
"I wouldn't be able to stand it."

Qur speed was fantastic; everything outside was a blur. W

shot through anot her huge chanber in the blink of an eye,
entered a tunnel and sped through it, hurtling toward a note of
pink 1ight.

"Jake?" It was Darl a.

"Yeah?"

"Did Arthur say what | thought he sai d?"
| nodded. "Yeah, it's back there."

Darl a was thunderstruck. "Jake, how?"

"l don't know," | said.
"But..." She groaned, exasperated. "Wich one is it? The
one Carl created, or the one... ?"
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"You were sayi ng?"
"Ch, Jake, |'mconfused."

"You're confused." Then | remenbered sonething Prine
had told nme. Everything will be returned to you

We plunged headl ong into darkness, periodically flashing

in and out of eye-stabbing light. Qur speed nust have been
somet hing close to five hundred kph, but | didn't feel like
asking Bruce to confirmit. | kept ny grip tight on the contro
bars and ny left foot heavy on the brake pedal; there was no
telling when | mght suddenly regain control

"Arthur,” | called. "How far?"

"How far to the plant? Ch, | don't know. At this speed
we'll be there in a few nore ninutes.”

He was right. It wasn't |ong before we began to decelerate
at a mercifully gentle rate.

"Now, if | can't get the spacetine ship started again," Ar-
thur went on, "you can nmake a dash for the central portal. The
plant is about a half day's drive fromit, as the crow flies."

"We'd never nmake it," | told him "Any chance of taking
the train to a point near enough to the portal so that we'd have
at least a fighting chance?"

"Il work onit," Arthur said. Then he heaved a norta
sigh and | anented, "This was a peaceful world before you

humans arrived."

| asked, "WAs anything at all going on before we arrived?"
"No. And that's just the way | like it."

"Sorry, but com ng here wasn't our idea."

"I know, | know," he acknow edged grudgi ngly.
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We had conme to a full stop inside another station, and

another crane lifted us off the track and deposited us on a high
ranp. | started the engine and drove off, again follow ng Ar-
thur's directions.

"How the hell can you see outside?" | interrupted.

"I told you, I'mpartially hooked into the ship' s sensorium
Seeing through walls is child' s play."

"Ch, sure," | said
"Never mind. Make the first right."

I did, running up a wide ranmp that went through a | arge
rectangul ar opening. We entered an area that |ooked like a
| oadi ng dock, and sonething about it was famliar.
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"We shoul d be here," Arthur said.
"I amin contact with the plant foreman," Bruce said.
“Put himon," | said.

There was a pause. "Sone difficulty in audio reception,”
Bruce informed us. "Possibly due to our position. | suggest
proceeding directly to the Display Area."

"Un... Jake?" It was Arthur.
"Yeah?"

"Is there—= The intercom went dead.

| tested the intercomsw tch, found nothing wong with it.
"Bruce, do we have probl ens here?"

"Yes, Jake, a short in the circuit. It will take a few m nutes
to |locate it."

"Not inportant. Just get ne to the showoom"

A huge sliding door was opening to our right. "That way,"
Bruce sai d.

A few nore turns and we were back where Carl and | had
first seen our respective dreans nmade real. Still no plant fore-
man, though.

"Bruce, what's going on?"

"Sorry, Jake. W seemto have sustained some damege to
our communi cati ons hardware."

"You shoul d have reported it before this," Samsaid, his
eyes suspi ci ous.

"First opportunity,” | ventured. "Right, Bruce?"

"Don't make excuses for him" Sam snapped. "He doesn't
need them anyway. He can't—=

"Sam hold it," | said, cocking ny ears. A sound was con-
ducting through the bul khead, faintly.

226
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"l guess that's the foreman," | said. "Jesus, Bruce, are the
out si de m kes dead, too?"
"I"'mafraid so, Jake."

"Dam it, anyway." | groused, popping the hatch
"Jake, wait a mnute!" Sam shouted, too late, as the hatch

hi ssed upwar d.

"Don't twitch a nuscle,” said the man who was pointing
the gun at ny face. | recognized himas Geof Brandon, one of
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Zack Moore's gunsels. "Not one nove, nmate," he grow ed,
clinmbing up one nore rung of the nmounting | adder and shov-
ing the gun barrel under ny chin. "I owe you," he rasped.
"I''"l'l pay you back later for sure, and I'Il bum your fucking
face off right nowif you blink a bloody fucking eye."

Zack Moore hinself wal ked into my field of vision. He
smled. "Hello, M. McGaw. | do believe we have you."

And fromthe conputer's vocal synthesizer cane the voice
of Cor eyW | kes.

"That's right, Jake," he laughed. "And this time it's for
good. "

(TrW

23

Tiffi RE WERE FOUR | eft out the original band of nine nen.
Krause had told ne about the two who had succunbed to the
hardshi ps of the grueling trip to M crocosnos, and Moore
now i nfornmed me that three, including Krause, had perished

in the road battle. O the survivors, | knew Brandon, of
course; himl had shoved t hrough the access port of an out-
house back on Talltree. Apparently he was still rather nmffed

about that. The other two | recognized fromthe little tussle we
had had on the Roadbug Garage Pl anet. Zack Mbore was the

| eader. He was a big man, | arge-boned and tall, thick-Iinbed

and unyielding, like the massive trees of his hone planet. His
roots went deep; they were like braided iron cable, and they
were tough, and nean. He | ooked as though he'd | ost sone

weight. Hs face was thinner, paler. It nmade his eyes nore
intense, two notes of fire in a pale cinder of a face.

Arthur was outsi de—More had asked himto | eave, and

Arthur was only too willing to oblige, with the proviso that he
be allowed to take the coll apsed spacetinme ship with him

After examning it, More scratched his head and reluctantly
agr eed.

Arthur was apologetic. "This is a strictly human affair,
Jake. It's not ny place to interfere."

"I understand," | told him
"No, you don't, but | don't blame you."

Sadly, Arthur left through the rear door. It closed behind
hi m

This was a reunion of sorts. Everybody who wanted a

pi ece of ny carcass was there, including the |ate Corey

Wl kes. He attended by proxy, of course—that being a rogue
Artificial Intelligence programinbued with his nenories and
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personality traits. A while back it had invaded the rig' s on-
board conputer, at one point managing to west control from
Sam hi nmsel f. Sam had fought back and eventual ly prevail ed,

but apparently with Sam out of the picture there had been
nothing to prevent the WIkes program from breaki ng out of

its restraints and regaining control, this tinme disguising itself
as the A l. operating systemthat had cone with the com

puter's software package. "Bruce" had played his role well,
biding his time, fooling the hell out of ne.

Joining in on the fun was anot her nonhuman bei ng who

wanted a pound of nmy flesh, Twrrll the Reticulan, fornmer

| eader and sol e surviving menber of his Snatchgang. A tall,

gaunt nightmare in pale green chitin, he stood in a far corner
of the trailer, his zoomlens eyes focused on ne. After all this
time, he was still hot on ny trail, and wouldn't give up the
chase until either or both of us were dead.

A cozy bunch. We'd been through a |ot together. AOd
friends.
Moore whirled and hit nme across the nmouth hard with the

back of his hand. "That's just to start," he said.

Tasting blood, | tugged at the cuffs binding ny hands at
my back. | hadn't gone down, and coul d have kicked at
Moore's crotch, but | didn't, for fear he mght have killed ne

right then and there.
"You can have the cube,” | said.

"Decent of you to offer,"” More said. "W accept."

A dull, hollow thud cane frominside the cab.

"That'd be Murray bl owi ng the safe,” More said.
"l woul d have given you the code,"” | said.

"And have us set off a booby trap? Not |ikely. Besides,

you'll have no further need for the safe. O this lorry. In fact,
you won't have nuch need for anything at all, by and by."

"l don't understand you, Modore," | said.

" How so?"

"All this trouble, all this effort. Al for a dead Corey
Wl kes—er is it George Pendergast who's calling the shots

her e?"
"I"'mnot quite dead," the voice of Corey Wl kes said
through the trailer speakers.

"Corey, you died years ago," Sam said, shifting his weight.
He and the ot hers—John, Zoya, Daria, Oni, and Ragha—
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were sitting cross-legged in a circle at the front of the trailer.

The voice giggled. "Sam |'mstill not used to addressing
you in the flesh. | assune that is flesh, or sone reasonable
facsimle. Wien | first saw you like that, | nearly blew ny

cover. Quite a shock. But to answer your accusation, Sam—
no. | didn't die years ago. W sinply began to think differ-
ently. Rather, | did. My woridview diverged radically from
yours. And, of course—=

"We don't have tinme for this," More barked.
"I think we do," W/l kes said evenly.

"Quv!" Murray came crawling through the connecting
tube. "Quv, there're two of the buggering things!"

Zack eyed me, then | ooked at Murray. "Wat are you
bl at heri ng about ?"

"There were two cubes inside the safe. Here!™

He threw one out, and Mdoore caught it. Then he threw an
i dentical cube. Mdore caught the second, dropped the first,
picked it up, and stood staring at both.

"1'" m buggered and damed, " he sai d.
I laughed. It hurt, so | quit.

"What's the neaning of this?" More denanded.

"Two cubes,” | said, ny fattened |ip noving painfully.
"One | came with, one | created here, in this industrial facil-
ity."

Moore snorted. "You don't say." He tossed themboth to

the third gunsel, then sidled between two crates and wal ked
over to where the Chevy, in one of its many incarnations, was
par ked. He grabbed one of the door handles and yanked. The
door didn't give. He thunbed the little cylinder on ne |ock,
pushing it in and out.

"Now, this thing," he said. "You wilt be kind enough to
give us the key."

"Don't have it," | said.

For that | got a whack on the head with something hard but

not too damaging. | turned to see Geof Brandon brandi shing a
Il ength of thin, hollowtitanium pipe—a tent pole, probably. It
had st ung.

Moore smiled pleasantly. "Want to anmend that answer?"

"No. "

| ducked this tinme. CGeof mssed, but got me on the

backsw ng.
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" Sure?"
"Yes. "
Geof whi pped nme across the backs of the thighs.
"Look, you can have the car. God damm it, but I'mtelling
you | don't have the key!"
Moore raised a hand to stay Geof's. "Forget it. Mirray,
take a l ook at this |ock."

Murray rummaged t hrough a tool kit he'd brought on

board, selected a flex-torque wench and a long thin nmetal rod
that | ooked good for picking ol d-fashioned nmechani cal | ocks,
then sidestepped his way to the Chevy.

"You never answered ny question, More," | said,
"What question was that?"

"Who's pulling your strings?"

That got ne another whack across the crani um

"Nobody pulls ny strings," More said nildly. "Or hasn't

that been clearly established? | have been msled, though." He
scanned the trailer and caught sight of one of the conputer's
canera eyes. "M sl ed. Hoodw nked. Led down the garden

pat h. "
"If 1 had ears," WIkes' voice said, "they'd be burning."
Moor e snorted.

"Then what's your notive, Zack?" | persisted, my ears
ringing fromthe last blow "Don't tell me your beef against
me was what nade you chase us to the end of the universe."

"Way not? |'ve been known to bear a grudge for far |ess
than what you did to ne... but you're right. My notives
were strictly patriotic. W had to get that map fromyou, or the

Qutworids are sunk."

"Ch, bullshit."” Another stroke of the tent pole creased ny
back. Wncing and blinking back tears, | rasped, "Mbore,
listen to nme. Hasn't it sunk in yet? The cube isn't a map. It

never was!"
"Of course it's sunk in. It's branded in nmy hide, advertising

me as the biggest fool in the cosnbs. But now | need the
bl asted thi ng—both of them | guess, though | don't under-
stand that part of it. | need the cubes to buy off this insane
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pl anet . "

"So you've got 'em So get the hell out of ny truck!"
Bef ore Geof could |ay on another stroke | pivoted sharply,

brought my knee up wai st high, and struck out with a kick to

his chin, leading with the side of the foot. It caught him
squarely, and he went flying into a pile of |oose junk, out
col d.

The third gunsel swung his weapon around to ne but held

off firing. | could tell by his eyes that he was very close to just
letting me have it, but 1'd frozen inmedi ately after delivering
the kick, and was far enough away to give himtime for sec-

ond t houghts.

| stood, unnoving, |ooking at him A chuckle from More
broke the tension, and he rel axed.

"Very good nove," Mdore said. "I was wondering when

you were going to get a belly full of old Geof." He sighed

"Poor Geof. Dimas they conme, I'mafraid." H's expression

turned wistful. "I wish Jules* heart hadn't given out. Jul es had

a head on him" He sighed again, and turned toward Muirray,
who was probing the lock with the netal rod. "How goes it?"

"I't |ooks sinple," Murray conplained, "but it isnt."

"Zack," | said, "do you really want that vehicle, or wll
you settle for an exact duplicate?"

"Eh?"

"This factory can turn out a thousand copi es of that auto-
mobile in ten minutes—will, if the plant takes a liking to you.
That thing was designed and produced here."

"What are you tal king about ?"

"Didn't the Goddess tell you? This is where we got the car
inthe first place."

Moore scow ed. "But you had it before you ever reached
M crocosnbs. How could it have cone from here?"

"It's a paradox. Ask the Goddess."

Moore grunted. "Try to get a straight answer out of her.
You haven't had to deal with... with that thing."

"You don't need the cube, either. | know a way back. |
have a map. The real map. It's yours if you | eave the others
out of it."

Moore gave nme a |level stare. "Were?"
"In the conmputer."
Moore slowy turned his gaze toward the camera. "True?"

"Absolutely," WIkes' sinmulacrum sai d.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (197 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:30 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

Moore smiled thinly. "You were waiting for the perfect
moment to tell ne—s that it?"

"OF course."

232 John DeChanci e

"OfF course." More wal ked sl owy, arns akinbo, toward

the tiny box-and-cyiinder affair of the camera, |ooking into the
lens. "It's painfully obvious that you want sonething, WIKkes.
But for the life of me, | can't understand why you think you're
in a position to bargain for it."

"Thi nk again."
"I can just take that nap. Murray knows conputers.”
"I''l'l erase it before you can pull ny plug."

Moore stopped and stanped his foot. The trail er shook.
"Dam you! You're dead. | saw them bury you. And here you
are, schem ng your way through eternity—=

The W kes program | aughed.

Moore sighed again. He |ooked tired, very tired. "Wat do
you want ?"

"Well, thisis alittle enbarrassing... but | don't quite
know. Um let me put it this way—+ know what | want, but |
don't know who exactly to bargain with. That is to say, | have
an idea of who to dicker with, but the notion won't—=

"What do you wanfl" Moore said tightly.

"Why, a fine new body, like Sams."

Moore was exasperated. "/ certainly can't give it to you!"
"No, you can't. But maybe Jake can."

Moore's eyes grew wary. "Ch?"

"Sure. | know the plant, what it can do. It can nmanufacture
al most anything. It surely could fabricate ne a body as good
as Samis. 1'd be willing to bet that Prine had Sams built
here. Now, | don't think the plant would do it for me—n
fact, I'mfairly sure they wouldn't. But Jake's got a rep as
somet hing of an artiste around here. Right Jake? They'd do
anything you'd tell themto do."

"Way not?" | said. "Sure, Corey. It's a deal."

"WAit just a bloody nminute here," More said. "There's no
deal unless I'min. Now, is that understood?" He waited. "I
said, is that underst—

There canme a flash of light and a | oud crackle fromthe rear
of the trailer. More junped back and dropped to his knees,
gun drawn. A columm of blue snoke rose from where Mirray

had been standing. | |ooked. A pile of carbonized matter |ay
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on the deck—a bl ackened thigh bone, a rib, a shard of skull
There was nothing el se but a heap of ash
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Moore rose slowy. He stepped cautiously toward the car,

peering at the charred renmains of his enployee. The stench of
burnt flesh filled the trailer. More's face drained, then filled
with cold anger. He turned his gun on ne.

"God damm you," he breathed, then screamed, "God dam
you!"

He drew a bead on ny forehead.
"No. "

The word fell between us |ike a carcass dropped fromthe
ceiling. The voice that had uttered it was not human

Twrrll stepped out of the shadows. He held a small hand
weapon, and it was trai ned on Moore.

"No," he repeated. "The Sacrrred Quarrry cannot be dam
aged. "

Moore didn't nove, keeping his deadly aim
"Don't, Zack," WIkes' voice warned. "Wuldn't be w se
...just now "

Ti me passed, a short eternity or two.

Slowy, Moore let the gun drop. "Tie his feet, Darrell," he
told his only conscious hel pmate. "Then see if you can bring
Geof around."

Darrell had me sit. He was very careful not to give ne an
opening for a nove. He tied me with nmore of the plentifu
rope they had brought.

Geof finally cane to. | hadn't broken his neck, much as
wi shed | had. Rubbing his chin, he picked up his gun and
stood up shakily.

"Bring her over here,
Dar | a.

Moore then instructed, pointing at

| strained agai nst my bonds. There was nothing | could do.
"She's pregnant, Zack," Darrell said uneasily.

"So?" Moore thundered. "If you haven't the balls for
it..."

Darla didn't ook at ne. Her face was grim but resolute. |
was gl ad she didn't look at me. It would have been worse.

They had her down when sonet hi ng happened out si de.
There was a light so intense that, sonehow, it seeped into the
dark of the trailer.

Moore rose, cursing. "lIt's her," he said
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Suddenly the back door flew up and white |ight flooded the
234 John DeChanci e
place. To nme it was a divine presence, a deliverance.

" SHOW YOURSELVES, MORTALS," cane an anplified
voice. | recognized it.

Moore debated with hinself before taking only one of the
cubes. Hs face was pale, but he steeled hinself and noved
forward, squeezing around the Chevy. Wen he reached the
openi ng, he dropped to his knees.

"W hear. Great Lady," he said, shielding his eyes fromthe
source of divine light high above. "W have the object you
desire. "

There was a slight hesitation before the voice answered
sharply. "YES. YES, VERY GOOD. |S THAT FT?"

"Yes, Great Lady."

"GO0D. TELL YOUR COVMPANI ONS TO COME QOUT,
I WSH TO SEE THEM NOT YOUR CAPTI VES—THE
OTHER ONES | N YOUR BAND. "

Geof and Darrell began noving, but More waved them
back.

"See here... Goddess," Moore said tentatively.
"WHAT IS I T?" The voice was inpatient.

"W had an agreenent. Here is the cube, the object you

told us to obtain for you. W did so, at great peril... we paid
a dear price." He grunted in disconfort, and rubbed his eyes.
The light was nuch too bright to bear. "I... can't see you

Great Lady," he said.

"NEVER YOU M ND. | GAVE YOU AN CRDER, AND
I EXPECT I T TO BE CARRI ED QUT. PRONTO. ER,
Rl GHT NOW ™"

"What order?" More said suspiciously.

"I TOLD YOQU TO COVE OUT OF THAT TRUCK,
THAT' S WHAT ORDER. AND LEAVE YOUR WEAPONS

BEH ND, TOO. "

"What ? | — Mbore strained mghtily to see through the

blinding glare. "Look! If you'd cut out the bloody theatrics for
a nmonent —

"DON T USE THAT TONE OF VO CE WTH ME,
SLI MEBALL! WHEN | SAY RABBIT, YOU HOP. UNDER-
STAND? AND FURTHERMORE—

Moore was beside hinmself. "Just a bloody mnute!"

Sam chose that nonent to nove. | didn't have tinme to
wonder how he'd gotten free of the extra-sturdy | unberjack
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rope, because things started happening very quickly. He cane
running out of the front of the trailer, slamming into Geof
after delivering a neck chop en passant to Darrell, who fel
over. Sam and Geof tussled on the floor for a nonment, then

the gun popped out of their conbined grasp and hit the fl oor
They both dove for it. Next thing | knew, John was cutting ne
free; | hadn't seen where he'd cone from As | clawed free of
the ropes | heard the sizzle and saw the flash of energy dis-
charge. John ducked. | craw ed over to Darrell to look for his
gun. The voice was still boom ng outside. |Inside, shouts and
general commotion. d ancing up, | saw Zoya on her feet,

wi elding a hunting knife. | found the gun and rolled toward
the back of the trailer, comng to ny knees beside the right
rear tire of the Chevy. | popped to ny feet, saw More aimng
over the autonobile's roof. | raised Darrell's nmachine pisto
and | et | oose about ten rounds at him then fell to ny knees
again. It was quiet toward the front of the trailer. | glanced
back. Everyone was down. | could see Daria—she was hud-

dl i ng behind sonme enpty food cartons; she was okay.

"SanP" | call ed.
"He's hit, Jake," | heard John say.

There was no novenent at the back of the Chevy. | de-
cided to risk it and charged to the rear door. More wasn't
visible. Qutside, the Iight had dissipated.

"John!" | yelled. "Can you see himon the other side of the
car?"

"No, he must have jumped out."

I heard running feet out in the showoom | poked ny head

out the rear opening and | ooked toward the front of the truck
Moore was running full tilt across the gl ossy blue floor. |
brought the pistol up and got off a few rounds just as he

di sappeared through the entrance to a tunnel |eading to one of
the main factory buil dings.

| went back inside.

Sam s eyes were closed, but he was breathing, which was
mraculous in light of the massive chest wound he'd sust ai ned.
The energy bolt had seared a twi sted black bumfrom his
abdonmen to the base of his neck

"Do what you can," | said to John quietly. "I'mgoing after
Moore. "

Daria was at ny side, her grip tight on ny upper arm
236
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"Don't go, Jake," she said. "Let's get out—tet's |leave."
I took ny jacket off and covered her. | kissed her
"He nust die," | said.

Zoya was standi ng over Geof. There was a hunting knife in
his back. | put one arm around her and hugged. She was stiff,
unyi el di ng. "Good work," | said.

"1 have never killed before,"” she said.
"How did you get the knife?"

"I't was right next to ne, under a |oose piece of paper. They
didn't bother to check. And they sat us so that we coul d pass
the knife back and forth." She ran a hand through her chestnut-
brown hair. "Stupid of them"™

Daria said, "Qur last joyride really messed up things back
here. That's Sean's knife, | think. | remenber putting it inside
this tool case. See? It fell and popped open.™

| hugged Zoya again, then checked Darrell, who hadn't
moved since he'd gone down. His neck was broken, and he

was dead.

"Where's the Reticulan?" | asked, suddenly renenbering.
Ragna said, "The beast left in all hastiness when the shoot-
ing is coomencing." He pointed to the access tube.

"Dam. We'll have to check out the cab and aft-cabin."
"H, there!" canme Arthur's voice fromthe back of the

trailer.

I went back and lowered the lift for him He stepped on
and cane up.

"Did you see the Reticulan out there?" | asked.

"That ugly one in the chartreuse chitin? He took off after
the other one. Did you like ny little show?"

" Show?"

"I thought ny performance was especially brilliant in Iight
of the fact that 1've never really heard the Goddess speak in

person."

"That was you?" | said in astonishnent.

"Sure was. Tell me I'mnot a true thespian."

"You're a genius."

Arthur feigned protest. "Ch, really, it was nothing."
"Thanks," | said.

"Thank the plant people. They handl ed the special ef-
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fects.

"Only too happy to oblige," the plant foreman said, its

voi ce as usual coming out of thin air. "lssue was debated, and
was deci ded that sone formof indirect intervention was re-
quired. "

"Agai n, we owe you," | said.

"Smal|l matter."

| went back to check on Sam

"Strangest thing," John said. "The wound is healing. See?"

He ran his hand very lightly along Sam s wound, brushing
away crunbs of fried, charred flesh. Underneath was whitish
scar tissue. "Remarkable. He's still out, though. Pul se good,
and—

Sam s eyes fluttered.
"Sam " | said, kneeling beside him

He opened his eyes and | ooked at nme. "Yeah?"

"You okay?"

"Feel okay." He began to scratch his chest, but John
stopped him "lItches like hell," he conpl ai ned.

"I think you're going to be fine," | said.

"Whul d you believe |I tripped over sonme junk and | et him
grab the gun? If you' d clean up this damm place once in a
whi | e—=

"Sam shut up."
"You talk to your father |ike that?"

"Rest up and you can chew ne out | ater. More got away
—+'mgoing after him"

"Don't be a fool."

"I do believe he's left the plant by now, " Arthur said.
"Their vehicles were parked in a | oading dock not far from
here. "

"What about the Reticul an?"

"The security systens are reporting that two 'life-units'
have 'exited facility,'" Arthur said, apparently hearing a re-
port on the el ectromagneti c w nd.

Sam got to his feet, John hel ping. "There's sonething
have to do, Jake. No, |I'm okay."

He craw ed through the access tube. | followed. Wen
got to the aft-cabin, Samwas standing at the bul khead, undo-
ing the plate over the CPU housi ng.

"Hel |l o, Jake," said Bruce's voice. "Sam here seens to
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think that we need a conplete reformatting of auxiliary stor-
age. | was trying to explain to himthat that action would
necessitate—=

"Forget it, Wlkes," | said. "W're not falling for it."
"Jake, | don't think you understand. The nol e program

you call Corey WIkes has relinquished control to ne. There is
no need—-

"SHUT UP!'" | said, then took a deep breath. "It's over,
Corey."

A pause, then: "Sam please." It was WI kes' voice.

"No, Corey," Samsaid, lifting the protective Iid over the
RESET switch. "Tinme to call it a day."

"l see," WIlkes' voice said quietly.

Sam st ood, poised with his finger over the red switch. "I

shoul d hate you, Corey. But | don't. I've always felt sorry for
you. | don't think you' ve ever enjoyed one mnute of your
life."

After a long silence: "Push it, Sam" There was a sound
not unlike a sigh. "I'm.. I'"'mreally very, very tired."

Sam pushed the switch. A few red |ights appeared on the
CPU.

And another human |ife ended. Sonehow, it's always sad,
no matter what.

(T W)
24

W THI N AN HOUR, Sam s wound had reduced itself to a | ong,
thin white crease. Alittle later, you could barely see it.

"Damed efficient body you got there," | said.
"Isn't it, though?" Sam concurred.

It took sone tine to get the conputer back into shape. W

had to load all the software back in, using the nmaster pipettes,
then run checks and so forth. We called up the real Wang A |

and set it to work. It takes a fully sapient and very versatile
conputer to nonitor and control a vehicle such as the one we
drove. | didn't give the A l. a nane this tinme. Didn't nuch

feel like it. "Conmputer" was good enough

Arthur told us that the spacetinme ship still wasn't function-
ing. "Ch, it's repairing itself, but the job is going very
slowy," he said. "It really got nessed up. Don't worry. You
can take the train to within three-hundred kil oneters of the
master portal."
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"That's not close enough," | said. "W have at |east three
enem es left on this planet—More, the Reticulan, and the
CGoddess, if she's still bent on our destruction. Pretty form da-
ble alliance, there. | think I1'd like to wait for the spacetine

ship to get itself squared away."
"Perhaps you're right. Ckay, we'll wait."
"Anyt hing the factory can do?"

Arthur shook his head. "I doubt it. This is a manufacturing
facility, not a fix-it shop."

Even though we'd completely erased all data in auxiliary
storage, we hadn't |ost the Roadmap. | still had the pipette the
CGoddess had given me. | hadn't even bothered to put it in the
safe; it had been in a storage box all the tinme. It was a job

|l oading it back in, but we did have sone tine to kill

239
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A day passed. Then we got a report that a "life unit" had
entered the plant.

"Does Security have any idea who?" | asked Arthur.

"They say that this life unit is one of the sane sort that |eft
yest erday—beyond that they don't say. | don't think they're
really equipped to tell the difference between life fornms. The
plant is very light on security. After all, it's a showase opera-
tion, not a top-secret project sort of thing."

"It's probably Moore," | said, feeling ny stomach tighten
"I"'mgoing after him"
"No, you won't," Sam declared, "even if | have to hog-tie

you.

"There's no other way," | said. "He has an all-powerful
ally, along with an arnored van and who knows what el se.
He'll harass us all the way to the portal. |I've got to deal wth

hi m now. "

"Why do you have to deal with hin? I'lIl go." He put up a
hand. "COkay, okay, we'll both go."

"Arc you insane? No way |I'I|l leave the truck with only

John to defend it."
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"Then stay here," Sam suggest ed.
"No. | have to go and settle this once and for all."

John said mildly. "There's no dilemma if | were to go with
you, is there? That way the lorry will be in good hands and

you'll have at |east sonme backup."
I winced. "Sorry, John. | didn't mean it the way it
sounded. "

John smled, his light-brown face | ooking tired and drawn.

"l understand. You're quite right, too. Samcan handle it. And
you' re doubly right on our going out to nmeet him | don't

relish sitting and waiting for the next lightning bolt to strike.
No telling what Mdore's doing, skul king about the place. W

must take the of fensive."

"Then it's settled,” | said.

Sam nodded, shrugging. "I'Il have to admt, John has a
point or two." He crossed his beefy arns and sighed. "Ch,
CGod. Right, go ahead. And for ny sake, at |east, be careful
I"'man old man. This constant excitenent is bad for ny con-
stitution."”

"What, is your atom c-powered heart beating too fast?"

scoffed. "Look at him He's twenty-five if he's a day. Has
nmore hair than | do."

We devi sed a fool proof plan. Arthur would keep a line

open to Security and relay the intruder's position to Sam wth
whom |'d stay in radio contact. | took the | ast of our supply of
button transponders along; a few of those placed strategically
at various points along our planned route of attack woul d sat-

i sfy our signal-bouncing needs.

John and | arned ourselves and set out into the plant. W

had the intruder pinpointed. He had entered the buildi ng hous-
ing the Monomagnetic Mrror Array and had stayed there.

John and | planned to surprise him chase himinto a blind
alley, and get himin a cross fire. Wen we got as far as the
Submi cron Fractionating Assenbly, we split up

The place was qui et once again. It had buzzed and how ed

for us, but now there was no one to work for, no new designs

to think through, no prototypes to test and evaluate. Had the

pl ant ever operated on a regular basis, or had it al ways been,

as Arthur had said, a showcase, a world fair (universe fair?)
exhibit? No matter; it was silent now, and would be, possibly,
for the rest of its existence. O until nore candidates arived on

M crocosnos. |If any. | wondered about that. Wre we indeed
the first? Nobody had said for sure. Wen were nore intrepid
expl orers expected? Week after next... or in two nmillion

years? But tine wasn't an elenent on Mcrocosnps. It didn't
matter. They woul d cone, surely.

I wal ked through the quiet and the shadows. There was a

dry, clean, industrial snmell in the air. A shaft of light froma
| one high wi ndow speared the gl oom and where its end

touched the shiny green floor, an array of monoliths sat in a
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pool of sunlight. On banks of control instrunents, a fewlights
gl owed—al | this equiprment on standby, ready at a nonent's

notice to come to life, to work, to get out the product, fill the
quot a, produce

| stopped and put what used to be Sami s key close to ny
lips. It was now just a conmputer terminal, but it could be used
as a wal kie-talkie as well.

"Intruder still stationary," Sam said. "Were are you?"

"I"mjust about to cut through the nachi ne shop that abuts
on the north wing of the Mrror Array. Once | get through

242 John DeChanci e PARADOX ALLEY 243

there, I'Il be practically on top of him John should be comn ng
through the Diffusion R ng conplex now "

"Check. Be careful."”
"WIl do. Over and out."

I wal ked on. Robot arns, poised to do soneone's bidding,

reached out of shadow at ne. They would work at blinding

speed to nake anybody's dreama reality, if they were given

the right instructions. | passed a nobile worker-robot—a sub-
system engi neeri ng supervisor, probably—dornant, standing

by, waiting silently at its station. Farther on, a tall shadow in
an al cove startled ne—but it was only a nmai ntenance robot.

The key's call light blinked. | answered.

"Jake, intruder is noving. Repeat, intruder is noving."
"Acknow edged," | said. "Wich way?"

" Toward you."

"Great. |'m keeping the channel open.”

| proceeded slowly, staying in shadow and noving as si-
lently as possible. | stopped, listened. Nothing. | noved on,
pausi ng every few neters, ears cocked

Suddenl y, a beepi ng tone. Sonewhere behind nme. Then

another. A faint whirring sound. | froze. No. Just sone na-
chine clearing its circuits, draining off a buildup of static
charge. Besides, wong direction. He should be com ng from
the north. | wondered where John was.

The key again. "Still noving toward the machi ne shop, "
Saminformed nme. "Were are you?"

"l ducked into the little workshop or whatever it is adjacent
toit."

"WAit a minute... here it is on the map. Okay. Hell, | ooks
like the intruder is vectoring there."

"Then that's where I'I|l get him" | whispered.
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"Stay put until you see him He'll have to pass by the door
if he wants to get to the showoom"”
I waited, watching, |istening.
A few ninutes later, Samcalled again. "Anything?"
"No," | said whispering. "No sign."
"He should be on top of you."

I waited a few nore minutes, then got inpatient. "Are you

sure about intruder's position?" | asked.
"Yes, "
I 1 ooked around. Silence formed a wall around nme. "I1'm

moving to get a better angle on the doorway."

I crawl ed down a narrow ai sle between two gigantic ma-
chines. There was only one door to the place, the one I'd

come in. Poking nmy head into the clear, | brought the machine
pistol up and ainmed. | wouldn't fire when | saw him but when
he passed, 1'd nove out and follow him He wouldn't get

away. |f he got anywhere near the truck, Sam would bum him
down. Good. W had all the angles covered. W'd thought of
ever yt hi ng.

Wong. | hadn't thought that there m ght be an another'’
entrance to the workshop. And there was one, high up in the
wal | , through which a suspended ranp passed. The ranp con-
tinued its way into the shop, w nding anongst the rafters,
over head beans, and the clutter of suspended machi ne tool s.
craned nmy neck. A ladder. There was a | adder connecting it to
a lower ranp, this one passing directly overhead.

| sprang to ny feet, tried to run... too late. Sonething
slamed into ny back and sent ne sprawling. The pistol skit-
tered across the floor and di sappeared under a workbench

I rolled, sat up. | was cornered, nowhere to run. Twrrll
stood bl ocking the way. He wi el ded his cerenoni al dagger,
with its black curving blade and jade-green hilt.

"Jake-frrriend," he trilled. "Sacrrred Quany. | bid you
grrreeting.”

I got up slowy. | had no weapon, but | would have to fight
him This would be the second time | would be forced to fight
a largely cerenpnial battle with a Reticulan hunter. | had won
the first round, defeating two opponents, Twrrll's conpan-
ions, in hand-to-hand conbat. | didn't think | would be so
lucky this time. He could just shoot nme, of course. H's gun
was hanging fromthe | eather harness he wore over his thorax.
But that wouldn't be honorable. He had to do nme in with the
dagger for it to be an honorable kill. Rather, the usual tech-
nique was to hanstring the quarry, then gut it while it stil
lived. Vivisect it. Flay it alive. The nore the victim screamned,
the prettier the sacrifice.

"Long have | stal ked you, Jake-frrriend," Twrrll said.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (208 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:30 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

"The trrrail was |ong and anrduous. Many tines the spoom
was | ost, then found again."

I 1 ooked past him hoping to see John at the door. No such
luck. Where the hell was that tall skinny black guy?
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"Ckay, Tw— | spat. "Twer... Twrrll." It was hard to

say his name under any circunstances, |et alone when | was
scared witless. Never could trill the Rjust right. But then, |
was al ways terrible at |anguages. "Okay. | just want you to tel

me one thing."
"Yes?"
"Way do you do this?"

"Hunt ? Because the... you would say, the blood. The
bl ood tells one."

"But you're civilized. Intelligent. Very intelligent. You

speak our |anguages well, while we can barely nanage yours.
You have a technol ogical civilization, advanced science, the
whol e bit. Wiy can't you overconme the need to kill in this
manner ?"

The big alien took a step forward, noving his huge bare
feet slowy. "Humans have no need?"

"Well..." It was hard to concentrate on w nning debating
poi nt s.
"Do not humans kill theirrr own kind? This is sonething

we al nost neverrr do."
"Bul I shit."
"A denial? No, it is not usually necessarrry."”

Maybe he was right. Reticulan societies were very rigidly
stratified and very stable, though top-heavy with usel ess no-
bility, of which Twrrll was probably a sterling exanple.

"Your race is very unpopular. You spread ill will, resent-
ment toward your people.”

"That is the way it has been, and nust be."

He took another step forward. The snell of his phero-
mones—tur penti ne and al nonds—filled ny nostrils. | gagged.

There was nothing to do but rush him try to duck through
those thin legs of his. No possibility of tangling with hinm his
strength was phenonenal .

He stepped forward.

"You have becone the nost Sacrrred Quarrry of all, Jake-
frrriend. Thrrree times the nets caught you, thrrree tines you
fought and escaped. The hunted has vanqui shed the hunterrr.
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So be it."

| stood there with my nmouth open. The alien was offering
the dagger to nme, presenting it to ne.

"Take this weapon. It now bel ongs to you. You have surr-

vived, and | have failed. | ask only that you turrmit against
me, hunted against the hunterrr. It is the only honorrr of which
I may still be worrrthy."

I overcane my shock and took the dagger.
"Does this nean | won't have to fight you?" | asked.

"The time for conbat is past. Tine now to end the hunt,
and the hunterrr." He crossed his forelinbs; it was a sign of
submi ssion. "Do honorrr to me."

| stared at him

Hi s eyes—eylindrical canera-lens affairs—+otated back
and forth. Presently he said, "You will not do ne the hon-
orrr?"

"Yes, | will," | said.

| approached the alien, knife in hand, |ooking for an ap-
propriate spot on the shiny chitin of his abdonen. | had no
doubt as to his sincerity. Stabbing underhanded, | plunged the
bl ade of the knife into his body and yanked upward. The
exoskel eton was tough, but capable of being cut; however, I
was in a bad position for |everage.

"Difficult?" the alien asked. "May | assist?"

I nodded. Twrrrll took the hilt in both hands and jerked the
kni fe upward. The carapace split like thin plastic. He ran the
knife up to the nmiddle of the chest, pink froth oozing from

t he wound.

Suddenly his head exploded in flane. An energy bolt had
come fromthe direction of the door. | |ooked.

It was John. He got off another shot, this one nmissing, just
as the alien fell. Then he canme runni ng over.

"You got him" he said breathlessly. "Thank God. And
with his own knife, too. Dreadfully sorry, but | |ooked all over
for you. How did you nanage to conmer himin here?"

I told himof Twrrll's surrender. He could scarcely believe
it.

"I nconprehensi bl e," he said, gazing at the alien's prostrate

form "We'll never fathomthe alien mnd. Never."
"I"'mnot so sure it'd be a good idea if we did," | said.
(TW)
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IT FELT GOOD to be back on the road again.

We' d decided to take our chances at ground | evel. The
spacetime ship was still on the nend, and there was no telling
when it would heal itself. (Strange how easy it was to think of
the process in these terns). Besides, there was no guarantee
that we'd be safe in the ship. There were other reasons. |
didn't |ike being a passenger, being chauffeured about. It
made me feel vulnerable; | hate being hel pless and not in
control. Moreover, as we were now down to two eneni es—

Moore and his puppet-m stress—+ decided that keeping to the
ground was a calculated risk we could afford to take. It m ght
even be the best way to go..

| thought, grinding ny teeth.

O course, we all knew very well that it wasn't over. It was
only a matter of tinme before our enem es woul d nove agai nst
us once again.

The train let us off in an unusual region of M crocosnos—
unusual in the sense that we'd not seen terrain |like this before.
It was nostly flat grassland, relieved here and there by sharp

|l ow ridges proliferating in networks like winkles in a bed
sheet. Visibility was unlimted, and the master portal was a
vast gray snear on the "horizon."

"Well, we'll be able to see "emconing for kiloneters,"
Sam sai d.
"Mles and mles," | said.

Sam | ooked at ne askance. "How much tine did you say
you spent back in 1964?"

"About a nonth and a half, maybe |ess."
"Sure rubbed off. 'Mles' indeed."

This wasn't exactly sparkling conversation, but it filled in
the lulls. W were nervous and trying to nmake the best of it. It

248 John DeChanci e

is profoundly disquieting to know that sonewhere out there is
an all-powerful deity who wants to cancel your season ticket.
We tal ked about this. It was a way of relieving the psychol ogi -
cal disconfort.

"But if she's that powerful,"” Sam argued, "why can't she
j ust swoop down any tinme and pound us into hash?"

| said, "You should have been a theol ogian. John, this is
right up your alley, isn't it?"

John said, "My suspicion is that Prime is somehow inhibit-
ing the Goddess from maki ng an overt move. | think that's
why she finds it necessary to work through human agents."

"Makes sense," | said, "until you try to speculate as to why
the Goddess has it in for us in the first place. And what is it
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she wants to do, exactly? Wpe us out, or just prevent us from
goi ng back? O bot h?"

"That's a good one," Sam said. "You say she originally
asked you for the Bl ack Cube?"

"Yeah. But now she has it. O one of them anyway."
"Maybe it was the wong cube.”

"There's only one cube, Sam You've got to understand
that basic fact."

"Ch, | understand that basic fact, all right. | just don't want
to deal with the sucker."

| thumbed the intercomswitch. "Arthur, old buddy! How s
it going back there?"

"Pl ease, |'m nauseated."

"Now, just hold on a minute. Tell nme how a robot can get
nmotion sickness. You're really not a robot, are you?" | had
suspected as much all al ong.

"Of course |'ma robot. Way can't a robot get notion sick-

ness?"
I grunted out a derisive laugh. "It just doesn't nake sense."
"Nonsense. | feel pain, disconfort, the whole thing. In a

somewhat subdued form though. Don't ask nme to explain.”

"For pity's sake, why? Wiy woul d your nakers go to the
trouble of wiring you with pain circuits?"

"For the sane reason you got wired with 'em Excellent
mechani sm for automatically protecting the organism You in-
stinctively avoid pain, ergo anything that would tend to dam
age you. Quod erat whatever. \Wake nme when we get there.”

It was Arthur who had insisted on com ng al ong. He nain-
PARADOX ALLEY 249

tai ned that he was responsible for us and wouldn't feel as
though his obligation had been properly discharged until he'd
seen us safely through the correct portal. Besides, the space-
time ship mght come in handy at some point, if and when it
cured itself of its ailments

We were about two hours fromthe portal. | wasn't rushing,
just maintaining a steady speed. There was no use in hurrying.
They were out there, and woul d nake an appearance at sone
point. Count on it. For now, it was sinply a matter of watch-
ing the road and waiting, keeping one or two extra eyes on the
sweep scanners, wondering when some i nnocuous gray dot
swiming in the nmurky stuff at the extrene range of vision
woul d suddenly turn into sonmething w ckedly sharp and wel | -
defined, nove in at you and strike. No telling what it would
be: an arnored car, perhaps, or a shimmering cube or other
shape, or mamybe sonething you could barely conprehend,

sonme nonstrous m nd-denying unreality. It didn't matter. W
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were dead no matter what. Because | had the feeling that we
had | ong ago scraped bottom run out of tricks. W had
dodged one too many bullets. | was very worried.

Sonet hi ng el se was bot hering ne.

We had already |ocated the portal that |ed back to T-Maze,
and nmapped a route to it through the congeries of highways
that twi ned anong the forest of towering cylinders. But judg-
ing fromwhat Arthur told us and fromwhat we had | earned
fromthe map, this portal would not send us back in tinme. W
woul d not arrive back in T-Maze paradoxically before we left.
This was not a "backtine" route, as Skyway travelers were
wont to say.

"The systemi s just not built that way," Arthur told us. "It
was designed to elininate the possibility of a paradox."

"How was it done?" | asked.

"Dearie me, | couldn't give you specifics, but I do know

this. There is a sort of standard, objective tine observed al ong
the entire length of the Skyway. It works so that the 'present’

al ways noves with the traveler. You'll never get ahead of it or
behind it. Wien you return to the place you left, the stretch of
time that has passed there is equal to the tine you spent away.
Don't ask ne howit's done. Actually, if you really want to get
technical about it, the tine flows aren't exactly equal. There is
sl i ppage, for sone esoteric reason, but it anmounts only to
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nanoseconds. Due to quantum uncertainties, | think."

After all this time, after all the legends, the tall tales, the
stories told about ne, the fact was that the way back still was
not clear. Wien I'd first laid eyes on her, Daria had acted as
though we'd net before, a neeting | knew very well never
occurred. She'd stuck to that story ever since. |I'd conme to
believe her, and ny belief wasn't based entirely on nmy grow
ing love for her. Oher facts, other observations had persuaded
me. But now doubt gnawed agai n.

But no. How could it be? The Paradox, a creation of one
woman' s harebrai ned scheming? | couldn't accept it.

Fine. So what was | telling nyself? Wre we headed for an
alternate reality, a universe where | didn't do ny tine | oop
my tenporal backward sonersault, where Daria and | had

never met the "first" time... a place where none of this hod
ever happened... ?

O were we never going to make it back at all? | gritted ny

teeth. No, damm it. | would not permt nyself to think that
way. It was up to ne. Sonewhere up ahead, one of those
roads | ed back through tine. | had cone here by way of the

Rsd Limt Freeway, and now | would have to find the short-
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cut, the little side street that led directly back to where
started. | would have to find Paradox Alley.

Red lights yelled at me fromthe instrunent panels.

"Looks like we're suffering high radiation |osses in the
pl asma, " Sam said. "Brensstrahlung reading is way up, and
el ectron tenperature is dropping."

"Kink instability?" | asked.

"Looks nmore subtle than that. Just guessing, but we may
have a software foul -up here."

Whi ch neant that, although the engi ne was probably fine,
there may have been a probl em sonewhere in the negabytes

of progranming that controlled and nonitored the engine.
Software difficulties can arise fromany nunber of causes,

i ndi genous bugs in the original coding being only one of
them However, as we had just flushed out and rel oaded the
entire operating system | was nore inclined to suspect that
we may have screwed up sonewhere

I pulled off the road as the engi ne groaned and conpl ai ned.
By the tinme | stopped, we had |lost controlled fusion entirely.

"No cover," Sam said | ooking around. "Well, it probably
makes no difference anyway. They'|ll know where we are no
matter what."

| said, "How 'bout we fire up the auxiliary engine, shoot
up that side road, and hi de out anbng those pyram ds out
t here?"

"What pyram ds? Ch, those. Looks to be about five kil o-
meters." Sam studied them "By God, those |ook fanmiliar."

"l was going to say that they | ooked |ike Egyptian pyra-
m ds. The ones at G za."

"Yeah, and right next toit... is that the Sphinx? Little too
faraway to tell."

"Daria and | have seen other earthly structures here, so
maybe they're the genuine article.”

They weren't. C ose, but no papyrus scroll. The pyranids

had a four-sided base and went up at an angle that | ooked
right, but they were constructed of sone off-white seanl ess
mat eri al, not stone bl ock. The sphinx was properly enignatic;

it sinply wasn't the fanous Terran one. The nearby nortuary
tenpl e, though, provided us with cover. It was big enough to
hide a fleet of trucks.

"Let me try to westle with this," Samsaid, flipping down
the conput er keyboard term nal

"I can't think of anyone nore qualified than you," | told
him "seeing as how you used to be a conputer.” | |ooked at
Sam and he | ooked at nme. "Are you still a conmputer?" | asked.

Sam seened a bit concerned. "I don't know. | don't fee
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like a conputer. Do | look |like a conputer?"”

"You don't look like a conputer. Can you do ten nillion
arithnmetic operations per second |ike you used to?"

He squinted his eyes and | ooked far away. Then, with sone
relief, he said, "No. Definitely not. I"'mno longer a math wi z.
I can't tell you how glad | amof that. Never really took to
being a conputer.”

"Well, | always thought of you as sort of living in one," |
said, "rather than being one."

"But the real question is this: Aml the sanme person who
was your father when he was flesh and bl ood?"

"Sure you are, Sam"
"Am1? | don't have one cell of that body in ne."
"I don't see what that has to do with it."

"No? Am1| really Sam MG aw, or am| only an Artificial
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Intelligence programthat's putting on a good show?"

"Both. "
Sam rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. "Interesting notion."
"Here's the way | see it," | said. "Wen you get right down

toit, a hunman being is not a physical entity. A human being is
a piece of software. Body cells arc constantly dying and bei ng
replaced. Over a period of time, there's a conpl ete change-
over, right?"

"Brain cells, too?"

"I don't know. Doesn't matter, because the essence of what

you are is really just information. The body dies one cell at a
time, and is replaced at the sane tinme. But the information
stays, and that information can be stored any nunber of ways
and in any nunber of different containers.”

"You may have a case," Samsaid. "Still, | often wonder if
I"ve died and gone to heaven and don't even knowit."

"Maybe you're lucky. Maybe you didn't go to heaven."
"Ch, ye of little faith. Well, we're wasting tinme."

An hour went by. By this tinme Sam was deeply annoyed,
swearing under his breath and stabbing at the termnal with his
I ong fingers.

"Why do they insist on making things unnecessarily com
pl ex?" he was muttering. "Who the hell coded this crap? God-
damn Egyptol ogi st couldn't decipher this."
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In the neantine, | had checked the engi ne and found not h-

ing | could see, which is usually how it goes. | got out what
testing equipnent we carried and attached | eads all over the
damm pl ace, but got told nothing. Samwas right—+t was
probably a software glitch. That wasn't good. It mi ght take
forever to find it.

I got restless and went back to the trailer. | opened the back
door, let down the ranp, and wal ked down it to the floor of
the tenple, thinking to take a quick wal k and study the archi-

tecture of the place. | didn't wander very far. It would be a
qui ck dash back to the truck in the event of trouble. The pl ace
was shadowy, though, and made me a little nervous. | was just
about to go back when |I heard sounds behind me—a shoe

agai nst stone, the intake of breath. | froze.

"Jake?"

| whirled around and went into a crouch
"I't's nme. Roland."

He came out from behind a colum. He | ooked the sane,
dressed in his shabby survival suit and scuffed hiking boots.
He | ooked very calm al nbst detached.

"Rol and," | breathed. "Were the hell did you—

st opped nysel f, and chuckl ed. "You shoul dn't oughta do
that."

"Sorry. | couldn't think of a way to announce nyself with-
out startling you anyway, so... How have you been? | didn't

get a chance to say good-bye."
"I'"'mfine. Just fine. How are you?"

"Great. You ought to know. "

I put the gun on safety and put it away. "I did know, " |
said. "Hard to renenber... to recall the experience of what it
was |ike."

"You've forgotten conpletely. You wouldn't be able to go
on living if you had to carry the menory around with you."

"I't's that powerful," | asked, not really asking.

"Of course.”

"l have... sone nenory of it, though. | nean, | haven't
bl anked out any of it. The nmountains... the way the air

snelled .+.. the different | andscapes. The hei ghts."

"You only renmenber the outward forns, not the substance
of the experience."

"l guess." | took a deep breath. "So what's up?"

Rol and crossed his arns and began to pace slowy. "W've
given it a lot of thought. W nust help you. There's no other
way. "

"Thanks. W need it. Can you fix the engine?"
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"That's really not an area where we coul d have much
i nput."

"What did you have in m nd?"

"Difficult to discuss details at the monent. You'll be doing
nmost of it, Jake. But you need a slight nudge, an encouragi ng
word, maybe."

"l don't want to sound unappreciative, but 1'd rather have a
hot engine," | said.

Rol and st opped paci ng and gave ne an inmpish grin. "I

enjoy sparring with you, Jake. You give as good as you get.
Better." He chuckled again. "You're really a very remarkabl e
chap. Did | ever tell you that?"

254 John DeChanci e
"You never tell anybody anything, Roland."

He nodded. "You're right. | do play it close to the vest.
But — He dismi ssed the subject with a wave. "W don't have
time to discuss Roland Yee."

His use of the third person didn't quite | eave the inpres-
sion that he was speaking of soneone else... but there was a
hi nt of that.

"Jake, | really can't give you details, but we will help. In
fact, 1'mconming along with you. If you don't mind."

"You' re going back with us? Gving up the Cul m nation?"
“Ch, no. Not at all."

| shrugged. "You're wel cone, of course."

"You're probably a bit confused."

"Alittle." | slapped himon the back. He seened substan-
tial enough. "Cone on. Daria will be glad to see you."

W wal ked back to the trailer and nounted the ranp. |

stopped to | ook at the Chevy once again. W had di sposed of
Darrell's remains. A bit uncerenoniously, but then, he hardly
deserved better.

Mysteries concerning Carl's magical vehicle still remained.

Her e—agai n! -was one of its many doppel gangers. This edi-

tion was, ostensibly, the one Carl had arrived on M crocosnops
with, the one that had been stolen out of the truck. Prine had
taken it, probably because he was curious about it, and had

put it back. For the sake of my sanity, | decided that this was
the best way to explain why Carl's autonobile was still in my
truck. For the sake of ny sanity, | would avoid dealing with
the notion that, after all, there really was only one Chevy. But
if | took this one back to Terran Maze... ? Well, really, I
didn't want to think of that either.

Carl, or the design chief, had really gone overboard with
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the antitheft mechanisms. | wondered how we were ever going

to get it out of here. Wuld using a crane or a winch activate
the booby traps? Possibly, though they didn't seemto be espe-
cially touchy. Darrell had jiggered the lock for quite a while
before incurring the lethal penalty.

G ngerly, | put my hand on the door handl e.

The door cane open. And | heard Carl's voice: "Jake.

You'll hear this if you try to get in when the door is |ocked, so
listen up..."

| clambered in, listening.
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" this is kind of strange," Carl's voice went on. "I'm
recording this as | |ook at you. You're stretched out, asleep,

here in the Ideation and Design Facility. | thought about it,
and | figured | had to find sone way of allow ng you to use

the car while making sure it's otherw se theft-proof. The de-
sign chief says it'll be sinple. If anybody other than you tries
to steal this car, or even just fiddle with it, it's curtains.
Deathsville. That's if they try to break in. If they do get in
sonmehow and try to hot-wire it, or even start it with the key in
it... or get this—even if they try to drive off when the

motor's running, they won't get far. That device isn't deadly.
don't want a goddamm ness in the front seat. | just makes you
want to get out of the car in a hurry."”

As | well knew. | had tried that once.

"So, listen. You're right here, so we can get readi ngs on

you, and feed theminto the design specs. The car will know

you, Jake. It will let you get in, start it, and drive it. Wthout a

key, too, since | won't give the key to anybody. In fact, if
anybody other than ne tries to start the car with the key, it'll

trigger the nonlethal mechanism | figure, if they' ve got the
key, they've killed ne to get it. Ckay. | hope |I've covered
everything..."

It seened to ne that he had overl ooked a few possibilities,
whi ch possibly explained why | was able to steal the car with
the notor running, yet got zapped with the nonlethal device
when | tried to start it with the key. Wy had the Chevy
refused to recogni ze me then? Possibly because Carl had made
the proscription agai nst unauthorized key-starting a bl anket
one, just to be safe.

“... but if I haven't, well... hell, | can't think of every-
thing. I'mnot sure | understand what the hell this is all about,
or all the flip-flops and crazy reasons for everything, but | do
know t hat at sone point you' ve got to steal ny car. And

maybe you'll need it if anything happens to ne. But nothing's
going to happen to ne, so you'll never hear this." He | aughed.
"This is nuts. I'mnuts. Getting a little daffy, anyway. Okay,
that's it. | hope you never hear this, but if you do... oh, hell
I guess | should erase this and just tell you. | don't know.
Maybe | shouldn't. Wen you get right down to it, maybe |

don't trust anybody. Not even you, Jake. |'ve |earned, believe

me. You can't trust anybody in this slinking world. Universe.
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Yeah, the whole universe is pretty undependabl e, when you
get right down to it. Ckay. I'll decide l|later whether to tell you

See ya."
And that was it.

Sitting beside ne in the front seat, Roland chuckled. |
couldn't recall himopening the other door and getting in.

He said, "I renmenber us sitting here, trying to figure out
how thi s insane vehicle worked. Little did we know it had
been desi gned by a paranoid teenager fromthe distant past,
who had the hel p of some of the nost advanced technol ogi ca
intelligence of the far future."

"Funny how things work out," | said.

"By the way—there was a reason for ny suggesting you

try the lock."

I looked at him In ny version of reality, he hadn't said a
t hi ng,

The key beeped in ny pocket. | took it out.

"Jake, sonething coming. | think it's that dust-devil busi-
ness that chased us a while back."

Rol and was smiling as though he'd just brought off an
el aborate practical joke.

"l see what you nean," | said.

(T WS

26

I SPCKE | NTO t he key.

"Sam |I'min the Chevy. I'mtaking it out against that
thing."

"What ?" Sam cane back. "How did you—Never nind.
Al right, | guess it's the only superweapon we've got."

"It's the only weapon we've got. Over and out."

The ignition lock was set into the instrument panel on the

ri ght-hand side. There was no key, of course. "Damm it,

Carl," | nuttered, "you forgot to tell me howto start this thing
wi t hout a key."

"I'"d suggest putting your hands on the wheel," Roland
sai d.

I did. And the engine roared to life.
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"Rol and, how did you know t hat ?"

"If the Culmnation's good for anything, it's good for
knowi ng things. Mdst of it's useless, but now and then...'
He | aughed.

| depressed the clutch pedal and fiddled with the floor-

mounted "four on the floor" gearshift until | felt the transm s-
sion settle into reverse, then craned ny head around and

backed out of the trailer. The Chevy hit the tenple floor with a
slamand a jolt. | jerked the gearshift |ever around again, this
time finding the top of the left upright on the sem -imagi nary
H, and rammed it into first gear, ny arns and | egs and re-

fl exes quickly renmenbering all the coordinated novenents.

Once you learn to drive a standard transm ssion, you never

forget.

| peeled out around the truck and weaved in and around the
many supporting columms, heading for the outside. | slid into
258
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second and popped the clutch, and the tires gave a short
chirping screech like a yelp of pain froma small animl. |
swerved around a sacrificial altar, dodged a partition, and hit
an open area of polished sal non-pink floor that led to the
vesti bul e. The place was i nmense, and there was plenty of
roomto maneuver. By the time we hit open air the Chevy was
screaming for third gear, which | gave it, prematurely, because
now | had to sl ow down to make the turn onto the side road.
downshi fted, wound out of second gear, shifted to third.

"There," Roland said, pointing to the left.

The Tasmani an Devil was comng at us, follow ng the

broad curve the side road took fromthe highway. It had | ost
no energy; the pale orange fire and | um nescent yell ow snoke
of which it was made still swirled furiously about its spar-
kling, nolten, ever-changing center. Shadows noved within
it, the suggestion of a living thing, its shape constantly shift-
i ng, epheneral, now a manli ke form now a w nged denonic
thing, now sonething el se, sone naneless terror, a shape out
of the night, out of the deepest core of the ancient m nd of
man. My stonmach coil ed and quivered, and the taste of iron
sat bitterly on ny tongue.

Rol and was busy with the car's weapons control panel,
whi ch had materialized automatically on the dashboard.

"Roland," | said calmy, "Carl never showed me how to
fireit, but there's a weapon on this buggy he called the G een
Bal | oon. "

"That's exactly how he marked it,"'
the board. He pressed a switch

Rol and sai d, peering at

A spherical object whooshed out from under the car—t
was green, about a neter across, and it sparkled like the
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Fourth of July. It streaked directly toward the approaching
t omadol i ke phenonenon.

The Tasmani an Devil cane to a full halt, still spinning. It
seenmed to sense what was com ng, noving quickly to one

side, scooting off the road and up a grass-covered hillock. Its
course unchanged, the balloon went flashing out over the

plain, mssing its target by a wi de nmargin.

"Interesting," Roland said.

"At least we know it's afraid of the balloons," | said, not
very thankful for small favors. "Damm. | woul d' ve thought
they could seek out a target."

PARADOX ALLEY 259
"Maybe the devil is doing sonmething to confuse it."
"Maybe. Try it again."

Rol and | aunched another glittering green ball. The devi
retreated again, this time ducking behind the hillock and dis-
appearing for a monment. \Wen the ball oon was gone, it cane

out of hiding, rolled down the hill and got back on the road.

"I wonder who or what it's programred to kill," | said.
"Go off-road and see," Rol and sai d.

| steered to the right and ran up a shall ow grade, bunped
down into a trough and ran up onto | evel ground. The devi
crossed the road to foll ow us.

"So, it isn't the truck, and it isn't the spacetine ship," |
said. "I was hoping it was the ship."

"No, Jake. I'mafraid it's after you and you al one. "
"Fine. Wiy should it be different from everyone el se?"

| floored the pedal. Streaners of dust trailed fromthe back
tires. | ran the car up another gentle grade, this time turning
sharply to follow a ridge that paralleled the road and eventu-
ally curved back toward it. | didn't know the top speed of that
thing, but | was willing to bet the Chevy could outrun it,
providing the race were run over the highway. O f-road, all
bets were of f. That horrible whatzis didn't have wheel s and
didn't need them If we could dodge around the thing, though,
and nake it back to the road, we m ght have a chance

But what about Sanf

Rol and seened to be reading ny thoughts. "Sam s comi ng
out of the tenple,"” he told me, |ooking back through the rear
wi ndow. "I don't think the devil will give himany trouble."

But it was giving us a truckload, racing to cut us off. |
floored the pedal and i mediately hit a rough spot that

wr enched the wheel to the right. | countersteered, but saw that
we' d never nake it. | wheeled right again, and we rolled
down a little hill, hit bottom and bounced. | bounced, ny

head hitting the nmercifully padded roof. Roland | ost his seat
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and wound up on the floor. | stood on the pedal, aimng up the
opposite sl ope. The devil came over the ridge behind us. The
sl ope was steeper than | had thought; the rear tires started
spinning and throwing dirt; the back end began to fishtail. W
made it to the top and rolled onto | evel ground, but the devi
had gai ned ground and was now sniffing at our tail. It was al

I could do to keep ahead of it.

260 John DeChancl e

"Jake, did you know that it was possible to drive the Sub-
stratumas well as walk it?"

"Un.. no," | said. "I get the nessage, though."

And so | turned the wheel so that the front tires were

al i gned—as ny friend Dave Fei nmann woul d have put it—

with a dimension as vast as space and as timeless as infinity. |
floored it, and we went somewhere. It was a sort of shortcut
bet ween her e-and-now and there-and-then, with a stopover in

hi t her - and-yon. Angry cl ouds appeared above, and a spatter of
rain hit the windshield, briefly—then bright stars came out
and sonething trilled a night song in a wood off to the right.
Quiet. The snell of autum |eaves... And then all that disap-
peared and we came out into bright sunlight back on M cro-
cosnmos, back to the here-and-now, only now we were here,

on the side road, racing for the main highway. The devil was
far behind us, whirling its dervish and wonderi ng what the
hel I had happened.

"Neat trick," |I said. "How did you do it?"
"You did it, Jake."

"Yeah, | know. It makes nme feel creepy."”
"Better creepy than dead."

The speedoneter read over a hundred niles per hour,

whi ch was just cruising as far as the Chevy was concer ned.
We could outrun the devil, beat it to the portal, but Sam
woul dn't be able to keep up. And | wouldn't be able to find
the right portal without Sam That neant it was best to dea
with the devil now | had no reason to doubt that it could
follow us through a portal. But howto deal with it?

My mind raced furiously. Maybe | could | ead the devil a
merry chase until Sam caught up, then... But any ploy would
call for close tining.

The side road diverged. | took the right branch, which
swung us back onto the nmmin hi ghway.

"Rol and, what the heck is the Substratum anyway? In
twenty-five words or |ess."

"I't's the metaphysical base of the universe. It underlies
everyt hing."

"Who di scovered it?"

"No one. It was agreed upon."
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"Thanks, Roland. That helps a whole hell of a lot."
He guffawed. "You' re wel cone."

PARADOX ALLEY
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"No, really. You nean to tell ne"—+ glanced at the rear

view mirror and saw that the devil was still well behind us,
but keepi ng pace—that consci ousness can create a new uni -
verse?"

Rol and | ooked at me; his eyes were limtless. "It's a good
uni verse, Jake. But it could be better. Lots better Don't you
t hi nk?" '

"I think it could be a whole shitlood better, Roland. But
that don't nean..." | checked the mirror again. The truck
was a gray dot way back up the road.

Met aphysi cs 101, three credits, Mnday, Wednesday, Fri -
day, 1500 hours. Kantian rationalism Jesus, nercy, let ne out
of here.

"Way did you guys build the Skyway?"

"For those who're dissatisfied with the way things are, a
path to follow "

I nodded. "And why the bloody hell did you make that path
so difficult to fol |l ow?"

"You know the answer to that. A quest is never easy. Al -
though there is a nore nmundane reason. |f we'd handed out
roadmaps, we woul d've had the biggest traffic jamin the uni-
verse on our hands. The real candidates woul d have been
tranpled in the rush.”

"And that's why the Wiite Lady wants ne to have the

Roadmap. "
"Ch, that's part of it, | suppose. She has her reasons.”
"Rol and, answer nme one nore question. WII| | ever under-

stand it all?"
"No. "
"Thanks, Rol and."

"No problem Wy don't we try to deal with the Tasman-
ian Devil now?"

| said, "Suggestions?"

"The first devil we saw was generated by this autonobile."”
"Are you proposing we fire a devil at a devil?"
"Precisely."

"Ch, good. | always wanted to find out what happens when
the proverbial irresistible force neets your average i movabl e
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obj ect. They probably sign a nuptial contract and invest heav-
ily in tax-free provincial bonds."

Rol and bent over the weapons panel. "I have it set up here.
262 John DeChanci e

It might be best to lure the things away fromthe road. There's
the chance Sam ni ght get in the way."

"Looks like suitable terrain up ahead," | said.

The creases had been snoot hed out of the |and. The road

ran strai ght over a world-sized tabletop | andscaped in cropped
grass. This part of the planet had the | ook of extra space set
asi de for expansion. It was raw and undevel oped. The porta

was ahead, its hundreds of black cylinders taking form out of
the gray m st of distance. They | ooked like inpossibly tal
skyscrapers, a ghost city on the plains.

| veered off the road and onto the turf. It was snooth
going; we hit only an occasional bunp. The TD fol | owed.

Rol and said, 'There is the chance that when the two devils
meet, there'll be a terrific explosion."

"You don't know for sure?"

"I't's never been done before, so there's no way of know
ing."

"You guys are tinmeless and eternal. Wiy can't you | ook
into the future and see?"

"W did," Roland said, "but it has to happen first."
"Huh? Whaddya nean?"

"Well, if we knew what happens when one of these things

meets another, then there'd be no reason to try it and see. In
whi ch case, when we | ooked into the future, we wouldn't find
out anything. Wuld we?"

" d]. "

There are sone days when it's useless to argue. This was
one of them

"Well," Roland said, "here goes nothing... and | don't
mean that in the phenonenol ogi cal sense.”

He jabbed a switch, and a gout of orange fire | eaped out
fromthe underside of the Chevy, immediately coal escing into

a twin of the phenonenon that was showi ng as a fuzzy purple

spl otch on the ainmng device of the weapons board. The new

devil rotated in place for a second, revving itself up and emt-
ting a how the |ikes of which are not heard in places where
nmortals dwell. Then it shot forward.

I yelled, "Go get 'im boy!"
Rol and said, "I'd suggest getting well away fromthem"

I was al ready doing that enthusiastically, heading back for
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the road. When we got there, Sam was nowhere in sight.
PARADOX ALLEY 263

sl owed, stopping conpletely when | got back on the pave-
ment. | | ooked back through the rear w ndow.

"l gotta see what happens," | said.

The devils net. They appeared to absorb each other, bl end-

ing into one cyclonic cloud that stood still but rotated tw ce

as fast. Then somet hi ng began to happen at its center. The

writhing shadows faded, supplanted by an ever-brightening

star of white-hot intensity. The nova grew and grew until it was

i mpossible to look at. | shut ny eyes, then opened them again as

the light began to fade. The star collapsed in on itself as the whole
structure fell apart into streamers of fire, swirling about the

di mm ng nucl eus. Then, slowy, the Devil began to reform

finally solidifying into a cloud twice as big as either of the
originals, this one darker in color. It wasn' t stable. Parts of it kept
radiating away in flam ng auras, and chunks of energy flew off
constantly, dissipating into the air.

"It's not going to last long," Roland said. "The resulting
expl osi on m ght weck the planet."

I whacked ny forehead. "Great idea you had there, Ro-
I and. When you | ooked into the future, was there any future at

all?"

Rol and rubbed his chin. "I think what we have to do is give

it something to focus all its destructive force on. Sonething
al nost indestructible that will absorb nost of the devil's en-

ergy before being destroyed."
"Not the Chevy," | said, hoping against hope.
"I'"'mafraid so."

So | turned Carl's magi cal horsel ess carriage around and
steered for the gates of Hell itself.

The devil net us hal fway. The boiling cloud envel oped us,
and we baked in radiation until the w ndows darkened and cut
nmost of it off. It was like sitting in the mddle of a nuclear

fireball.

I said, "I presune you have a way of getting us out of
this."

"We'll have to | eave the car," Roland said, putting a hand

on ny shoul der. "Get ready."

It got awfully hot inside the Chevy. Very hot. The seat was
begi nning to bumthe backs of ny | egs when Rol and sl apped
my shoul der.

"Now, " he said. "Get up and wal k. "

264 John DeChanci e PARADOX ALLEY 265
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I did. The car was gone. W& were wal ki ng down a country

road. It was dusk, late winter. The road was red and col d,
lined with the dried stalks of last sumrer's weeds. There was
a bare-linbed forest off to the right, to the left a neadow of
browned grass with hal f-buried smooth gray stones sticking up
here and there. The sky was gray. It was Pennsyl vani a.

"Very nice," Roland said. "But alittle too cold for com
fort."

A chill wind blew through ny jacket. Brown | eaves | ay

tranpled in the gravel underfoot. The sun was an orange

smear behind the clouds on the horizon. There was the snell

of an early spring in the air. The call of a blue jay cane from
the hills beyond the neadow as the wind stirred the tall brown
weeds.

"You' ve never wal ked a specific part of the Substratum"”

Rol and said, "just your wants and desires. It's endless, you
know. Not like the 'real' universe, which has limts. But you
can wal k the real one, too."

"Yeah? Isn't this Earth? It |looks like it to nme."

"Maybe, but it's probably a generalization of many places
that you knew at one tine."

"You may be right. This |ooks |ike Pennsylvania, but not
any specific part that | renenber."

We continued wal ki ng. For some reason, | felt obliged to
keep nmoving. The air was pure and | filled ny lungs with it.

"This is great,"” | said, "but I want to get back to Sam"

"We have all the tine we need," Roland said. "Don't
worry. Find the road you want. |If this isn't the one, find an-
ot her."

I found roads, all right. Roads that |ed through places
didn't want to see, let alone spend a weekend in. It seened as
t hough we wal ked for days.

We cane to a wide highway of silver netal sweeping over
a plain of blue rock. | |ooked up and down it. | didn't know
where it cane fromor where it was going.

"Rol and, where the hell are we?"
"Don't know. Find another road."
I found nore. None of themwere of any earthly use to ne.

I found another, and it was fine, except that it didn't go
anywhere | wanted to go. Another, and | left inmediately.

"I give up," | said.
"What about over here?"

It | ooked pronmising, so | followed it, and it turned into

somet hing that | ooked |ike the Skyway, but not nuch, so

changed it, and it looked a little closer. Then, all of a sudden, |
understood howto do it and we were there, back on Mcro-
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cosnos, and the truck was braking hard behind us. W noved to
the shoul der. Sam brought the rig to a crackling stop and popped
t he hatch.

"What happened?" he asked as | clinbed up the nounting
| adder and got in. He got up and gave ne the driver's seat.

I turned around to see Rol and wal ki ng away, | ooki ng back,
wavi ng.

"Good |uck, Jake. Stay well," he call ed.

| watched himgo. He didn't disappear. He just kept wal ki ng.
"I wonder if he'll be all right," | said, closing the hatch
"Who?" Sam asked.

"Rol and. "

"VWhat made you think of hin"

"What nmade ne—Are you telling nme you didn't see hinP"
"Didn't see anybody out there but you."

"But he's right over—

He was gone. O was that noving dot out there hinf The sun
was low, and | couldn't tell.

"Never mnd," | said.

(TAWT)
27
| TOOK THE control s and got us novi ng agai n.

"Anyway," Sam said, "you're just in tinme. W' re tracking
a blip on curtail."”

"No flying cubes, no wild stuff?"
"Looks |ike your average road buggy."

| picked up the hand ni ke and switched the radio to the
skyband. "What's wrong, More?" | said. "Had a fall from
grace? Tough luck. That Goddess is one harsh m stress. Never
came through with doodly squat for you, did she?"

After a nonment of silence, the radio sputtered once, then:
"No, she's not been especially benevol ent."

"VWhat's the gane now, Mbore?"

"Gane? No gane. |'m going home."

"Ch? And just how do you propose to acconplish that?"

"Fol | ow you," Mbore said sinply.
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| threw the mke down. "Not if |I can help it," |I said. "Sam
got any ideas?"

Sam shook his head. "W can't outrun himon auxiliary
power, and this isn't exactly the sort of terrain you can | ose
sonebody in."

"So all he has to do is tag along and get a free ride hone.

That sticks in my craw. | want himto rot here. O better yet,

to shoot a portal that'll send himto some horror of a planet six
billion years fromlast Wdnesday, with no way hone."

"W can turn and fight."

I thought about it before | said, "No. W'll have to dea
with himon the other side. Wierever that is. Conputer? Onh,
hell, what's the warm boot comrand?"

"Ti conderoga. "

"Hello," came the flat, colorless voice of the Al. "I aman
267
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artificially intelligent, high-performance nultiaccess operating
system and | am at your service for a variety of data process-
ing functions—

"Shut up. Sam find out exactly how we get to the portal,
will you?"
"WIl do."

Sam set up the run, the Al. did its table | ookup functi on,
and sone lines on the map lit up in yell ow

"This is going to be tricky," Sam said. "The aperture is
right in the mddle of this big nmess here." He pointed to the

tangl e of intersecting roads on the screen. "W'Il have to wal k
on tippy-toes every step. Cylinders every which way in there.
, In fact, | don't understand how we're going to do it. | didn't

think you could put cylinders this close together wthout hav-
ing themall nush into one another."

"l hope they behave thenmselves until we get through."

Sam grunted. "I'mnot worried about that. Wat bothers
me is shooting any portal, let alone this nonster, on an auxil -
iary engine. It's good to have extra power if you need it."

"No luck tracking down the software probl en?"

"I was on to something when that business with the dust
devil started. And that's what | should get back to." Sam
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flipped down the terminal. "W night be able to | ose our
friend M. More if | can coax this rig into squeezi ng hydro-
gen again."

"That remark about your being the best qualified stil

goes. "

"Thing is," Samsaid ruefully, "to err is human, and the

more tine | log in this new body, the nore human | get. Just a
few days ago | think I could have solved this thing in a mn-
ute. But now. .. hell, | never even liked conputers."

"Do your best."

Daria had conme up and was standi ng behind nmy seat, her
hands on ny shoul ders. "Jake, are you sure you're okay?"

"Yes, darling."

"W saw fl ashes up ahead—and then there you were.
VWhat happened? Where's Carl's buggy?"

Just as she spoke | saw sonething about a quarter klick off
the road. | pointed. It was the burned-out hul k of the Chevy,
its shape still recognizable. Thin black snoke rose fromit.
There was no sign of the Tasmani an Devi l

"There," | said. "It's cone to the end of this cycle of the
| oop. Now it all begins again, sonewhere in tine."

"But what happened?”

Sam said, "l've stopped asking himthat. He goes off into
Neverneverl and, then comes back and asks if it's lunchtine
yet, like nothing s happened.”

"You'll| read all about it in nmy nenoirs," | said.

"I"ll stick to whodunits. Those | can figure out. Bingo!"
"What is it?" | said.

Bef ore Sam coul d answer, all the gauges went green and
the main engine kicked in with a whine and a surge of power.

"Hooray," | said. "Now let's see if we can | ose our dead-
head passenger.”

"I can take a hint!" Arthur yelled fromthe aft-cabin.

"Not you, Arthur dear," Daria said as she went aft to strap
hersel f back into her seat.

"Thanks, sweetie."

I floored the power pedal. The main engi ne was operating,

but sonmehow it didn't feel quite right. A brief inmage cane to
me; inside the engine, atons whacking into each other with
astoni shing viol ence—but they were hitting off center, not
head- on.

Neverthel ess, it was too rmuch for M. More. He began to
drop back.
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I laughed. "He's on auxiliary power. H s Goddess won't
even fix his wagon for him"

On the rearview screen, More's battered arnpred vehicle
dwi ndled to a gray dot.

"He can still track us," Samsaid. "He nmay be able to tel
what portal we shoot."

"Not if we get far enough ahead of him" | said, reaching
to switch the auxiliary engine back on. I watched the velocity
readout edge up.

"There we go," | said. "Even if he's at full power, we'll
| ose himconpletely."

W wat ched Moore's vehicl e beconme vanishingly small.
"Good," | said. "Good."

Sam bent over the conputer terminal. "Getting back to the
map—Jake, it | ooks |ike the m nimum speed requirenent for
this portal should be a little higher than average. Just guessing
fromthe nunber of cylinders and their placenent, the con-

270
John DeChanci e

dieting stresses should be horrendous. Shooting this thing is
going to be like trying to wal k an el ephant over a rope
bridge. "

"What do you figure?"

Sami's long fingers darted over the keyboard. "I'm estinat-
ing over fifty neters per second. Say fifty-five to be safe.
That's 198 kil ometers per hour."

"Hgh," | said, "but we can make it. As long as there're no
hairpin turns."

"Well, that's exactly what |I'm |l ooking at here."
n G]_ n

"No problem for a Roadbug, probably, but for us—tricky,
to say the least. Going to call for sonme fancy driving. Com
put er assi stance, maybe."

"Piffle."

"Piffle, is it? Hey, Arthur! Way the hell is this portal so
screwed up?”

"How shoul d | know?"

"l don't know who else to ask."

"Well, neither do I. | do know that washouts don't usually
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shoot this portal all by thenselves. They go back with a
Roadbug escort."

Sam was astounded. "Wat do you mean, 'usually'? You
mean to say there've been ot her washout s?"

"No, you're the first. You were also the first group of can-
didates. What | neant to say was that it was ny understanding
that a Roadbug escort through the portal would becone stan-
dard procedure.”

| said conmplainingly, "Way the hell didn't you ever tell us
that we were the first? And if you say we never asked, |'lI
dismantl e you with a rusty powerdriver."

"You're not giving ne nuch choice, are you? kay, |
never told you because |"'ma rotten s.o.b. Satisfied?"

Daria said, "lIt's true. W never asked him"

"Thanks agai n, honey," Arthur said.

"How come we don't rate a Bug escort?" Samwanted to

know.

"Not hing with you peopl e has gone according to standard
procedure. "

"l believe that," Samsaid. "If it weren't for bad |luck, we
PARADOX ALLEY 271

woul dn't have any luck at all—=

"Alert," the conputer said offhandedly. "lIncom ng ballistic
obj ect. Take evasive action."

| wheeled hard to the left and went into the grass, taking
the rig in a wide parabolic arc away fromthe road. It wasn't
wi de enough. There was a holl ow explosion to the rear, fol-

| owed by a steady runbling, scraping sound.

"What's the danage?" | asked as | steered back toward the
road.

"Looks like an encore of the |ast perfornmance. Rear door is
sprung, no pressure seal..." He bent forward to peer at a
readout. "Jesus. Looks like the Iift is down. Blast nust have
activated the servo."

"That's bad," | said. "I can feel it. It's dragging and nak-
ing it difficult to steer.” | |ooked at the velocity readout.
"Well, it won't hanper us too nuch."

"I''"l'l go back and crank it up. Can't have that thing banging
around back there."

"Sit tight a mnute, Sam He may have a missile left."

Daria said, "More wants us dead, even at the price of his
own life." There was a disturbing sense of fatalismin the way
she said it.
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I was worried. If Moore was dooned to be stranded here,

he'd try his damedest to see that we never nade off the

pl anet either. | hadn't hel ped the matter any by rubbing his
nose init.

The portal was conming up fast. A forest of black towers

thrusting at the sky, it |ooked like the skyline of a city of dark
gods. Not exactly the kind of place for a getaway weekend.

But | just wanted to pass through, if they'd let ne.

Then, suddenly, the main engine died again and our speed
dropped preci pitously.

Sam sl anmed the termnal down and frantically jabbed at
it. "The programis |looping," he said grimy. "My quick fix
didn't fix."

"What a tinme," | said, |ooking downroad and seei ng our

doom Two solid white |ines began demarcating a |ane in the
m ddl e of the road. It was the guide |ane, the safe corridor
and once we got into it, we were commtted. Once conmitted,

straying out of that slot was a very bad idea
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But stopping was worse, and there was no tinme to avoid
committing, even if Mdore hadn't been back there. | |ooked at
the readouts. Qur speed was still dropping, and at this rate, we

woul d soon fall bel ow m ni num speed. It was the draggi ng
lift platform The auxiliary engine wasn't powerful enough to

conpensat e.

"John!" | yelled. "Do you know where the manual crank

on the load Iift is?"

"I'"'mafraid not," John said as he unstrapped, "but I'll find
it."

"On the right-hand side at the rear," | said. "There's a
panel, and there's four toggle bolts."

"He'll need ne," Daria said.

"No, Daria— | began, but knew unmechani cal John
woul d need hel p. "Be careful!"”

Even though we had passed the commit point, the porta

proper was still sonme distance away. | hoped that neant that
we had a bit of |eeway, that speed and direction wouldn't be
hypercritical until we neared the edge of the forest of cylin-
ders. But this was a portal unlike any of the Skyway. No
telling what it demanded in the way of portal -shooting exper-
tise. I knew that it was not for amateurs.
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"Sam how s it comi ng?"
He didn't answer.
Si de roads began shooting off to the left and right with

i ncreasing frequency.
| said, "Conputer!"”

"Acknowl edged," the A 1. answered.
"Di splay planned route, show present position."

"Done. "
"Assi st navigation, stand by to take control in the event of

emer gency. "
"Orders acknow edged. "

Even though its voice was a little too col d- bl ooded, | was
gl ad that Sam had shut down nost of the Al.'s "personality."
I, for one, was a little tired of disenbodied intelligences,
friendly or otherw se, hanging out in my truck.

"Prepare to bear left," the conputer warned as we ap-
proached a fork in the road.

| bore left. We were well into the maze of roads now. An

array of cylinders stood off to the right, the road | had taken
skirting them by an ungenerous margin. The sky was nurky

now, and it seened that the sun's |light had di mmed. There

were no cl ouds—the darkness was a result of the intense and
focused gravitational fields distorting and refracting the space
around us.

"Keep left,"” the conputer instructed.

I chanced a fleeting ook at the small nonitor that showed

the trailer interior, but couldn't see anything. Then | noticed
that our speed was still dropping, but not as fast as before.
Nevert hel ess, accel erating or decelerating whilst shooting a
portal were not reconmended procedures.

n SarTi?"

"Al nost," Sam answer ed.

"Alert," the conputer announced. "lIncom ng projectile.
Possi bl e missile. Take evasive action. Defensive firing has
comrenced. "

Wi ch woul dn't do us nuch good, as Mdore's nissiles had
been too tricky even for Sam And | couldn't take any evasive

action, none at all. Unless the conputer got in a very |ucky
shot, we would have to eat that nmissile. As soon as the warn-
ing came, | was on the intercomto the trailer

"Darial" | screamed. "Take cover! Incom ng nissile—get

to the front of the trailer and get down! Repeat, get—=

A horrendous expl osi on sent shudders through the rig. The
trailer yawed to the left and | did everything | could to keep it
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from wandering out of the guide lane. | could see snpke
streaming fromit and pieces dropping off.

I was on the intercomas soon as | regained control. The
trailer nonitor was show ng nothing but noise.

"Darial! John!" | yelled. "Report!"

No answer. | | ooked back. Zoya was on her feet.
"I"l'l go back," she said.

"No! Strap in!"

She did, and it was all | could do not to counternand ny
own order. But | didn't want to | ose Zoya, too

"Airborne object tailing," the conputer announced.

"What ?" | croaked. "Another missile?"
"Negative. Unidentified object, possibly hostile."

I didn't know what it was tal king about, and didn't have
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time to | ook. The blast nmay have played hell with the scan-
ners.

Sami's face was drawn into thin, grimlines, and beads of

sweat had sprung to his forehead |i ke a sudden dew. His

fingers worked furiously yet efficiently, accurately.

"Prepare for tight turn to right," the conputer droned.

If I slowed for the turn we would drop bel ow the m ni mum

speed, so | took it with fully juiced rollers, hoping the trailer
woul dn't slide out and end it all for us. It didn't. | checked the
speed readout again. W were holding steady. Maybe the bl ast

had ripped the lift conpletely off. Abit of luck if it had.
"Daria, answer!" | shouted into the mi ke. "Report!"

Again no reply. | didn't want to think about it now.

I checked the sweep scanners agai n. More was gai ni ng.

could see nothing that could account for the conputer's warn-

i ng about an airborne bogey. The forest of cylinders grew

thick. | drove anbng them ny heart a ball of ice, the gl oom
of the distorted spaces around ne reflecting ny fear, ny de-
spair.

The Paradox Machi ne was working fast; its wheels had
sharp, shiny blades that whirled and whirled, and they were
com ng straight for ne.

We were in the heart of the black city now, and Iight was
scattered and dim The road was lost in the nurk, but the

white guide lane was still visible. The rig's running |ights had
come on automatically, but there was al nost nothing to see
except the guide |ane and a fuzzy patch of road. The cylinders
were vast walls of blackness in a | andscape of gl oom and
obscurity. And... quite suddenly, a crazy funhouse appari -
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tion, a view of the land surrounding the portal, refracted and
distorted wildly out of shape as if by a fish-eye lens ... then,
darkness again. Gone. Nothing left but gritty road rolling un-
derneath us, a circle of light leading us farther into a strange

dark night.

"Extrenely sharp left turn ahead,"” the conputer told ne.
It was, but | made it.

"Estimate ETA to aperture,” | instructed.

"ETA three minutes thirty-two seconds, at present speed.
Stand by to bear to extrene right at next intersection.”

Ahead the road branched off at weird angles. The extrene
right was alnost too sharp a turn to nmake w t hout sl ow ng

PARADOX ALLEY
275

down. But you can't slow down in the niddle of a portal, so
juiced up the rollers, swng the control bars hard to the right,
and prayed. W al nost tipped over

"Sam we have to get our speed up." | figured | had
enough tine here to increase speed slowy enough to avoid
sur gi ng, which made a vehicle unstable when in the grip of
extrene tidal forces.

"Al nost, alnpbst, alnpbst,"” Sam breathed as he continued to
punch madly at the keyboard.

So | drove on through the streets of the dark city.

Then came a hand on ny shoul der, unexpected, inproba-
ble, a cal mhand, and a cal mvoice, saying, "Jake."

I knew who it was. For some reason | wasn't surprised.
"Yuri," | said, without |ooking back

"Think of it, Jake," he said. "Each coner here a gateway
to different eras of the history of the universe."

"You think of it, Yuri. |I'mbusy."
"Of course. But you'll be needing the Substratum again."
"Sure could use it."

The rig lurched as something snacked into us fromthe
rear.

"Jesus," | said, "he's gone conpletely nuts. Trying to kil
us all."

Moore's buggy gave the rig a further nudge, backed off,
then snmashed into the back end. The trailer gave a shudder,
slid out a bit, then swng back into line.

"Sharp left ahead,"” the conputer said phlegmatically.
"Very dangerous under present circunstances."” It could have
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been giving a weather report.
"Not just yet, Jake," Yuri told ne gently.
"No?"
"GOT IT!'" Sam shouted as the main engi ne kicked in.

| surged, preferring to take the awful risk rather than |et

Moore keep trying to knock us into a cylinder. But | lost the
ganbl e. Somet hing took hold of the rig, lifted us right off the
road. ..

then had second thoughts and | et us drop. Part of the
trailer |anded outside the safe |ane, and the cab set down at a
forty-five-degree angle to the trailer. | fought at the controls as
every safety servo in the rig struggled to straighten us out. The
rear of the trailer floated up again like a paper in the w nd, set
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gently back down, this tinme within the guide | ane, but
jackknifing to the right. I wenched the control bars to correct.
The trailer wafted back into line, then rebounded to the left,
which | corrected for as well.

The rig was squirnmng now |like a snake wiggling out of an

old skin. It wouldn't stop. Every correcting maneuver seened
to generate an unexpected new counterforce, offsetting and
negating the correction. It seenmed there was nothing | could
do to nake the rig stop swayi ng, swerving, shaking, buffeting
this way and that, nothing | could think of doing that | hadn't
al ready done.

"You have mi ssed the left turn,
ne.

the conputer inforned

We were not going back to Terran Maze. We woul d never
go back.

"He's comi ng al ongsi de!" Sam shout ed, |ooking out the
port to the left.

I couldn't see, but felt More banging his arnored buggy
against the rig as he edged his way toward the front. There
must have been at | east sonme space to squeeze through on the
side. | had no control over the rig, and couldn't rmake a nove
agai nst him

"He's not in the safe |lane!" Sam said. "He' s—

Then | saw Moore's rig as it rose fromthe road, lifted by

an unseen gravitational hand. And for just the barest instant,
saw Moore's face through the snmall front port of his dooned
vehicle. He | ooked right at ne, and his ghastly snile chilled
me to the core.

/"Il see you in Hell.
Then the vehicl e was gone.
"Cover your eyes!"

Strange thing to say to a starrigger while he's operating his
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vehicle, but | knew why. The atons of Mdore's vehicle, after
being torn one from another, would nmake a few orbits about a
cylinder before being sucked into it, and would in the process
rel ease synchrotron radiation, along with a ot of |ight.

The flash didn't blind me, but it left sparkling dots chasing
each other in front of my eyes. Perhaps that's why | didn't see
that the road nade a sharp right up ahead. The conputer saw

it, tried to warn nme, too |late. Sam | eaped out of his chair and
tried to take the controls.
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Too late. W were out of the safe lane, off the road com
pletely, but still on the ground. G ant fists batted at us, and
invisible forces pushed and pulled at us. | becane increasingly
amazed that we were still alive, still traveling. | was still in
my truck, ny rig. My senses were hei ghtened now, here in

these | ast nonents of my existence. | was still where | wanted

to be, doing what | wanted to do, what | had al ways wanted to
do. Samwas with ne, and we'd had a good run

Then Yuri said to nme, "You're about to nmake history, Jake.
In a very real sense."

Suddenly the rig was airborne, rising into the dark scul pted
spaces of the portal l|ike some ungainly, inmpossible aircraft on
its first and last flight, hurtling through the darkness toward a
hole in the sky—a hole with blurred edges, and as it | oomed

near, about to suck us up, | remarked to no one in particular
that it |ooked like an aperture—the hole in space that a porta
creates. And it did, it did look Iike an aperture; | nade a

mental note to soneday look into the nystery of what an

aperture would be doing this far off the road's surface, as they
were usually |l ower down, like right off the road, so vehicles
could drive into them | was thinking this as the rig sonehow,

m racul ously, straightened out and entered the aperture in a
nmore or | ess head-on manner.

And then there was nothing. Absolutely nothing at all

(TAWT)
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interior space surrounding us. A vast hall, dark, its features
bl ack- on- bi ack, unseen, yet sonehow felt. The roof soared
kil oneters above. Qur footsteps echoed.

"I's this ny show?" | asked.
"Partially. | like the sense of space you've conjured up."
"Big place,” | said. "What is it?"

"A neeting place. Perhaps. Perhaps sonething nore."
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"l have a question.”
"Go ahead."

"I't's rather rmundane. It's about portals. Do they create
nmore than one aperture?"

"Ch, are you referring to the one you're in the process of
shoot i ng?"
"As a matter of fact..."

"Yes, there usually is nore than one. A cylinder array

creates a whol e host of distorted spacetime effects. Mst of
the secondary apertures are not penetrable. Not usable. That's
been known for sonme time. The research hasn't had much
circulation anong the general public, of course. As you know,
the Colonial Authority censors all scientific publications. The
secondary effects are rather difficult to see if you don't know
exactly what to |l ook for."

"Ch. Thanks."

| saw sonething in the distance. W approached, and saw
that it was Prinme, or sone oversized statue of him If the
latter, it spoke.

"Now we cone to the conclusion," it said, its voice sound-
ing like Prine's. The inage nust have been two kil onmeters

hi gh.

"I ndeed," a voice answered, and it sounded |li ke the God-
dess.

Prime said, "Are you satisfied with the construct? Do its
| ogical elenments still offend you?"

| turned and | ooked. The form of the Goddess came to us
fromacross a distance so vast that | could have reached out

and touched her.

"Not so rmuch its logic as its lack of elegance," the God-
dess answer ed.

"What is nore inportant, then? El egance or actuality?"
"Both are supreme."”
PARADOX ALLEY 281

"There is truth in what you say. Yet | find fault in the color
of your volitional thought-branching."

I leaned toward Yuri's ear. "The who and what of your

whi ch?"

"Not every concept can be rendered linguistically, I'm
afraid,” Yuri said in sonething |ike a whisper. "Well, not eas-
ily, anyway."
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"CGeneral ly speaking, what the hell are they gabbing
about ?"

"You."
" O,]. "

Again, Prime's voice rose in the dark hall. "Is the resol u-
tion so difficult to accept?"

"Absurdity is unpal atable."

"So is inflexibility, rigidity, and blind refusal to let the
waters flow where they nmust." (This |last was probably lin-
gui stically fudged.)

"So, too, is unregenerate profligacy. The strength that
flows through our minds yields to the channels that contain it.
The strongest stembends in the wind."

| | eaned and whi spered, "I know what she means. The
force that through the green fuse drives the flower drives ny
trailer truck every other weekend."

Yuri winced. "I'msorry this isn't better. It is fairly awful
isn't it?"
"Ch, this isn't ny show any nore?"

"Well, not entirely. At |least not the content. Perhaps..."
The apparitions faded.

"So, what's it all about, Yuri?"

He | aughed. "That's the question, isn't it? Perhaps it's

about the universe coming to grips with itself. As for the Sky-
way—Ay own personal preoccupati on—suffice it to say that

in a universe of nysteries, here is one nore. The Skyway
didn't exist, and it was necessary to invent it. MIlions of
intelligent races spread throughout the universe, separated by
uni magi nabl e di stances and i mutabl e | aws whi ch rendered

t hose di stances unbridgeable. The | oneliness! An inpossible
probl em which the Road creatures solved with science that
took ten billion years to devel op, a science that bent those
unalterable | aws to the breaking point, that—
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"Yuri," | said, "let nme tell you sonething. I've had it with
met aphysics. Totally uninterested. Wiat | want to know is:

What happened to Daria?"

"I"'msorry, Jake. | feel your grief."

I wanted to punch him "Do you feel ny anger, too?"
"Yes, of course. But..."

Yuri's face becane indistinct, then cane into focus again.
"There is no need for either, Jake. Can you believe nme?"

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (239 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:30 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

"VWhat ? She's okay?"

"Let nme use an expression that is, | think, Anerican in
origin. "It will all cone out in the wash."'"

"That's conforting. I'll ask again: Wat happened to

Dari a?"

"That's all | can say for now. Jake, have a little faith. A

little. If you have a fault, it's that you can't believe anything."

I nodded. "I'mlike that. | also pick ny nose and flick the
snot onto the ceiling."

"You al so | ack a sense of reverence."
"No, lifeis holy to nme."
"Of course."

"Another thing. If | didn't believe that existence was to-
tally meaningless, | think I'd go crazy."

"That's very interesting,"” Yuri said. "Few people think |ike

that."

"I do. Now, listen. | have a life to get back to—rather, a
death. | was just about to cash it in when you dropped by.
Now, | hate to be rude, but | really have to get back to busi-
ness. "

Yuri smled cordially, offering his hand. "I wouldn't think

of keepi ng you. Best of luck, Jake. It's been a pl easure know
ing you."

I shook his hand. "Thanks, and wite when you get work."
I turned, wal ked away. But there was nowhere to go.
There was nothing at all out there.

The truck was not noving, not a centineter, nor an inch,
either. There was no sound except a faint throbbing com ng
through the fl oorboards. The engine, | guessed.

"What the hell happened?" Sam asked. "Were are we?"
| turned around. "Is everybody—
PARADOX ALLEY 283

And there was Scan, of all people, sitting in Daria's seat.
He grinned at ne.

"W're fine," Zoya said. "Alittle shaken."

"Was great fear, there, for the nonment," Ragna said. Be-
side him Oni nodded. "But now, okeydokey."

I couldn't take nmy eyes off Scan. No one el se seened to
acknow edge his presence.

"Yeah," | said. "Fine. Un.. good."
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"You forgot ne," Arthur called fromthe aft-cabin.

"I can't figure it out," Sam said, pushing his face agai nst

the port and trying to peer out. "I can't see a dann thing out
there. Nothing."

"Are you okay, Arthur?" Arthur asked hinself, and then

answered with nock cheer, "Fit as a fiddle! Don't worry about
nme! "

I tried looking out. | could only see ny reflection. | doused
the lights in the cab. It didn't help. The strange stars gl ow ng
out there were only reflections of the instrunent lights.

Sam said, "Well, we've done it. W shot a portal to no
damm where at all."

"There have al ways been road yams like this," | said.
"Shoot a portal the wong way and you wi nd up i n nonspace,
or somewhere in between universes. Sonething |ike that."

"Yeah, sonething. Trouble is, where do we go froma
pl ace that isn't even here?"

I shut nmy eyes—and only because | really wanted to, | saw
a road in front of ne.

"That's it, Jake," Scan encour aged.

But before we left that nonplace, that nowhere, a furiously

i ntense pinpoint of light sprang into exi stence sonewhere out-
side. The light flooded the cab—a blinding actinic flash, a
burst of transcendent radiance, | ducked ny head, pushing ny
face into the soft leather of nmy jacket. Then | felt the wave of
heat ebb, and | ooked up. The not hi ngness was gone. .

and we were on a road like no other |I'd seen. It was
wi de as a dream and silver—all silver—shining in the |ight
of ten billion stars. It was a world of silver night under the
nmost breat ht aki ng sky of any planet in the universe, and the
road ran strai ght and true through a pass between two bl ack
mount ai ns sil houetted at the edge of the heavens, out there at
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the rimof infinity. | floored the pedal, and eons flowed be-
neath the rollers.

"You've found it, Jake," Sean |aughed. "The Backtime
Route. "
"I love it," | said.

Strange onens streaked across the skies—onmets, notes
of fire. The cycles of the universe beat in phase, pul sing out
the years, the centuries, the mllennia, marking off the ending
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of things fromthe beginning of things, keeping a steady
t enpo.
I was | ooking out at all this. Samwasn't. Ever the practica
sort, he was checking instrunments.

"Jesus, did we all get a dose," he said. "The dosineter is
way up. Not lethal, but we'd all better get some sul fahydrite
in us." He unstrapped and got up

"Sam get back to the trailer. See if—

"That's where |I'm going right now. Son, you' ve got to
prepare yourself for the worst. You can't see nobst of the dam
age fromyour side. It's a ness back there."

He left nme to drive through time, which | did. | didn't
think to ask Sam about Sean, and | didn't want to | ook back
now. | just drove. And drove. It seened like a long tine. Then

Sam r et ur ned.

"John's alive," he said. "Second-degree bums, concussion,
but he's basically okay. Jake, Darla's not back there. She's

just not in the trailer."

I nodded. "It was neant to be, Sam Fromthe begi nning.
Witten in those stars out there."

"No, no, you got it all wong. It was ny fault," Sam said.
"Don't blame the stars. |—=

"No, Sam | blame no one."
He didn't know what to say. | didn't either. | just kept
drivi ng.

Presently | got the feeling that | had driven as far back as
wanted to go, as | needed to go. | needed a new road, so
tried to put the Skyway out there, but it was no go.

-"You know where the Skyway is, Jake," | heard Sean say.
"I't's your hone, the only home you feel at hone in, or on
Find it."

I looked. |I searched here and then there, this highway and

that byway, high road and | ow, but none of themwere it. |
PARADOX ALLEY 285

riffled through a mllion | andscapes, seascapes, starscapes,
one after another, flashing onto them discarding themin one
smoot h mental notion. Universes flickered by. Roads di-
verged, and | took both of them

Finally, | found it. The inpossible Skyway, eternal nys-
tery, as hard and as real as the doorjanb you stub your toe
on—there it was, out there, whizzing by underneath the
rollers. But I wasn't through changing worlds. | had one in
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m nd, and | had certain chronol ogi cal coordinates pinpointed,
and | drove until | reached that world and that tine.

"You surprise ne, Jake," Sean said. "I think | know, but I

don't think I like it."
The world was Talltree, Sean's worl d.

Saminjected me with the tickler, then | ooked out. "This

pl ace | ooks mghty famliar," he said.

It was a forest world, the trees inmensely tall, their foliage
brightly and strangely col ored.

"Well," Samsaid, "with the Roadmap, we can get hone

from here."

"l don't need the Roadnmap," | said.

It was near dark. The planet's sun, a bronze-col ored star,
had | eft pink and purple streaks along the horizon. A few

kil ometers farther down the road, a dirt trail intersected the
hi ghway, and | turned off and followed it. | had followed it
before. But now | had to be careful, because ny forner self
was here, nmy past self. | was now a time-traveling doppel -

ganger, a ghost fromthe future. Perhaps froma future that
never would be—f | had anything to do with it.

John was fine, really. He remenbered nothing after the

mssile hit, but he could tell us this: he had started running
toward the front of the trailer when ny warning cane, turned
around and saw Daria still struggling with the lift crank. He
yell ed for her to get back; she started running, and that's when
the mssile hit. It blew off the back door and tore a huge hol e
in the | eft bul khead, right where Daria had been standing. As
it was, she must have been bl own out of the trailer, or had
fallen out. We had been traveling at a speed in excess of two
hundred kil ometers per hour. There was no question of her
surviving, even if the blast had not killed her instantly.

| parked the rig in a clearing which | estimated to be about
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a kiloneter fromthe Frum ous Bandersnatch, More's inn and
restaurant. | went back and inspected the damage, then went

to the aft-cabin and rumuaged for a change of clothes. There
wasn't nmuch, but | did find an old pull over sweater, a ratty
thing with | eat her shoul der patches, and sonme bl ue jeans. Pos-

sibly Carl's.

I wanted a disguise, of sorts. | pulled out a knitted | ong-
shoreman's hat, this fromunder the cot, dust balls clinging to
it. I looked and | ooked, and in the bottom of the clothes |ocker

I found a pair of polarizing goggl es—+t makes the fuzzy

not hi ngness of an aperture easier to see when shooting a por-
tal. They're rather useless, really, because if you're not al-
ready dead on target by the tine you can see the aperture,
being able to pick it out isn't going to do you rmuch good. But
now t hese specs would suit ny purposes nicely.
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I chose a gun, a twelve-shot burner, fromthe ordnance
| ocker.
"What are you up to?" Sam wanted to know.

"I'"ll be back in two hours. If I'"'mnot back in four, you
have the Roadnmap."

"Jake, | think you're insane."
"Possibly. I'lIl be back, Sam"
Arthur | ooked at me strangely. "I can't inmagi ne what

you're up to."

"I'"'m Master of Tine and Space."

Arthur slowy nodded. "Uh-huh." He | ooked to Sam for
hel p.

He didn't get any. | went through the cab, clinbed down
the nmounting | adder, seal ed the door shut, junped down and
wal ked of f into the woods.

I remenbered these woods well, renmenbered well the
cries, the noises, the night sounds. | heard them now. The first
time had been a little frightening. Mre than that, | nust con-

fess. Sone snarling horror had chased nme—+ got away, but
never saw the thing. But that had been in deep woods, on a

back trail. This was a good | ogging road, probably well trav-
el ed.

And | wasn't alone. | grew aware of Sean wal ki ng besi de

ne.

"Ah, Jake. You've got the divvil in ye."
| said not hing.

PARADOX ALLEY 287
"You'll be havin' to go to confession this Saturday, for
sure. "

"I hate to be curt with a dem god, Sean, but punk off,
okay?"

"Ah, Jake, Jake, Jake."
| left himbehind.

It seened a very short walk. It was dark now, but the warm
|ights of the Bandersnatch gl owed ahead. | coul d hear sounds

of partying. | stopped, hid behind a tree, and | ooked out over
the parking lot. And there was the truck. My truck. This was

the night, our first night on Talltree. Samwas in that truck, in

his second incarnation, as an arrangenent of magnetic im
pul ses. What was he now?

| skirted the | ot and went around back. There had been a
W ndow. . . .
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Soneone was com ng out the back door of the place.

Lori! And Carl! And Wnnie, too. | ducked behind an im

mense tree trunk. They wal ked by, hand in hand. | |eaned out
and wat ched them They stopped while Wnnie exam ned a

| eafy bush. | stared at them The old saw about staring at the
back of soneone's head proved true—tori abruptly turned her
head. | |eaped back behind the tree, cursing myself, then re-
menbered that it was dark and | was in sem disguise

I renmenber that Lori and Wnnie had gone off foraging for
vegetation that Wnnie could eat, but that had been earlier, if
menory served. Later on in the evening, the three of them had
been junped and Wnnie kidnapped. Well, if |I could do what

must be done, that woul d never happen. | went to the back
wi ndow of the bar.

Just a |l ook, just a peek. | couldn't bring myself to do it.
Couldn't force nyself to | ook at her. She was in there—
drinking, having a good time, watching me go through the
good- nat ured nonsense of the initiation rituals of the Brother-
hood of the Boojum She was probably stifling a giggle right

now. O had she gone upstairs by now? O had Moore al -
r eady.

Maybe | didn't want to | ook, for fear of seeing nyself. For
fear of becomnming the denon that glares at you fromthe other

side of the looking glass. | didn't feel real. This couldn't be
happeni ng.

Exactly. The whol e of ny experience since this paradox
288 John DeChanci e

thing had started had been the | ongest nightmare on record.

could not believe in any of it. It could not be part of the stream
of existence—t was a bubble in the continuum a glittering,

shi meri ng bubbl e that threw back false reflections fromits
prismatic surface. Prick it anywhere, and it would burst into a
billion sparkling nmotes and vanish into the void.

Kill More here, now, interrupt this turning of the cycle,

and it all would end. Daria was gone—o way to retrieve her
But she wouldn't have to die if she didn't neet me—f she
never met nme. And that's what | would do. It was the first
time inny life that | was gripped by such a terrible resolve.
wanted to see Moore's blood, and | woul d before the night

was t hrough.

| stal ked through the shadows at the rear of the
Bandersnatch. | found a door with an exhaust fan over it,
cooking snells coming fromw thin. The door was unl ocked,

and | opened it quietly and stepped in. A man in an apron and

cap was choppi ng cabbage at a counter along the far wall. He
was preoccupi ed and didn't turn around as | wal ked through
the kitchen. | stopped at the sw nging door and | ooked out

before | went through into a corridor that eventually led nme to
the | obby of the inn. The place was enpty, and no one was
behi nd the desk. Shouts and general jubilation cane fromthe
bar. | went behind the desk and saw a door, slightly ajar, at
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the end of a little hallway through an open door agai nst the
side wall. Voices within. | crept down the corridor, flattened
nmysel f against the wall, and |istened.

Pendergast..."

It was Moore's voice. | strained to hear, inched closer to
t he door.

on the ship, but they got away. Says the nonkey-

| ooki ng ani mal has the Roadmap-has it or is it, | couldn't
under stand which. At any rate, he wants our hel p. Bi g noney,
possi bly. Very big."

"And he's right under our noses?" Another voice.
"Checked in this afternoon. Answers to the description.”
"The cops—they'|l|l take him then?"

"Not if we can help it. W mght have to keep himon ice
for a while. Thing is—there's seven of them W can't bag
themall...."

Soneone was ringing the bell at the desk. | stiffened,
PARADOX ALLEY
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brought the gun out of ny pocket and flicked off the safety.
Now was the time. But—

"Il get it, Zack."

"Forget that,'
and Geof =

Moore said. "This is inmportant. | want you

The bell rang again.

"Forget it, | said! Listen to ne. He'll be going through the
Br ot her hood cerenony. Wen he's out in the brush..."

| crept away. Better get rid of the custoner first, then go
back and do the deed.

| came out fromthe doorway. "The clerk's busy now, "
said. "You—~*

It was Darla. "I just wanted to ask— Her nouth sagged

open as the recognition slowy grew on her. "Jake! Wat..."
Bewi | dered, she | ooked back at the door to the bar, then at
me. Her nmouth closed, and she | ooked at ne soberly, alittle
fearfully. "Jake," she whispered. "It's.. .you."

I had frozen. Tinme stopped for the briefest quantum no-
ment, and all | could see was her face, which seened the nost
beautiful thing that had ever been created.

I unfroze, junped over the counter, took Daria's arm and
| ed her back out through the kitchen. The cook noticed this
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time, and nmuttered sonething about this place not being a
tram station.

Qutside, | crushed Darla to ny chest and ki ssed her. She
was surprised at first, then responded.
"Darla... love," | said.

Her eyes grew fearful again, and she drew back. "You are
Jake. You're him+ nean, it's you. You're traveling through
time, sonehow. Like the stories say." She gl anced back to-

ward the inn again, then said, "It has to be. | just saw you in
the pub. | wal ked out, and fifteen seconds |ater there you are,
in different clothes. | alnpbst didn't recognize you." She shook
her head, and | eaned agai nst the trunk of the tree we stood
under. "It's alnbst inpossible to believe."

"One thing—+enmenber,"” | said. "You can't say anything

to— | didn't know how to phrase it.

She nodded. "1 understand. No. He wouldn't believe it,

woul d he? How coul d he, now, after | lied to him.. so many

times. But you know, Jake. Don't you? You know so nuch
now. You nust. And..."
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"And | |ove you."

She sm | ed and enbraced ne. W ki ssed again.
She clung to me. "Jake, |I'mscared. W're | ost, Jake. But
we will get back, won't we? You're back, you cane back. W

will get honme again."

"We're alnost there, Daria, my darling."

"Jake, dear. So short a tine. | love you. | |loved you from
the first. You know that, now. W're caught up in this awf ul
thing, and it just seens we'll never get free."

"W will, we will,"” | said.

"I believe you. | can't imagine how it wll happen, but I

bel i eve you."
We stood there in the enchanted ni ght, hol ding each other,
not speaki ng.

There were footsteps behind me. "There you are,"” sone-
body | didn't recognize said. "Well, this is cozy. Wwo's this

cobber ?"

It was sonmebody vaguely familiar. Another |unberjack—
possi bly one Daria had been talking to in the bar. | really
couldn't be sure. | had been so drunk that night... this night.
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"I''"l'l be back in just a mnute,
back in the Vorpal Blade."

Daria said to him "See you

"Take a wal k, mate," the guy said to ne.

I punched himsquarely in the chops, and he went over
backwards into the weeds. But | should have | ooked the other

way.
That's al ways been ny probl em

(TWS

29

I'T WAS LI AM who picked ne up and shook ne awake.
"Been in a punch-up, eh, Jake?" He | aughed.

My head hurt like hell. | said, "Wa?"

"You all right, man?"

"Yeah," | said, |eaning against the tree, holding ny head. |
couldn't believe it. This was the second time that |'d been
knocked cold, on this planet, on this night. Good thing Liam
had conme al ong—what woul d Moore had done with two

Jakes? That woul d have disrupted the cycle in a way that |
didn't want at all. Good thing. But hadn't Liamjust cone
.fromthe bar? Hadn't he just seen ne in there?

"Looks like it was a good whack on the head," Liam said.
"Are you sure you're all right, Jake?"

"Yeah, just give ne a minute."

Maybe they' d already taken the other Jake out into the
woods on the snipe hunt, and Liamjust figured | got |ost and
wound up here. But how to explain the different clothes?

Suddenly it dawned on ne.
| looked at him He smled back and | knew.
"You're Liamof the Culmnation, aren't you?"

"The same. Sean thought | could give you a hand. | chased
Moore's lads away. | don't think they recognized you. It's
dark back here."

| nodded. | had been | ucky.

Li am chuckl ed. "Have you had your fill of tanpering with
the warp and woof of the universe?”

"Yeah. |I'mleaving that warp and that woof the hell alone."
He | aughed. "There was no need of it. Al's well, Jake.
All's well."

"But you can't say howall's well."

"Not really. | couldn't give you the specifics."
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| straightened up. "Well. Listen, thanks."

"Are you goi ng hone now?"

"Yeah, if | can get back. Have to drop Ragna and Oni off,
t hough. "

"You still mght need help."

"I mght. If we go ahead and shoot the portal to their
world, they'll get back before they left. That business again.
Can't have that, can we? I'mthe only one who has the Pope's

di spensation."

"I'"l'l send soneone, if you like," Liam said.
"Fine. Appreciate it. Good-bye, Liam"
"CGood |uck, Jake. Be well."

I got away fromthere. |I felt renmorse—ot for wanting to
kill Moore, but for not thinking. Pricking the bubble would
have neant undoi ng Sam s good fortune, canceling his new
life. Had | thought of that? No. And Carl? Disrupting the
cycle woul d have spared him but what about Lori? She had
been an orphan here in the Qutworlds. A hard life. But now
she was... No. Now she was | ong dead, wasn't she?

I wal ked on through the woods, small things greeping and
forking at me fromevery bush and weed.

I really didn't know. What about Daria? Wuld her fate

have been different as a fugitive fromthe Col onial Authority?
Woul d she have died in a shootout with the MIlitia, died for
her cause, the dissident movenent? | didn't know

To say not hing of Susan, Scan, Roland, Liam and Yuri.

And what about you, Jake? Wat about the person who
experienced all this, who lived inside the bubble for a brief
monent or two. What woul d becone of those nenories?

What woul d becone of your |love for Daria? Wuld the slate

be wi ped clean? Wuld the noving finger erase a line and

nove on?

How the hell should I know. I'm no goddamm deni god.

I did know that Daria and | were possibly the only human
beings in the history of the race actually to have comuni -
cated across the chasmthat separates the living fromthe dead.
In that sense, our |ove was inmort al

A small voice in the forest: "Jake?"

I recognized it, but | could scarcely believe it. "Wnnie?"

It was she, stepping cautiously out of the shadows. "Hell o,
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Jake," she said in the clearest voice inmaginable. Not a trace of
her usual garbl ed enunci ation

"H, Wnnie," | said.

"Can | walk with you?"

"Of course, honey. My, you've changed a great deal."
"I"'mstill nme, Jake. How are you?"

"Still having problenms, Wnnie. Still having problens."
"I grieve for you, Jake."

Her doubl e-thunbed hand in mine, we wal ked al ong the
nmoonl it path.

| asked, "Tell ne about the Guide Races."

"They were seeded along the Great Road to act as guides
and travel conpanions. An individual of these races does not
know hinself for what he is until he reaches Hone."

"l see. And you reached Hone."

"Wth your help, Jake. Thank you very mnuch. George
t hanks you, too."

"You sound |ike Wnnie, even though | can understand you
now, " | said.

"But | am W nni e, Jake."
"I think so, but | think you're sonething nore."
"That is also true."

She took her hand away and stopped. "I will help you later,
Jake, if you need it. I will be there."

"Thanks, Wnnie."

" Good- bye, Jake."

" Good- bye, Wnnie."

When | got back to the truck, Samgreeted me with a
frown.

"That pink and purple spook took off after you," he said.
"Art hur?"

"Yeah, he fretted and fretted, then said he couldn't let you
upset the apple cart, in so nany words, so he |it out into the

woods. Wthout a flashlight, either. Nothing | could do to stop
him™"

I knew exactly where he'd gone. And | didn't know if |

wanted to stop him But | took a torch and dashed back toward
t he Bander snatch, hoping the warp and the woof would toler-
ate a little nore tampering.
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A half hour later | was creeping through the undergrow h,
the torch doused. Fam liar voices all around. | was sonewhere
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near the 'Snatch, but | didn't know where.

I knelt under a sapling and listened. There was sone
thrashing off to my left.

I waited. Mre thrashing in the bushes.

Then | heard, "Onh! Dearie ne! Goodness gracious!"

A short commotion in the undergrowh, then sonething big
came running down the trail at nme. | turned on the torch,
briefly.

"Yawp! " Arthur yawped.

"Ssh!"

"Jake? |Is that you? | nean, the real one. | nmean—=

"Yeah, it's ne. Shut up. This way."

We got away fromthere. Wien it was safe enough, |

turned the torch on.

"Ch, dearie ne, that was horrible!" Arthur wailed. "I
thought it was you, and it turns out to be your double! | knew
my mistake the nonent | got close to him You left in that rag
of a sweater and that tatty cap—

"Are you kidding? This is the new look for fall."
"Ch, nmy. Do you think I screwed it all up? | nean, he sew

ne.

"Forget it. | saw you. | renenber."

"Well, of course, you should remenber it, but what | nean
is—

"Forget it. | have."

"You found him" Sam said, his tone inplying that he
maybe wi shed | hadn't.

"Let's blow this nudball,"” | said.

We drove all night and blew that nudball, which left us
still in the Qutworlds, where we didn't want to be, so we |eft
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by a potluck portal and used the Roadnmap to find Ragna's

pl anet. Before we shot the portal, | got back in the driver's
seat —Sam had been relieving nme and conjured up the

Backtime Route again. As | drove, | sensed Wnnie's presence
inthe truck. | didn't turn around to | ook

We arrived in bright desert daylight.

"I's best to be playing it safely,"” Ragna said to me. "There
is an alternate entrance to our caves which we should be
using. |, for one, amnot fond of meeting nyself and passing
the time of day withal."

"Wt hal ?"

"So to speak. Be naking a right up here, if you please,
Jake. "

I went off the road onto | oose sand, and had sone trouble

until the ground firnmed up. Then we hit rock and everything

was fine. The alternative entrance was at the base of a sheer
cliff. You could hardly see it, but Ragna picked it out. He said
that he knew the route back to the main Ahgirr |iving areas,

and | believed him There was a problem though. W had no

i dea what tine frame we were in. Ragna couldn't come up

with a way to find out without going up to sonebody, tapping
them on the shoul der, and asking the date—and that woul d

i nvol ve the risk of paradox.

"W will stay in the |lower caves for a good while, then wll
come up and risk."

Sam suggested we drive to the local fain and find out the
date—but that m ght have been a risk for us. W'd had trou-
ble the last tine we'd visited one of those i mense desert
arcol ogi es. No, Ragnha felt nore confortable in his caves. |
couldn't help, because ny tinme traveling was purely intuitive.
I had no accurate way of neasuring how far forward in tine
we' d gone. The slippage factor involved, if nenory served,

was only a nmatter of a nmonth or so. W'd left Talltree a few
days after our troubles there, spent a day or so traveling, then
had come here and stayed five weeks. It turned out that | stil
needed sone practice driving the Backtinme Route.

Sam stayed in the truck with the recuperating John while
Arthur and | entered the caverns with our Ahgirr friends, car-
ryi ng what supplies and equi prent we coul d. W wal ked for
kiloneters, it seemed, but it was pleasant. The caves were
cool and quiet, and as beautiful as | renenbered themto be.
Susan and | had spent sonme pleasant tines in this subterranean
wor | d.

Susan. | mssed her sorely.

Ragna chose a charming little grotto near one of the under-
ground streans that flowed through these caverns. W set up
canp. There wasn't nmuch to do, but there were two arny cots

to put together—they canme in the box disassenbled. (They

must have bel onged to Scan and Liam as those two had taken
along just about all their worldly possessions. They'd cl eaned
out the farm The trailer was still full of their junk.) After |
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got them put together, | noticed that Arthur wasn't around.

"The creature is going off in that general direction," Oni
said. "But it is not taking a light with it."

"It's really a robot, not a creature,” | told her. "He can
probably see in the dark pretty well. | wonder why he took
off." I scratched ny head. "Oh, well. Ragna? \What about

these enmergency food stores you were telling ne about?"

"They are being hidden in various parts of caves. Is old
custom anong Ahgirr in case cave is invaded by unfriendly
sorts—retreat and survive."

"Ch. And you know where these stores are?"
"Assuredly."

"Good. Well, | hope you'll be confortable here."

"W will be jimdandy, and we will be thanking you."

I laughed and took Ragna's snoot h-ski nned hand. | had
come to know and | ove these aliens, and | would m ss them

t 0o.

We hard a squawk. Turning, | saw Arthur rushing out of
the darkness. He | ooked flustered.

"I don't believe it happened again!" he shout ed.
"What ?" | said.

"You're here. You. Again, it happened. He saw me."
"Yeah, | know," | said. "I renenber that, too."
"Well, for pity's sake, this is getting ridiculous."
"Why did you go wandering off |ike that?"

"Just wanted to explore. This is the first vacation |'ve had
insix mllion years. I'"'mloving this little jaunt, and | wanted
to see the sights.”

"Well, you saw anot her ghost. Consider yourself |ucky.
Hard to book a tour with those on the itinerary."

Ragna and Oni acconpani ed us back to the entrance. They
now knew exactly how | ong they woul d have to lay | ow
When they finally showed thensel ves, they woul d have sone
expl ai ning to do, though.

"Everyone will be listening politely," Ragna said, "then
wi Il be thinking, Ragna has finally attained craziness. But On
and | will be witing our nmenpbirs and be selling themto
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publ i shers for big bucks."

We said our good-byes. They cried, | got a little danp-
eyed.

What coul d be nmore human?
(TAXATI

30

THERE | SN T MIJCH left to tell.

Anong the | oose ends, there was the matter of rescuing

nmyself fromthe Colonial MIlitia on a planet called Goliath. |
renenbered seei ng soneone who had ny face standi ng over

me in the cell, administering a shot of a drug that woul d bring
me out of the quasi hypnotic state | was in.

Here again was an opportunity to mess things up. W could
simply decide not to do it. That would, theoretically, snap the
whol e chain of events that led up to and proceeded fromthe

rescue... but no. | couldn't resist thrusting a hand through

the glass to help nmy mirror twin. After all, he was in a bind,
and he just nmight be in a position to do the sane for ne sone
day.

But there were problens. | didn't know how we could do it

at all, much less do it quietly, efficiently, and w thout causing

unwant ed paradoxes. W had the neans: the Reticul an dream
wand, the mind control device that 1'd taken from Corey

W | kes aboard the Laputa, which still lay alnost forgotten in
the gl ove box under the dashboard. It was a good guess sorme-
one had used the wand, or one like it, to knock out everyone
inthe Mlitia station.

But just how were we going to juggle all the balls?
The answer canme when Arthur announced that the space-
time ship had conpleted its repair work

"It's fine now |'ve run sone tests, and it's working very
wel . "

We di scussed the rescue operation, and Arthur had plenty
of suggestions.

"Wel |, adapting the ship's auxiliary systems to duplicate
297
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the effects of the wand wouldn't be a problemat all," he said,
"if you want to do it that way."
"That'd be swell," | said. "There're a few problens. W'l

have to be in the vicinity, and we'd be vulnerable to the effect,
too. The only antidote | know of is a good dose of a noderate
tranquilizer—and the nedicine chest is just about enpty."

"Ch, that's no problem | said we could duplicate the ef-
fects, as you' ve described them That doesn't inply we have
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to use the sane neans, although they'Il probably be sinlar.
I"1Il just tune the beamso that it won't resonate with your
particul ar brain scan. You'll be imune, and you can go in

there and do your duty."

"Well, that's fine | guess," | said, then snapped ny fingers.
"No, it isn't. Then ny double will be imune, too. And his-
tory says he succunbed to the effect."

Arthur shrugged his negligible shoulders. "So, can't his-
tory give us a little break? The universe won't nmiss a few
hi storical facts here and there."

"l dunno," | said, scratching ny beard stubble. |I was al so
runni ng out of razor blades. "I really have no idea."

"Arthur," Sam said, "you nust tune that giznp to mny
brainpan and 1'll go in and do what has to be done."

"No, Sam It won't work. | didn't see you at the station."
"Wait a minute."

He went into the aft-cabin for a noment, then cane back
He had done something to his hair, parted it differently,
conmbed it to the side, sonething. | couldn't tell exactly what.

Zoya studied him then | ooked at nme. "You coul d pass for
twins."

I conjured up the nenory of the rescue, tried to see the
mysterious face hovering above ne. How could | have not
recogni zed ny father's face? O was it that | could not bring
nmyself, at the tinme, to believe it? Perhaps the explanation
sinmply was that ny recollection wasn't very clear. After all
the menmory was half conceal ed in a hypnagogi ¢ fog, and

al ways woul d be. So be it.

"What about the tranquilizer?" | said.
"W won't need it," Sam said.

| said, "Then why do you have to go in at all?"

"Ch, your double will need something to pep himup,"
PARADOX ALLEY 299
Arthur said. "I don't know about that dream wand gadget, but

my technique is going to call for sone chenmical relief, if you
want your double to be up and about, doing things."

e And he would have things to do, to be sure. W did have
one anpoul e of anmphetam ne sulfate left. That would do
ni cel y.

Still, there was the problemof getting there, and getting
near enough to the station wi thout causing no end of paradox
probl ems. Arthur suggested we make the trip in the spacetine
bus, and we took himup onit. | did not feel up to trying the
Backti me Route again. Besides, | felt nmy connection with the
Cul mi nati on growi ng ever nore tenuous.

On a dusty planet with no nane, Arthur unl oaded the
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spacetime ship and inflated it. | drove the truck in, and we
t ook off.

We had spent sone tinme giving Arthur the nost accurate
temporal data we could, and with the help of the Roadnmap.

we were able to pinpoint the spatial coordinate exactly. CGoli-
ath was part of Terran Maze, and the planet's star was known
to Terran astrononers, albeit only as a catal ogue nunber. It
was enough; by the tine we'd | ocked up the truck and gone to
the control room we had arrived.

"That fast?" | said in sone amazenent.

"Well, the ship makes all transitions—unps—+n zero

time. What takes tine is nmmking successive junps and setting
up for them However, Goliath wasn't all that far away, and
did it in one clean transition.” Arthur |ooked proud.

| gazed at the dun-colored world turning below 1t |ooked
huge, untanable, and cruel; a big sprawling nonster of a
pl anet .

"Now | have to search for that city," Arthur said, his

stubby plasticine fingers feeling the control box. "Ch, there it
is." He laughed. "Well, of course. It's the only one on the

pl anet. What's it called?"

"Maxwel | ville.™
"A real cultural necca, huh? Okay, here we go."

The dun-colored ball rushed to nmeet us, then becane the

vast arid world it was, its sky coloring to hazy blue, the var-
i ous shades of its surface separating and beconi ng features,
the nmost salient of which was a high plateau ringed by dark

300 John DeChanci e

j agged nmountains. Maxwellville sat up here in the cooler air.
The surroundi ng pl ai ns were uninhabitable. W could attest to
that —-e' d nearly died out there.

W were a little hazy as to what time of day we were

aimng for. As | renenbered, | was interrogated sonmetine in
the early norning, nade an escape attenpt, and got thrown in
the jug around dawn. | spent naybe two hours in there before
bl acking out, and | estimated | was out for only a few m n-
ut es.

We seened to have hit it right on the button. Goliath's
fierce sun was still lowin the sky. Maxwellville cane into
view, a raw, ugly little burg of quickie buildings and pop-up
domes. It | ooked |ike any pioneer settlenent. It took us a
while to pinpoint the Mlitia station. The city was bustling
with early-norning traffic, and there were a good nunber of
pedestrians up and about at this hour. Everything would have
to be done in broad daylight and in front of w tnesses.

"Can the ship be seen?" | asked.
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"Only if you look real hard," Arthur said. "Don't worry.
Sami's going to raise a few eyebrows when | levitate him
down, though."

"Can you extend the effect to cover a few bl ocks?"
"You nean so it will affect people outside the station?"
"Yeah, the | ess witnesses, the better."

"Wl l, sure. Any way you want to work it. But everybody
is going to wonder what the hell happened."”

"Let '"emwonder. | just don't want themto see anything."
"Can do, dearie."

| was ready to draw a map, from nmenory, of the inside of

the station, but Arthur nagically produced a piece of flinsy
material on which was inscribed what | ooked Iike an archi -
tect's floor plan.

"The ship's probing devices don't mss nmuch,"” Arthur
sai d.

Sam familiarized hinself with the |ayout. Then he crum
pled the clothlike artifact, which had been extruded fromthe
bottom of the control panel, and shoved it in a pocket.

"Wll, I"'mready. Do | need burnt cork on ny face? How
"bout | just take a bottle?"
"Wait a mnute," | said. "Arthur, don't human brain scans

change over tine?"

PARADOX ALLEY 301
"Alittle. Wy?"

"Can't you tune the effect to exenpt ne but not ny dou-
bl e?"

Arthur scow ed. "Can't make it easy for me, can you?
Vell, 1'lIl see."

Sam was eyei hg ne dubi ously.
"I'"'mgoing along, Sam" | told him
"\What ever for?"

"Something tells me | should. Darla's down there."

"Ckay. | guess you know what you're doing."

"Ch, sure," | said, wondering what the hell | was doing.
Arthur found that he could indeed do what | had asked. W
wer e ready.

Sam and | went out to the cargo bay and stood in front of
the puckered valve that was the door. | held the conmunicator
up and spoke into it.

"Any time, Arthur."

The door dilated. The city spread out before us, bright and

busy in the norning sun. The snell of brewi ng coffee came to
my nostrils on a fresh, cool breeze. W were about a hundred
meters above the MIlitia station
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"W gottajunp, don't we?" | said.
"That's what the spook said."

We junped. It was a fast trip down, and | nearly swal |l owed
my heart. But we hit gently enough to take the inpact with
not hi ng nmore than a bend of the knees. | |ooked around. W
were in the parking | ot behind the station. Three pedestrians
were sprawl ed on the near sidewal k. There were two MIitia-
men passed out in a parked police vehicle. Another constable
had w ecked his bubbl e-topped interceptor into a heat punp,
apparently having succunbed as he was driving into the |ot.

We dashed in through the garage.

"What are you going to do?" Sam asked when we were
i nsi de.

I | ooked around at the bl ue-uniforned bodi es sl unped over
desks, lying on the floor, collapsed in swivel chairs. "Go do

it, Sam |'Il nmeet you here in five nminutes."

I wal ked through the white, aseptic hallways. | knew
where | was going, and didn't tarry. | had seen this novie
bef or e.

Daria was there, in Petrovsky's office. But there was some-
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thing different. She was seated, her head down on the desk,
her outstretched right hand seeming to reach for something in
Petrovsky's left. It was Sam s key.

Details, details. Now | knew what | was here for. | took the
bl ack and orange plastic box from Petrovsky and slipped it
into Darla's pocket. | lifted her head and held it in ny arns.
"Hell o again, darling," | said, after Kkissing her flushed
cheek. Her eyes were open but unfocused. | |ooked into them

and t hey | ooked through ne. Except for the briefest instant.
Her |ips noved al nost inperceptibly. She npaned softly.

I looked at her for a while, then kissed her again. | rested

her head on the desktop, trying to fashion her body into the
position | had found her in, but her body seemed to have gone

sl ack, and she wouldn't stay up. | checked ny watch. | was
running late, so | stretched her out on the floor in front of the
desk, face down, head resting on her right arm

"We'll meet again, darling," | said.
I left. Samwas waiting for ne.
"Crmon!l H G Wlls | aint!"

We ran out into the lot. And there, standing al nbst where
we' d | anded, were two strange beings whom| knew to be
menbers of a race called the Ryxx. It's a sort of conbination
whistle, chirp, and cli ck.
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"Greetings, Roadbrothers,"
his transl ator box.

one of them squawked t hrough

Sam tweeted a greeting, then said to nme: "l guess Arthur's
gadget doesn't work on nonhumans. "

The ot her was hol di ng a strange-| ooki ng weapon on us.

The first | ooked up at the sky, its two round sad eyes
searching. Finally its eyes fixed on somethi ng—the ship, pre-
sumably. | | ooked up and saw a shimering in the air, nothing
nor e.

"Superior technology," the first one said. Its fat ostrichlike
body seened to heave a sigh. "Very, very superior. W are
puzzl ed and vexed."

"I't's pretty hard to explain," Sam said. He whistled sone-
t hi ng.

The second birdli ke creature said, "I amof her nest, al-
though I amnot an issue of her egg."

"Wel |, please convey ny warnest conplinents to (chirp-
PARADOXALLEY 303

whistle-click) for ne. Tell her that the straw of ny nest is

al ways fresh for her visit, and that | hope the issue of her egg
wi Il be many and prosperous. That comes from Sam

MG aw. "

This seenmed to inpress the hell out of them
"So, it is true," the first one said. "The nany strange tales

told of you and your egg. Is it true that you have the Road-

rTap?"

| said, "It is true. But hear me. You will never get it. No

one will. / will never give it up, not to anyone in the universe.
It is mne, and | will keep it."

"Hel | 0?" cane Arthur's voice fromthe comuni cat or,
which I held in ny hand. "Hell-o0-0?"
"Yeah, Arthur?"

"Un.. want ne to make fried chicken out of thenP"

| glared at the two ungainly bird creatures. Their faces
wer e inpassive behind transparent atnospheric-assist nasks.
The one hol di ng the weapon | owered his w nglike arm

“No," | said.

"Upsy daisy."

We rose into the air. On the way up, Samsaid, "l've

al ways wanted to start a religion, and God forgive ne, if this
keeps up, | just mght."

We tacked against the wind of tine once nore. The dis-
pl acement was about eight nonths this tine. We directed Ar-
thur to a farmplanet on the outskirts of Terran Maze. People |

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (259 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:31 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt
knew and trusted |ived here.

Arthur |anded on a deserted road, and | backed the rig out
of the ship.

"Time to say good-bye," Arthur said. "It's been interest-
ing, to say the least."

"Yeah," | said. "Thanks for everything. Art, old boy."

"Boy? You know |'m sexless. They say |I'mnissing a | ot,

but what the hell. Anyway..." He put his absurdly snmall hand
on ny shoulder. "Listen, I'msorry you |lost so rmuch. There
wasn't much | could do about it...." He seemed to drift off

into thought.

"Here," | said, handing himthe comuni cat or
"Uh, no. No. You go ahead and keep it. The ship has
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plenty. Keep it as a souvenir. Besides, you night want to cal
me soneday. "

I shrugged and put it in nmy pocket.

We watched the ship rise and becone an olive drab dot in
the sky. Then it was gone.

Sam sl apped ne on the shoulder. "Let's go see if Gl To-
masso is home. | hope his heart is strong."

Gl's heart was plenty strong, but he fainted when he saw
Sam

Qur next few nmonths weren't very busy. It was just a mat-

ter of laying low and waiting for the paradoxical crease in our
universe to work itself out. Ri ght now nmy doubl e was on our
farm back on Vishnu. On or about the fourth day of April, he
woul d pick up a small shipnent of astronom cal equipnent
froman inporter on Bamard's |1l and set off on a trip to
deliver his cargo to Chandrasekhar Deep Space Observatory

on a planet called U ani borg. He woul d never deliver that

equi prent .

Actual ly, that was wong. We would deliver it for him
more or | ess on schedule, and we would do that when mny
doubl e di sappeared through a potluck portal on Seven Suns
I nt erchange

I had a duty to performas soon as possible, though. | had
to get rid of the cube. | still had it. (Was there a single person
who coveted it now? Depends on what now neans.)

Daria said that | had given the cube to a nenber of the
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Col oni al Assenbly by the nane of Marcia MIller. She said |
had sinply wal ked into her office and pl opped the cube down
on the assenbl ywonman's desk

I disguised nyself, borrowed Gl's four-roller, got on the
Skyway and drove to Einstein, the capital planet.

The Assenbly O fice Building was big and neocl assi ca

and cost too much noney, just |ike every other governnental
barn in the cosnbs. | strode down a carpeted, narble-walled
corridor, |ooking at nanepl ates on doors. Mst of the nanes
were eastern European, a few oriental, one or two or three

Angl o- Saxon.

"The Honorable Marcia B. MIler, Menber of the Assem

bly," | read al oud, then opened the heavy bl ond wooden door
There was a human receptionist, a young woman. | smled

as | stepped past her desk.

She | ooked up from her console and did a doubl e take.
"Kanroda? Sir? Do you have an appoi nt nent ?"

"Honey, |'ve had an appointment for ten billion years."
"Sir, you can't go in there!"

I was through the inner door before she could extricate
hersel f from her huge work station. | clucked at the | ack of
security in the place.

An annoyed Marcia M| ler |ooked up fromthe screen she
was reading. "Wo the devil are you?"

"Does the nanme Daria Vance Petrovsky mean anything to
you?"

Her face tightened, then slowy rel axed.

"Marcia, I'msorry!" the receptionist wailed. "I've called
Security!"

"No! No, cancel the call."

" But -

MIller rose fromher desk, still looking at ne. "It's okay,

Barb. Cancel the call."”
Mystified, Barb retreated, closing the door

M|l er sat back down. "OF course | know of Daria Vance
Petrovsky. Wiy shouldn't | recognize the name of the life-
conpani on of a high-ranking MIlitia officer?"

"One who is a subversive and a fugitive fromjustice?"
"That is none of ny—

"Listen," | said, "I'lIl make this short. You'll think I'ma
crank at first, but in time you'll know |l'mnot. |'m Jake

MG aw, and |'ve lived what nobst people dream 1've driven

to the end of the Skyway and net the Roadbuil ders. They

gave nme a map. Here it is." | drew the cube out and held it in
my hand. "It's the key to the Skyway system You'll be hear-
ing about it, and me. Roadbuzz, road yans, stories, runors.
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They're all true. You'll hear ny nane spoken in bars and
roadhouses. They'll say | drove into the fireball of the birthing
universe, and they'll be right. It's true, and | even got a bit of
a sunburn doing it. Everything they'll say about me will be
true—so dam true it'll drive you crazy. And here's what |'m
going to do, I'mgoing to give you this map, and | won't be

doing you a favor. Wat you'll have to do is see that the
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di ssident network protects Daria—Paria—at all costs. She is
the key to this whole affair. Exactly how, | can't say. But you

must do all in your power to protect her."

She began to | ose patience, and | silenced her. "I know all
about the dissident network," | went on, "and |I know all about
your involvenent in it. Don't worry, | was told this office is
debugged. It makes no difference if it isn't. I'mjust a crank,

right? So, forget it. Here."

| dropped the cube on her desk. "Happy birthday, honey."
And then | left. The security guard at the front entrance
smled at me on ny way out.

It was a pleasant few nonths. G| Tonasso was a gracious

host, and then Red Shaunnessey offered to put us up, so we
drove over there. Samand | passed the time repairing the
trailer. John recuperated fromhis buns, and Zoya fell in |ove
with Sam It was inevitable, |I thought. | remenbered how

well they had hit it off thirty years ago

But eventually it becane tinme to perform another duty, one
| both dreaded and craved.

The trailer was fixed. | clinbed in, and Sam saw ne of f.
"Do you know where?" he asked. "Exactly?"

"No, but there are only a few places on the starslab where
hi kers can hope to get a ride."

"True. Well, good |uck."
"There's no such thing, Sam"

I found her on a planet called Mntel eone. She was st and-

ing in front of a Stop-N-Shop on the Col onial hi ghway, | ook-
ing very pickupable. She was wearing her silver Allclyne
survival suit and stood with her backpack parked at her feet.
She was beautiful, young, thin, unpregnant, and | was a tota
stranger to her.

I slid back the port. "You |l ook |ike you're going sone-
where, " | said.
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But she knew who | was. In fact, she was here for the

speci fic purpose of getting picked up by me. I had acquired a
shadow two days back, a blue-seater driven by a dark-haired
young nan. One of Darla's dissident conrades, probably. The
di ssidents were probably very confused by now, because they

were getting conflicting reports that made it | ook as though |
could be in two places at one tinme. They were also follow ng
my double. But | made it easier to follow me. And so | had
swung by this Stop-N-Shop a few times over the past few

days. And sure enough. .

"Matter of fact, | am" Daria said, picking up her pack.
"Are you goi ng where |'m going?"

"Where is that?"

"To the other side of T-Maze. Here, there... everywhere."
She smled, and ny heart nelted.

"Sure. Hop aboard."

There was not hing strange about it. It was sonething | had

to do. | had to neet Daria, for we had never been properly

i ntroduced. And she had to fall in love with nme, because she

sai d that she had, once, a long tinme ago, but | never renem

bered it, because | wasn't around at the tine. It nmakes sense
to ne.

We drove around, not aimessly, just unhurriedy. W
toured Hydran Maze, then cane back, spent some time on a
park planet, canping out in the trailer.

Daria nmet "Saml for the first tine. "Sam' was the result of
my dad's fiddling with the Wang A 1. He tuned up its person-
ality progranm ng and gave it a voice that pretty rmuch could
pass for Samis former conputer voice (which never sounded
like Samhinself). It was a pretty good approxi mati on—t
spooked nme. Mostly, the conputer kept quiet.

We fell in love. | don't know where we were when we first
made | ove. "Sam' was driving. You ought to try this sone-
tinme.

There was one planet... it was green, and it |ooked like

Earth (but not really; they never do), and the sky was

scrubbed so squeaky clean that sunlight just slid right down it,
spilling into the clearing of a forest of quasi oaks and maybe-
mapl es and meking the fuzzy seedpods on the tops of tal

weeds | ook like a cloud of ectoplasmat the tip of a magic
wand—er hal os on angel s—steeping the grass and trees and

Daria and ne and our love in the light of a faraway star, a
warnth and a power that has lasted five billion years and will
last five billion nmore. It was a nice place to eat a picnic |lunch.

And there were notel s—eheap ones (I was just about
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broke), the kind that have the state-of-the-art entertai nnent
gear and beds that squeak and snell of nildew and faintly,

ever so faintly, of urine. And have bad water. And a broken

i ce machine. And a robot desk clerk that nearly pokes your

eye out when it hands you the |ock pipette. If | had a nicke
for every one of those |'ve stayed in, | could go back to 1964
and spend them But we made do, and nmade | ove. Mstly we

kept to the truck, and kept on the road.

Soon, the tine drew near to when we would part. She said
not hi ng about it, but I knew Her mission was not to fall in

|l ove with nme, but gather information. Roadmap? Cube? Find

out. On at least two occasions | heard her rummage through

the cab and aft-cabin as | feigned sleep in the bunk. She asked
"Sam' | eadi ng questions when | was supposedly out of ear-

shot. She did her best, but got nothing. She would have to

duck out, her mission a failure. But she would be back for a
second try, that | knew However, next time "I" would not be
here.

Last chance, Jake, a voice said. (The divvil's, as Sean

woul d say.) Last chance to smash the bubble. Take her, tel

her, even if she doesn't believe. Point the rig toward the near-
est potluck portal and put the pedal to the netal. Exit hero
wi t h heroi ne.

But | couldn't. Because, sonmewhere out there, there was a
kid in a '57 Chevy who was | ost and needed to get hone.
Because sonmewhere in the Qutworlds there was an orphan girl
who wor ked for coolie wages on a strange ferryboat and who
would fall in love with the kid in the Chevy. Because Sam was
right nowlying in bed with a beautiful woman who | oved

him and you can't do that sort of thing when you're nerely
coughing up a little blood, nuch | ess when you're dead,

which is what Samused to be, but isn't now .. and because if
I did, the whole damm universe just mght blow a converter
mani fold and wi nd up having to be towed honme. And some-
where, somewhere, there were five gods who used to be

human bei ngs. What woul d they have to say about upsetting
the whol e apple cart? Bolts fromd ynpus | could do without.

But mainly | didn't because | had faith. Were | got it, |

don't know Faith in... what? | don't know. | think it was just

an unspoken certainty that the universe has a purpose, despite

all the reasons for insisting that it can't, and that this purpose
is a good one. It was absolutely absurd of ne to think that.

I didn't know exactly when she would | eave. So | couldn't
linger in a last kiss, a |ast enbrace, couldn't know when such
was happening. And | didn't know until one norning | got up
and she wasn't there. Her pack was gone.

And so was Daria, gone for the last tine.

Sam nmust have done npre than he knew, because the com
puter kept saying "There, there, son." It said it over and over
as | cried.
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At last, we could go home. There were still a few | oose
ends, though. G| Tomasso and his driving partner, Su-Gn
Chang, would be at Sonny's Restaurant on Epsilon Eridani 1
to back ny double up in the confrontation with Corey WI kes.
(God, Corey, you never die!) So would Red Shaunnessey.

That woul d take care of... that.

Before we went to Vishnu, we delivered our |oad to Chan-
drasekhar Cbservatory. W were only a day |ate.

There was a problemw th John. He was fine physically,

but enmotionally he was foundering in deep water. Quilt was
the obvious ballast, and he had a ton of it. Even confession
didn't do himany good.

"You've known that |'ve been an Authority informer," he
said to me in Red' s kitchen before we left.

"Real l y?" | said.

"Yes. OF course. You knew that. | reported regularly on the
activities of the Tel eol ogists."

I told himthat | really didn't know that

"I made nmy report to Col onel Petrovsky on Goliath, the

ni ght our canp was raided. | had to. No choice. |'ve never
had a choice. It's my brother. Did you know he was a politica
pri soner?"

| told him!| hadn't known that.

"Didn't you ever wonder why the Mlitia |let us go that

ni ght ?"
"Yes, |'ve wondered."
He stared at the plank tabletop for a full mnute. "I'ma

fraud, Jake."
"Because you gave into fear?"

"Because..." His face had tightened into a knot, of pain.
"Because | —

"Take it easy, John. You were under no obligation to be-
come a light of the universe."

310 John DeChanci e PARADOX ALLEY 311

"After alife of seeking the truth, trying to find sone an-
swer . "

"Forget it.

"And now what? The Mlitia will want ny report! And |'I
have to tell themyou have the nmap!"

I laughed so hard | nearly choked on the sandwich | was
eating.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/John%20DeChancie%20-%20Paradox%20Alley.txt (265 of 269) [10/16/2004 4:41:31 PM]



file:/1/G)/Program%620Files'eM ul e/ ncoming/John%20DeChanci e%20-%20Paradox%20Al ley .txt

It got to John; he laughed in spite of hinself, then faded to
depr essi on agai n.

"You'l | have to kill ne," he said.

I shook ny head. "John, give it up. Go hone, nake your

report. Tell themthat your group di sappeared through a pot-
luck portal on Seven Suns. That's the truth. O tell theml
have the map. It really doesn't matter, John. It never really
has mattered. "

It didn't help him He rose slowy and went into his room

The next day he was gone. His clothes, his toilet kit,

everything was still there. W never found him never saw
hi m agai n.

Home.

The farmwas fine. After all, we had just left.

There was work to do; the fish tanks were foany with
al gae, the paddies were dry, the reactor was on the fritz—
everything | had been putting off for a year or so.

Samwas in disguise, so as not to terrify the neighbors. A
pretty good one, too. Runors were thick, though. The stories
about us were at the peak of their circul ati on—but they would
eventual ly die down. W hoped, but didn't know.

"Time to get off this nudball,"” Samsaid. "Tine to pick up
and nove."

"You're right, Sam" | said. | called a real estate agent the
next day.

And one day | got the strangest, nost miracul ous |letter of
my life. The cover letter was fromone Ernest P. Blass, Esq.,
of the firmof Dolan, Misico, Shwartz, and Blass. It read:

Dear M. MG aw,

As | aminforned that you are primarily an Inglo
speaker, | will wite this in English instead of Intersys-
tem (which | nust confess | prefer nyself).

The encl osed letter, addressed to you, will no doubt

cause you as much bafflenent as it has to us. It was

di scovered anpbng the assets of a hol di ng conpany

which a corporate client of ours has just acquired. To
trace the long history of this letter, and the long and
circuitous route by which it came into our hands, and

thus into yours, would be tedious and ti ne-consuni ng

at best. Suffice it to say that, on the face of it at |east,
this letter had been held along with other papers and
instruments in a fiduciary trust, which itself can trace its
hi story back at |east over a hundred years. Now, M.

MG aw, let me tell you straightaway that what | be-

lieve we have here is a hoax, pure and sinple, for there

is no possible way for..

I nside the manila pouch was a yell omwed envel ope with my
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nane and address on it. | tore it open and saw it was a
handwitten letter. It was from Carl Chapin. It was dated No-
venber 6, 2005.

Dear Jake,

There is no possible way | can ever know if you'll re-
ceive this, of course, but just witing it is giving ne
chills along with a warmfeeling of nostalgia for a tine
| ong past and an experience that |'ve often suspected

m ght have been just a nonentary hal |l uci nation. But

no. Deborah renmenbers, too, so it nmust have been real

Qur life together has been overall a pleasant one, and
we owe to you the fact that we are together. W have
been married for over forty years. W had four children,
three boys and a girl, and they are all grown up now,

and two are raising fanmlies of their own. | don't want
to bore you with statistics or a recitation of the events of
our lives, but we do want to assure you that we are fine,
and that the decisions we nade back then have proven

out pretty well.

Shortly after the last tine we saw each other, | went
to college and majored in electrical engineering. The
years ahead saw a growth in conmputer technol ogy (I

still think of Sameven to this day!) and that's the field
chose to go into. | did pretty well, and wound up man-
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aging ny own conpany for a while, until we were

bought out, and then | went into consulting. Well, | said
I wouldn't bore you with details. 1'd love to ask how

you are, if only | could believe that there was even the
slightest chance that you could answer. But | still think
of you, Jake. You were a hero to ne. | was young, and

| ooki ng back, a pretty stubborn kid. | nust have been

hard to handle at certain tinmes. But you hel ped ne,
Jake. You took a lost kid and hel ped himget hone. And
I"l'l never forget you. Debbie has sonething to say to
you, too, so | will turn this over to her

H Jake!

Carl said everything | wanted to say, except for this.
Over the years |'ve sonetinmes stood out on the back

porch | ooking up at the stars, on summer nights, just

| ooki ng, wondering. Are you out there somewhere,

Jake? O was it a drean? So many years and miles

separate us, but 1'll never forget the crush I had on you
Carl was ny age, and | loved himfromthe very first,

but you were a knight in shining arnor. Ch, | guess
that's as romantic as you can get, isn't it? But | |ook up
and | think and | wonder. WIIl he get hone? WIIl he

and Daria be happy? | hope you are well, Jake. 1'I]

al ways | ove you. Good- bye.

And then, again in Carl's hand:

Me again. | guess that's it. Nothing nore to say, except
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that over the years |'ve kept asking nyself this question

What was it that we found at the end of the Skyway? I|']
never know, but |'Il never stop thinking about it. Good-
bye, Jake, and good | uck

Carl W Chapin

P.S. MW | awyers have devised a pretty fancy schene

for seeing that this letter has a chance of getting to you
They think I'mcrazy, but | pay them enough noney to

build several nental institutions.
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Hail and farewell, Carl. Hail and farewell.

Hone. W sold the farmvery handily, turning a nice profit.
After thirty years of sweat and strain and broken backs. So we
packed up the truck and nade ready to nove. W woul d stay

wel |l away from Terran Maze for a while; naybe for good. I'm
not political, but on a bad day ny opinion of the Authority
was about as low as it could get. Governnents just don't cone
much nore odious. Well, with any |uck, the dissident nove-
ment woul d one day change things for the better

But there is always hope, as | found out on the hay we

were to |l eave. Samwas out in the truck with Zoya, going over
our itinerary (we were going to take a little vacation, visit a
few nice spots), and | was in the farnhouse | ooking for things
that we may have left behind. It was a nice day, and | was sort
of taking my”ine saying good-bye to the place, when | heard,

of all things, Arthur's voice comng fromthe cutlery drawer in

the kitchen. | opened the drawer and saw an obl ong pi ece of
olive drab material. The communi cator, and | had forgotten al
about it.

"Jake? Cone in, Jake. This is Arthur! Can you read ne?"

"Arthur!" | yelled. "What the hell? Were are you?"
"Ch, good," Arthur said. "I have soneone here who wants
to see you, Jake. |'mhovering at about half a kil oneter.

That's your house down there? The tacky yell ow one?'

"Get down here this instant!" | shout ed.

I raced outside just intine to see the ship land. "Darial"
"Jake! Jake, darling!"

And again she was real in ny arms, warm and real and
alive. And not pregnant any nore.

"You'll be wanting this," Arthur said, handing me ny in-
fant son

I couldn't speak. Sam said, "The spitting inmage of some-
body. "

"Well, it was like this,” Arthur said, "I was on nmy way
back to Mcrocosnos, and | said to nyself, you big idiot, here
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you are with a tinme machi ne—

"The airborne bogey that was tailing us when the missile
hit!" | blurted.

"Yeah, that was nme. | got back a little before | left, is all.
Not hi ng unusual . But what a ness! Daria was in bad shape,
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and | very nearly lost her to the cylinders! You can inmagine
what it's like flying near those things! Wy, | alnost |ost the
ship. Wuld Prime have been pissed! Anyway, so | snatch

Daria up, and | streak back to the plant, and those darlings
whip up a mnihospital cummaternity ward in a blink of a
ghat's eye, and..." Arthur slunped against the ship. "I'm
pooped. "

The road shot over brown sand and pink rocks, bisecting

the plain and racing toward the potluck portal. The cylinders
rose agai nst the yellow sky |ike dark angels on judgnent day,
and through themlay all of eternity.

"How s our speed, San®"

"Don't ask ne, |'mdiapering a baby."
"Daria?"

"Warnming this bottle, Jake. Just a ninute."

"Hey, you people know | can't drive and read instrunents
at the sane tine. Zoya?"

"Thirty meters per second, Jake, and hol di ng steady."
"Good. Can't you keep that kid quiet, Daria?"

"He takes after his father."

"And his grandfather," Zoya added.

"Son, we shoul da never all owed wonenfol k aboard this
vessel . "

"Yeah, you're right, Sam |'ve always said— | took a
better grip on the control bars. "Conmit narkers com ng up
Everyone strap in! Now "

Everything was right. The board was green. This was

going to be the longest trip, and the best. The narkers shot
past —+ | ooked back to see that everyone was strapped in
tightly, even the baby, Sanuel Jacob, in his little crash seat.

We shot into the portal, and the gates of eternity
opened. ..
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