*The Ultimate Question*

* * % %

When | was growing up (said Argyle) | was dways curious about things. | pestered al three of my
parents with endless questions, and findly, in exasperation, they bought me acomputer, which | promptly
christened TAM (for The Answer Machine).

In the beginning, it was capable of answering amost dl of my smplistic queries. Of course, it couldn't tell
mewhy dl the levators arrive at once, or why no adult can open a child-proof bottle, but it was pretty
good on some of the more common questions.

For example, like any kid, I'd ask why the sky was green.

And TAM would spew out an answer in ananosecond or two, to the effect that _my_world's sky was
green because al the continents were blanketed by green grass and the oceans were covered by an
exceptiondly fast-growing and disgusting form of agae, but that skiesactudly camein dl colors,
including blue, purple, violet, indigo, yellow, red, orange, mauve, puce, magenta, and licorice black.

Or | might ask "How highisup?', dways afavorite among obnoxious youngsters.

And TAM would explain that everything was rdlative, that Up wasn't quite ashigh if you were standing
atop amountain asif you werein avalley, which made me darify my thinking and express mysdf more
precisdy.

Whenever | had afew extra credits to spend, | bought TAM more memory and brainpower, and began
asking it increasngly difficult questions.

* * % %

"For ingtance?" asked Max, who just couldn't stop himsdlf from interrupting almost every story at least
once.

* k * %

For ingtance (answered Argyle), I'm not even amammal, and my race has three sexes-- sowhy am |
attracted to big-breasted women?

* * % %

"Damned good question,” said Max. "What did TAM answer?"

* k% k% %

That it wasauniversa congtant (said Argyle) and | shouldn't lose any deep over it.

As| became more sophigticated I'd ask if atree made anoisewhenit fell in an empty forest, and TAM
would kind of sigh and explain that aforest couldn't very well be empty of trees, and that | had to learn to
think moreclearly.

Or I'd pose the question: if God made me, who made God? And held reply that it wasan invaid
supposition until 1 could prove God had made me, and that personally he doubted it like dl hell. (You'll
notice that by now | wasreferringto TAM as_him_ rather than _it_; | found it helped personalize him --
and he was als0 able to answer some embarrassingly naive and insecure questions about the nature of
sex, which is something that none of my parents seemed ableto do.)



Anyway, | kept buying TAM more brainpower, and kept pushing him to the limits of him abilities.

For example, since | worship 37 gods and Men worship only one, | decided to prove they were wrong.
So | did some studying, and | found out that Men put alot of stock in the First Cause Argument. Y ou
know the one: for every effect thereisacause, and when you finaly backtrack to afirst cause beyond
which you can't go, you cdl that God. So | asked TAM if he could disprove the First Cause Argument.

"Certainly," hereplied ingantly. "To disproveit, one need merely show that not everything has afirst

"Okay, you _can_disproveit,” | said, redizing that | had expressed mysdlf improperly. "Now _will_
you?"

"If you wish. Consider the set of al negetiveintegers. The _last  cause, the highest number, isminus one.
The next-to-last causeis minustwo. And thefirst cause, minusinfinity, cannot exist."

"Excelent!" | exclaimed. But suddenly | wasfilled with doubt. "Could it be thet thet'sjust afluke?" |
asked. "A single disproof to atheory that's lasted thousands of years?'

"Y ou want more, | got more," replied TAM. "Consider next the set of all proper fractions. The last
cause, the highest number, is one over one. The second highest is one over two, or one-haf. Then
one-third, and so on. And thefirgt cause, one over infinity, cannot exist.”

"Thank you, TAM," | said.
"That was amogt too easy,” said TAM. "Ask me atough one.”

"Wdl, the other proof of God that still seemsto have widespread acceptanceis Bishop Barkley's -- that
of the unseen observer. Can you disproveit?!

Thistimeit took TAM three nanoseconds to answer.
"No, but I can show you how trivid itis."
"Trivid? Inwhat way?"

"Wait until | accessmy rhyming dictionary,” said TAM. "Ah, hereit is. All right: | can condense
everything Bishop Barkley said, every argument he made, every word of hisentireliféswork, into a
snglefour-line $anza, to wit:

_With eyeswide open and mouth shut tight,
_| watch by day and | watch by night.
_And though I'm sureyou must find it odd, _
_I'm aways here -- you may cal me God._

| submit to you than anything that can be reduced to such a childish doggerdl cannot possibly have any
universal import or validity. Furthermore,” he added, it kind of makes God into a Peeping Tom. Who
wants to worship a Supreme Voyeur?'

"If you say 0."

"l just did,” answered TAM.



W, the years passed by, and | thirsted for more knowledge, and findly | reached the point where |
sought the Ultimate Answer to Existence.

The problem was, TAM didn't have enough brainpower to handle the question. Oh, he could compute
the diameter of an eectron in haf ananosecond, and he was able to pinpoint the date of the Big Bang to
within 17 minutes.... but what | wanted to know was ssimply beyond him.

| knew the only way to get my answerswasto increase TAM's capacity by amultiple of thousands,
maybe tens of thousands. And that would require money -- morethan | could earn in severd lifetimes.

Still, | knew that if | _could make TAM bright enough to answer my questions, the entire galaxy would
benefit. So one day | robbed the biggest bank on our planet. The plan was foolproof, of course: TAM,
who was as eager to increase hisintellect as| was, had come up with it. | must confessthat even as|
wasfilling my bagswith loot, | was silently appedling for understanding to Morixomete, the God of
Heinous Deeds Committed for Noble Purposes. I'm sure He heard and forgave me, and | was really
sorry about the sixteen innocent bystanders.

| spent every credit on moreintelligencefor TAM, and when hewasready, | hit him with The Question.
"Areyou ready?' | said.

"Rogar!”

"Okay, hereit comes,” | said. | paused just amoment for effect and then hit himwithit: _"Why?'

Usudly TAM came up with an answer in less than a second. The redlly tough questions took him perhaps
haf aminute. But thistime he thought and cogitated and considered, and after eeven minutes hefinaly
gave me hisanswer:

"Why not?'

That waswhen | redlized there wasn't enough money on my planet to supply him with theintellect he
needed to answer the Ultimate Question, so | came out to the Frontier and became a notorious outlaw,
though no one knew that | was killing and raping and robbing and plundering for the noblest of causes.

After sixteen years| fdt I'd accumulated enough money, and | poured every credit of itinto TAM's
prodigious brain. By the time | was done, he was probably three times as smart as the Master Computer
back on Deluros VIII.

| activated him, and asked the Ultimate Question again:
_Why?'_

Thistime he began whirring and blinking in earnest -- and he kept it up for three days and three nights,
consdering every possible answer, every dternative, every subtle nuance to the secret of creation. And
findly came the moment that we'd both spent our wholelivesleading up to -- the Ultimate Answer:

_"Because" _
"That's_it? " | said, surprised.
"That'sit," replied TAM.

That'swhen | redized that the Ultimate Question would remain unanswered for al eternity.



"Thanks," | muttered unhappily.
"Any time," replied TAM.

So | made atotal break with my past, left TAM behind, and returned to the Frontier, thistimeto stay.
Theonly question | ask these daysis"Where'sthe bar?"

| till like big-breasted women, though.

* * % %

"So does TAM till exist?" asked O'Grady.
"Yes Why?'

"Maybe he can't answer the Ultimate Question, but I'll bet he could dope out the odds on next week's
games™"

"Well, | think it'snoble that Argyle spent so long trying to find out the secret of existence,” said
Sinderdlla. "Except for al the people he killed and raped, thet is."

"It'sachump'sgame,” said Max. "The only thing we were put here for isto make lots of little replicas of
oursalves before we totter off to the grave.”

"Thenit'sdamned lucky the Beldorians made it so much fun, isn't it?" put in Nicodemus Mayflower.

"Well, | disagree,” said Big Red. "1 think each of us has his own purpose. If you wereto ask Magic
Abdul-Jordan whether he wanted to Sire a bunch of eighteen-foot-high children, | think he'd tell you that
held rather shoot himself right now rather than lay a curselike that on his offpring.”

"Right," chimed in Little Mike Picasso. "Reproducing the speciesis al well and good, but to what
purpose? I'd rather create one work of lasting art than ten kidswho go out and live dull, everyday,
unexceptiond lives"

"Nobody who comesto the Outpost is unexceptiond,” said the Bard. "So why should you think their
offspring will be?"

"Y ou've heard of shirtdeevesto shirtdeevesin three generations?' replied Three-Gun Max. "Well, how
about unexceptiond to unexceptiona in two generations? | don't recall any of our parents ever traipsing
out here to the Frontier and making the kind of reputations we've got. We're abunch of freeks. Great
and heroic freaks to be sure, but freaks nonethel ess.”

But Nicodemus Mayflower wasn't buying it. "Areyou tdling methat, say, Eingtein and Sinderellacouldn't
produce akid with his brains and her looks?*

"I'd say it'sadamned sight more likely that they'd produce onewith _her _brainsand _his_looks,"
answered Max.

"Wel, | likethat!" snapped Sinderdlla, glaring at him.

"No insult intended,” continued Max. "But let's be reasonable. Was there any reason to predict anyonein
thistavern would turn out the way we did? Was your mother the sexiest woman in awhole sector of the
gaaxy? Do you suppose Catastrophe Baker's father could wipe out entire regiments before going off to
bed a sacrosanct high priestess? Did Little Mike have five brothers and sisters who could produce works
of art that would pass for the great masters? | say wereal unique, and | can't see what'swrong with



thet."

"There's nothing wrong with it,” answered the Bard. "But it does tend to cast some serious doubt upon
the entire science of genetics.”

"Bigded," sad Max. "Have you ever seen agene?’

"l haven't seen asupernova, either,” said the Bard. "But | have it on excellent authority that they exist.”
"Just keep arguing with me," said Max pugnacioudy, "and | won't let you put mein your book."
"Keep saying stupid thingsand | won't want to.”

"Write me out of that book and I'll blow your head off!" bellowed Max, who seemed to have less use for
logic than most men.

"Blow my head off and the book will never get finished,” shot back the Bard.

"I hadn't considered that," said Max grumpily. "Okay, you can live." He paused. "What were we talking
about?'

"The cosmic verities and the meaning of life," said Nicodemus Mayflower. " Stuff like thet.”

"Only we decided that no one could ever know the answers," added Little Mike Picasso.

"Someone knows," said Catastrophe Baker, who'd been sllent for along time. (Well, for him, anyway.)
Argyle shook hishead. "Even TAM didn't know."

Baker shook hishead. "TAM waswrong. There's one man who knows the secrets of the universe and
the purpose of life"

"And you just happen to know whoiit is, right?"

"Asamatter of fact, | do."



