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    Foreword

    

  
    (2023)

    

    Starting on the next page you’ll find a long, self-indulgent autobiographical introduction explaining how I became a writer and where the nineteen stories in the original 1992 edition of this book came from.

    I definitely wouldn’t include all that stuff if I was assembling this as a new book, and certainly I wouldn’t put it at the front. I’m mildly surprised Del Rey let me do it in the original.

    Feel free to skip it.

    

    

    Introduction

    

  
    (1992)

    

    Welcome to my book!

    Maybe you’re here because you’ve enjoyed my novels, or because you’ve seen some of these stories in magazines or anthologies and liked them. Or maybe the title piqued your interest, or the cover caught your eye. Whatever the reason, I hope you’ll be pleased by the stories; I think there are some good ones.

    I always wanted to see my name on a collection of short stories; I’ve always wanted to be a writer, always loved short stories. My novels have been appearing for over a decade, and much of the thrill has worn off, but short stories are still special for me, and a single-author collection like this—well, it’s been something I’ve wanted for as long as I can remember, and I’ve finally made it.

    It’s taken a long time for it to happen, and I want to use this introduction to tell you how it came about. Let me start off with an explanation of how I wound up as a writer of fantasy and science fiction. After that I’ll explain where the stories in this collection came from. It’s going to be largely a shameless display of egotism, so nobody will be offended if you get bored and skip ahead to the stories.

    Here’s the beginning: I started reading science fiction when I was five. Honest. And I decided to write it when I was seven.

    Both my parents read science fiction, you see. That meant my three older siblings read it, as well. I don’t remember ever not knowing what science fiction was; the concept had percolated into my consciousness by the time I was four, definitely.

    It was about that age that I noticed my sibs reading comic books, and I saw the nifty pictures of dinosaurs and spaceships and stuff and I wanted to read comic books, too.

    And when I was five, I learned the letters of the alphabet in kindergarten, and the sounds each one made. I still remember the flash of insight when the teacher wrote a song called “K-K-Katy” on the blackboard and taught us to sing it, and the connection between those three Ks and the sound at the beginning of the song clicked into place somewhere in my head, and I began sounding out words.

    I didn’t know I was actually reading; I assumed that there was some trick to it I hadn’t learned yet, but what I was doing seemed to work, so I tried it out.

    I tried it not on Dr. Seuss or any of the kid stuff I was supposed to read, but on a coverless comic book, identified twenty years later as Adventures into the Unknown #105, that my sister Marian had picked up somewhere and left lying around the house. The lead story, “Last of the Tree People,” involved a botanist who goes to the Moon and finds intelligent trees and carnivorous dinosaurs. Another story was called “The Martian Mirage,” and had this nifty domed city that appeared and disappeared. A third was “Born to Be A Grocer,” about these weird disembodied intelligences that live among us—and who are about to take over the world.

    I was hooked.

    Not on science fiction, per se—on comic books.

    Tarzan, Turok, Superboy, all of those. It was 1959. I’d missed the Golden Age of Comics; the gruesome horror and crime of the early 1950s had been stamped out; the great superhero revival hadn’t really started yet. All the same, there were plenty of exciting comic books out there to read, and I loved them all. I had no money, but I had two older sisters who bought them, and that was just as good.

    I had an older brother, too, but I don’t remember him ever having any money or buying any comic books. Fortunately, Marian and Jody weren’t the stereotypical 1950s sissy-type girls—they didn’t bring home romance comics, they brought home westerns and science fiction and superhero stuff. Also Little Lulu and Donald Duck, but those were great, too.

    And there was a whole big box that had accumulated before I’d learned to read.

    So I went on to first grade and discovered that I was reading the right way after all, and then I went on to second grade, where several very important events in my life happened.

    First, I ran out of comic books. I’d worked my way through the box, and I was reading them faster than my sisters bought them, and my weekly allowance was only a dime, and even at the used book store in those pre-inflation days that only bought two second-hand comics—or four, if I got coverless ones.

    I could go through four in an afternoon; what about the other six days each week?

    My parents had been complaining all along that I should read something better than comic books, so, in desperation, I took them up on it. I’d had my fill of Dick and Jane and their kin in school—books, I am convinced, that were designed to teach kids that reading is excruciatingly dull. I wanted something good.

    Well, my parents read books for fun, so I swiped two of those, and snuck ’em up to my room, and even into school. The idea of reading an entire grown-up novel was too daunting to contemplate, so I picked two that were collections of short stories.

    The first one was The Green Hills of Earth, by Robert A. Heinlein. The second one was The October Country, by Ray Bradbury.

    That got me hooked on science fiction. And fantasy. And horror. I was thoroughly caught, even though I couldn’t follow a lot of what the heck was going on in those stories—when I was seven, most of “Delilah and the Space Rigger” or “The Watchful Poker Chip of H. Matisse” went right over my head.

    The next important event was my first in-class writing assignment. The teacher, Miss Conroy, gave us a title, and told us to write something to go with it—a story, an essay, anything. The title was “Little Bird.”

    Most of the kids did stuff like, “See the bird. It is a little bird. See the bird fly away. Fly, bird, fly.” Dick and Jane strike again. Bleah.

    A few got some rudimentary plot in there; I remember there were about three that I thought were okay.

    Mine was a love story about two chickadees—it just about covered both sides of the sheet of paper we were given. When the teacher read it it sounded pretty dumb—but not as bad as the other kids, and Miss Conroy praised it and said something about maybe someday I’d be a writer.

    I liked that idea. Writing it had been fun. Not much of what I did in school was fun, at that point. So I went home and showed my paper with the gold star on it to my mother and said, “I want to be a writer when I grow up.”

    Seven is an age when the subject of what you’ll be when you grow up is a popular one. I’d previously talked about being in real estate (“a house seller”) or urban planning (“a city builder”) or the sciences (“an atom bomb builder”), and my parents had always encouraged me.

    But when I said I wanted to be a writer, my mother said, “Are you sure? That’s a very hard way to make a living; you might not be able to do it.”

    I was astonished and baffled. I could be a rocket scientist, or a nuclear physicist, but not a writer?

    So I tried it out on my father, and got about the same reaction.

    I’m still not quite sure why, even after thirty years. It wasn’t just a bad day, or anything; from then on, right up until I sold my first novel, my parents encouraged me to write, if I wanted to, but as a hobby—making a career of it they seemed to consider impractical or downright impossible.

    I took it as a challenge, though.

    I read my third grown-up book not long after that—an anthology called Fifty Short Science Fiction Tales, edited by Isaac Asimov and Groff Conklin. The stories in there were a lot of fun, but not so spectacularly well-written as Heinlein and Bradbury, and they were short, too. I could imagine writing as long and as well as some of these other guys—I did imagine writing as long and as well as some of these other guys.

    So when I was eight I wrote my first science fiction story, and hid it from my parents. I still have it. It’s terrible, of course, but not bad for a third grader. It’s in first person, told by a mutant lab mouse—I stole the idea of a super-intelligent rodent from “Barney,” by Will Stanton, but making him the narrator was original with me.

    From then on, I wrote stories off and on, and unless they were for school assignments, I never showed them to anybody. They weren’t all science fiction, by any means; for one thing, in high school I discovered the distinction between science fiction and fantasy, and encountered the fantasy subgenre known as sword-and-sorcery, which I fell in love with for a time.

    In 1972 I burned most of those old stories. Also in 1972 I first submitted one, to The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction.

    It got rejected, of course. But it was a form rejection—there wasn’t any letter telling me that if I ever again polluted their slushpile they’d track me down and smash my typewriter.

    I found this moderately encouraging.

    Also in 1972 I sold a few feature articles to a local weekly paper—a very bad local weekly, but they paid me actual money. This was encouraging, too. And I published a sort of satirical underground newspaper called Entropy, using borrowed equipment, and sold it in my high school for a dime a copy and actually turned a profit. I wrote about half of each issue myself, including parodies of Conan the Barbarian and the like.

    And it was fun. I’d never enjoyed making money before, when I’d shoveled snow or sold greeting cards or bagged groceries at the local supermarket, but I was getting paid for writing, which was what I did for fun anyway!

    And people liked it!

    I came to the conclusion that writing for money had to be about the best racket there ever was, and I was determined to get into it, sooner or later, somehow. My parents notwithstanding, I was convinced I could do it.

    Not convinced enough to start immediately, though. Instead I went off to college on schedule, majoring in architecture.

    I had a good time in college. Too good a time. Early in 1974 I got kicked out (“asked to withdraw”) for what I think was officially termed “flagrant neglect of studies.” Which means I was partying instead of going to class for much of my final semester.

    Now, having been kicked out, I was faced with the problem of what to do next.

    One thing I did not want to do was go home and face my parents— especially my father, who had graduated summa cum laude from the same university that I’d just flunked out of, and had been the class salutatorian, as well. His father had taken his degree there cum laude. That was a lot of family history I preferred to avoid.

    So I went to Pittsburgh and rented a furnished room, using borrowed money. (Why Pittsburgh? Because my girlfriend was there—the one I’m married to now.)

    Another thing I did not want to do was to get a real job. I’ve always hated the very concept of holding down a real job, and I haven’t been impressed with the reality, either, on those occasions when I’ve tried it. And I rather resented having been kicked out. It was my own damn fault, but I still didn’t like it. I wanted back in.

    Fortunately, the university had (and has, I believe) a fairly generous readmission policy. The theory seems to be that if you got in in the first place you can do the work; if you got kicked out, the problem was motivation, not ability, and that’s something that can easily change. So you can be re-admitted up to three times.

    You have to apply for it, though, and prove you’ve been doing something with yourself other than sitting in a basement somewhere listening to Led Zeppelin over headphones for sixteen hours a day. And you are supposedly required to be gone for more than a year, though I knew people who had managed to get around that part.

    That meant that I could apply for readmission in the spring of 1975, and theoretically, if I impressed the relevant bureaucrats, I could return to campus in September of ’75 to take another shot at the semester I’d blown off.

    I wanted something I could put in my readmission application that would make it look like I was doing something interesting with myself, something conducive to personal growth and self-discovery and all that sort of thing. I also wanted something to do with my time that I could use as an excuse for not going full-time flipping burgers somewhere. I had a year and a few months.

    And I’d recently heard a story—I still don’t know if it’s true—about Larry Niven that I took as an inspiration.

    According to the story, when Niven decided to be a writer he gave himself a year. He holed up somewhere and wrote, and did nothing much except write, for a year. He collected lots of rejection slips, and then, toward the end of the year, started selling short stories.

    Sounded good to me. If I wrote for a year, I would collect lots of rejection slips that I could then enclose with my application for readmission. That should look sufficiently interesting to the people considering my case. It would be an excuse not to get a real job. And what the heck, the stuff might start selling.

    So I started writing.

    I didn’t just write, in the event; I did a stint as a cook at Arby’s, among other things. Mostly, though, I pounded away at the typewriter. I turned out reams of stuff, including fragments that are still in my “to be finished someday“ pile; I actually finished about two dozen short stories and a couple of novelets, and submitted them to every market I could think of. Most of them were fantasy, some were science fiction, a few were mysteries, humor, or unclassifiable.

    And in the spring of 1975, just a few days apart, two important pieces of mail arrived.

    I’d been readmitted.

    And I’d sold my first story.

    The sale was for all of ten dollars, to a market I’d found in Writer’s Market and submitted to almost as a joke; I went back to college.

    That first story, though, has been reprinted a couple of times, earning several times the original ten bucks, and I rather like it. For historical reasons, I chose it to start off the present collection, so there it is: “Paranoid Fantasy #1.”

    (It was originally entitled, “Paranoid Fantasy #1, or, A Day in Whose Life?”, but that was mercifully shortened the first time it was reprinted. The full-length version of the title hasn’t been used since its original appearance in August, 1975.)

    (And yes, there were other “paranoid fantasies”; I got up to #4, at least. The others never sold, and deservedly so.)

    It’s worth noting that there is a standard piece of advice to beginning writers, one that I hand out myself, that says you should never start off a story with, “The alarm clock rang...” It’s a boring opening, and ninety-nine times out of a hundred it’s the wrong place to begin the story.

    I got away with it, though.

    So I went back to college, and having actually sold a story, even so trivial a one as that, I was thought of as a Writer, by my classmates and myself. I’d learned a lot from all those rejections—about seventy of them, mostly form letters, but some more personal and detailed—and from reading Writer’s Market, and from other books and magazines, and simply from the practice of writing that much.

    One thing I’d learned—I’m not sure just where—was what the supposed odds were of selling a story through the slushpile. SF magazines, at that point, reportedly bought about one story out of every four hundred unsolicited submissions.

    SF book publishers reportedly bought about one novel out of every forty unsolicited submissions.

    One in forty is lousy odds, but it’s a lot better than one in four hundred.

    I therefore decided that my basic mistake had been writing short stories, instead of a novel. When the summer of 1976 rolled around, and I was faced with the prospect of getting a summer job, I came up with a dodge—I’d write a novel, instead.

    I did, too. I made the mistake of finishing it in a mere ten weeks, though, so that I wound up with a job cleaning laboratory glassware for the last few weeks of summer.

    The novel was called Slant, and it was terrible. It didn’t sell.

    In May of 1977 I gave up on college, dropped out, and moved to Kentucky, where my fiancée (we were married three months later, and we’re still married) had just gotten a good steady job. I continued to try to write, rather than getting a real job—it was a habit by this time. I took one of those unsold novelets, one that had gotten favorable comments from an editor (though it had still been rejected), and expanded it, rewrote it into a novel. This time I took fourteen months.

    And this time, after a delay so long I’d given up and started looking for another line of work, it sold.

    So I was a real writer, finally.

    From then on, selling novels wasn’t much of a problem. I wrote three sequels to that first one, rewrote Slant into the drastically-improved The Cyborg and the Sorcerers, and forged steadily onward, with book after book.

    Short stuff, though—I still didn’t have the hang of that. I tried a few more stories, got a few more rejections.

    A magazine called The Space Gamer contacted me early in 1980—the editor had read The Lure of the Basilisk and wanted to do an article on using overmen, creatures I’d described in the book, in role-playing games. I agreed, and asked if they might be interested in buying fiction.

    They were. I sold them two stories, an old one from my files, and a new one that had come to me in a dream.

    Honest. It did. I woke up one morning and there it was in my head. There’s one description in it that I wrote only because it was important in the dream, and I still haven’t figured out why it was important. The Space Gamer published it under the unintelligible-to-non-gamers title “Minus Two Reaction”; I’ve included it here under its correct title, “One Night At A Local Bar.”

    Since the story came from a dream, I can’t tell you much about it beyond the simple fact of its existence. It does have a point, but a good many readers seem to miss it.

    I’ve spared you the other story that ran in The Space Gamer—the older one.

    After those two The Space Gamer seems to have become disenchanted with me; they rejected a couple of stories, and I quit submitting to them. I was doing well enough with novels that I didn’t care all that much.

    Short fiction still happened occasionally, though—something would demand to be written, and I would write it, and it would go out gathering rejections. And every so often one would sell.

    For example: I was living in Lexington, Kentucky. There was a shop in town called The Rusty Scabbard that sold games and gaming supplies, and some friends of mine were regular patrons there.

    One day my wife said something about the place, and got the name wrong—she couldn’t remember the real name, so she made one up that sounded right, and called it The Rune and the Dragon.

    I liked that. It was obviously the title of a story. What’s more, it was obviously the title of a story I had to write. And it should be done in a high-fantasy style.

    I made a couple of false starts, but then the whole thing fell together, and I wrote “The Rune and the Dragon,” and it got rejected a couple of places, both of which said, “This is a fine story, but we’re not doing this sort of straight fantasy adventure right now.” The first one suggested sending it to the second one; the second one suggested sending it to Dragon Magazine. Dragon bought it, and published it in their November, 1984 issue.

    And that was the last place it appeared until now. Here it is again.

    Now, for the next part of this account, we need some background.

    In March 1982, Ace Books re-issued Spider Robinson’s short story collection, Callahan’s Crosstime Saloon, and I saw it displayed in the bookstores. I didn’t read it, didn’t even open it, just saw it. I liked the title. I’d always been fond of parallel world stories, never thought they’d really been done right, and I assumed from the title that the book was about parallel worlds. I also like barroom tales, and the combination sounded like a good idea. That title stuck with me, somewhere in the back of my head.

    In 1983, my wife and I drove from Kentucky to Washington, D.C. and to Baltimore for the World Science Fiction Convention. We stopped for lunch in a place called Sutton, West Virginia, and ate at a diner there that we liked—it’s hard to say just why; there was just something about the atmosphere that appealed to us.

    These two items percolated in my subconscious, tangled themselves up with parallel world theory and certain attitudes, and came out as a story called “Why I Left Harry’s All-Night Hamburgers.”

    It sold the first place I sent it, which was Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine (henceforth Asimov’s, for short). It was my first sale to a real science fiction magazine. It was the first time a short story of mine had sold on the first try.

    It went on to be the first story of mine to win a Hugo, and the first to be nominated for a Nebula, and the first to win the Asimov’s Readers’ Poll Award. It’s been anthologized, translated into Japanese and Polish, and adapted to radio.

    After all that, I decided I’d finally gotten the hang of writing short stories.

    And since then, while I still get rejections, I’ve been able to sell most of my short fiction.

    Naturally, when one has a hit, one tries to follow it up, and the concept of “Harry’s” obviously still had plenty of potential. Several other related stories have been planned; so far, I’ve only finished one. It’s called “A Flying Saucer with Minnesota Plates,” and it’s here, right after the original story. It isn’t exactly a sequel; it’s just another story about the same place. It, too, appeared in Asimov’s originally.

    I’d had another idea about parallel worlds that was intended to be a whole series of short stories—the basic concept was that some sort of accident has created a permanent, stable opening connecting an effectively-infinite number of alternate Earths. The series title was to be “The Hole Above the Parking Lot.”

    So far, though, I’ve only written one of the stories. My title for it was “Eurydice,” and anyone who has a classical background will recognize the name and understand where the story came from. My agent protested, probably accurately, that 90% of the readers wouldn’t have the necessary background, so it was retitled “An Infinity of Karen.” It was first published in Amazing in 1988; this is only its second appearance in English.

    Another variant on the parallel world theme occurred to me about ten years ago while I was walking to the supermarket one afternoon, thinking about vectors. No, I don’t generally think about things like vectors when I’m out strolling; I have no idea why I did that day, I just did, and when I got home I wrote a story called “The Drifter”—but it’s not the one that’s included here. It was only about half as long, and although it had the same central concept I’d approached it entirely differently, and it was a pretty lousy story. I sent it out several places, and eventually it wound up in my agent’s files, gathering dust.

    Then, just recently, he cleaned out his files. He sent me a whole package of old stories he had no particular use for.

    Most of them I didn’t have any use for, either, but when I re-read “The Drifter” I said to myself, “I can fix this!” With the additional experience I’d acquired in the intervening years I could see immediately what I’d done wrong.

    I didn’t just fix it, though, I just about wrote an entire new story with the same title and premise, and I did it more or less in a single sitting. I don’t think there’s a single line from the original in the rewritten version, but it all poured right onto the page, as if it had been working itself out in the back of my head all that time.

    And yet another angle on the parallel-world idea—I’ve come up with dozens, many still unused—was the possibility that experimenting with travel between different realities would have unforeseen side-effects, effects that might be felt in worlds other than where the actual experimentation was being done. These might be very serious. Frederik Pohl came up with the same idea independently and used it as a sub-plot in The Coming of the Quantum Cats, under the name “ballistic recoil.” I thought that he threw away some excellent story possibilities there—what if some of the affected parties had no idea what was causing it? Reality might seem to be coming apart, they would have no idea why, and they would have to just learn to live with it.

    The result, so far, is the story “Storm Trooper,” contained herein.

    Related to the whole field of parallel worlds is the idea of alternate histories—what if some event had happened differently? How would the world be changed?

    I’m not really all that fond of the subgenre, because there are just too many variables involved and there’s a tendency for the stories to degenerate into fictional history lectures, but I’ve tried it a couple of times. One of them was a very short consideration of one of the classic time-traveler-changes-history scenarios, written at the suggestion of Laurence M. Janifer; it’s called “One-Shot,” and it’s included here.

    And then there was Mike Resnick’s invitation to do a story for his Alternate Presidents anthology—the premise was to write alternate-history stories based on presidential elections turning out differently.

    I picked 1932, studied up on it, and discovered that Al Smith came very, very close to declaring himself a third-party candidate, which might have split the Democratic Party and gotten Hoover re-elected in a squeaker—Herbert Hoover, “the most hated man in America,” with a second term, a heavily Democratic Congress, failing health, and the interventionist Henry Stimson as his Secretary of State and effective second in command.

    What would have happened with Henry Stimson running U.S. foreign policy in the 1930s, rather than Franklin Roosevelt?

    My guess is called “Truth, Justice, and the American Way.”

    And while we’re changing history, the idea of time police who prevent people from changing history isn’t a new one at all; probably Poul Anderson’s “Time Patrol” stories are the best-known examples. It’s a fascinating idea. It’s also sort of creepy—how mutable is the past? Fritz Leiber’s “Change War” stories, about the Snakes and the Spiders, consider that. And one day, I sat down and wrote a little story about just how would a time patrolman know what’s real and what isn’t?

    At least, I think that’s what it’s about. It’s called “Real Time.” It’s about my favorite of all my short stories.

    And one more final twist on the parallel world theme—why do science fiction stories seem to focus on crosstime travel, or on space travel, but never on both? After all, if there are an infinite number of parallel Earths, then there must be just as many Marses and Alphas Centauri. I had that question kicking around my head for years, and then one day I came up with the clever idea of writing a story live on-line on the GEnie computer network, as a publicity stunt—rather like Harlan Ellison’s stunt of writing a story while sitting in a bookstore window. The idea I chose was the question of why either/or, and not both, and the result was “New Worlds.”

    I like stunts. I like doing things that aren’t supposed to work, like the first line of “Paranoid Fantasy #1,” and some other things in this collection that I don’t want to give away here. I like challenges, if they’re the right sort.

    I was in a discussion of all those old juveniles from the ’40s and ’50s—that’s what they were called then, anyway, now we’d say “young adult novels”—where two kids build a spaceship in their back yard. It’s an idea that even made it into the movies, in “Explorers.”

    It was the consensus of the discussion, though, that SF readers are all too sophisticated for that sort of thing nowadays—you couldn’t make it work. “Explorers” wasn’t exactly a hit, so maybe it’s not just readers, either.

    It seemed to me there should be some way to make it work, to make people believe two kids could built a spaceship in their back yard.

    So I did. I even sold it to Analog, that bastion of hard-core technological fiction—my very first sale there. And I had the audacity to call it simply, “Science Fiction.”

    I know exactly where that story came from. Others just happen, for no reason that I know of. One that just happened was “Watching New York Melt,” which was written with my wife’s help—she suggested the characters’ luncheon preferences and added a few other details. I think I’d been thinking about conceptual art—always a dangerous thing to do.

    In much the same way that “Science Fiction” was a result of one of the ancient clichés of the SF field, another one brought forth “Monster Kidnaps Girl At Mad Scientist’s Command!” The title alone should make it plain that I wanted to write a story that would actually belong behind one of those old pulp covers that depicted a tentacular monster carrying off a busty young woman. I also wanted to explain why a monster would want a woman.

    I tried to put a new twist on the whole thing, of course.

    This story was turned down for being too sexy, too long, too strange, and for various other reasons that struck me as silly, before finally selling to Pulphouse Weekly. It’s one of my own favorites, it’s been a hit at public readings, and I really don’t understand why it took so long to sell.

    One way to come up with a new twist is to put together two things that haven’t gone together before. When Locus reviewed On Stranger Tides, by Tim Powers, the reviewer remarked on how Powers had done something that should have been obvious, by putting together two things the Caribbean is famous for—pirates and voodoo—that hadn’t been put together before.

    That got me thinking.

    Mostly, it got me thinking, “Damn, why didn’t I think of that?

    But then it got me thinking about what I could put together that obviously went together, but hadn’t been done before.

    I didn’t come up with anything obvious, like pirates and voodoo, but I did eventually come up with an American folk tale—one that happens to be based on an actual historical incident; Thomas “Windwagon” Smith was real—and some elements of Ray Bradbury’s The Martian Chronicles that looked like a nice fit.

    Bradbury and American legends seemed like a pretty good match, and I’d always wanted to write a real old-fashioned tall tale; I did a little research, sent the rough draft to Mr. Bradbury to make sure he didn’t object to my story, and the result was “Windwagon Smith and the Martians,” which won me my second Asimov’s award and went on to various reprintings and adaptations.

    Let me emphasize that I know what I derived from The Martian Chronicles; it was quite deliberate, and I would never have allowed the story to be published if Mr. Bradbury had not given his permission.

    Thomas Smith, of course, is available for any author who cares to use him, like any other public figure of his day.

    There is, by the way, a third source—it really only provided a passing reference. I’ll leave it as a puzzle for the knowledgeable reader to identify what other (public domain) story I drew on.

    So far, except for the first, these stories have been mostly science fiction, or at least borderline. After “Windwagon Smith and the Martians,” though, we get into pure fantasy. Fantasy is the field I’ve been most successful in; I’m not quite sure why. I like it fine, you understand, but I like science fiction just as much.

    Ah, well, no accounting for the vagaries of fate.

    I have already, however, accounted for the origin of “The Rune and the Dragon.” Let me now explain “The Palace of al-Tir al-Abtan.”

    Remember those two dozen stories I wrote in 1974 and 1975 that didn’t sell?

    Well, one of them was called “The Palace of Llarimuir,” and from the minute I started writing it, it felt special, better than anything else I’d done up to that point. I was very, very pleased with it; I had a feeling that here, at last, was the story that was going to break me into print. I mailed it off to an editor who shall remain nameless.

    And he lost it.

    I got a letter from the slush reader who had read it and passed it on to the editor with a strong recommendation; he really liked it. After that, nothing.

    Eventually, I inquired, and was told that they had no such story, the editor didn’t remember any such story, and did the slush reader really say that, because they didn’t believe me.

    I still have the reader’s letter. He said that.

    The story was gone—and I didn’t have a carbon. I’d run out of carbon paper just before writing it, and didn’t want to take time to get more, not while the writing was going so well. I figured it wouldn’t hurt, just one story with no carbon.

    I mean, of course that was the one they lost. (Of mine; I’ve heard from other writers that that editor lost a lot of manuscripts over the years.)

    Life is much easier in these days of cheap photocopies and writing on computers, where I can just plug in a disk and print a new copy as needed. Back then, though, it was typewriter and carbon paper. All I had left was the rough drafts—and they were rough, all right. The story had gone through several false starts and variations before reaching its final form. And by the time I was convinced the story was lost, I was on my way back to college.

    So I put it aside and tried to forget about it, with the intention of someday digging it out and reconstructing it.

    And for once, someday actually came.

    Susan Shwartz was editing the second Arabesques anthology, and invited me to submit a story. I didn’t have any stories around that were appropriate, and a novel was nearing deadline, so I didn’t have time to come up with an entirely new one. In a sudden inspiration, I pulled out the rough draft of “The Palace of Llarimuir,” which was rather Oriental in setting and feel, and rewrote it into “The Palace of al-Tir al-Abtan.” The only change necessary to make it an “Arabian Nights“ sort of story was to change the names from vaguely Celtic coinages to genuine Arabic.

    In fact, the Arabic names fit the whole thing better than the originals.

    It didn’t really fit the anthology that well, though, and Susan didn’t take it. Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Fantasy Magazine did.

    “The Final Folly of Captain Dancy” happened after watching the adventure movie, “Nate and Hayes.” Throughout that, it seemed as if the heroes were making up elaborate schemes, risking their lives carrying them out, and not telling anybody what their plans were.

    What would have happened, I wondered, if one of them had gotten killed? How could the rest of Bully Hayes’ crew have carried on? All these complicated plots that depended on other people carrying out their parts in time...

    The idea stewed for awhile, then gradually started growing. I had no idea how long the story was going to be—for awhile I thought it might be a novel, but it wrapped itself up neatly as a novella, the only one I’ve ever written. I like it.

    And while I was always a few steps ahead of the characters, no, I did not know, while I was writing it, how it was all going to come out.

    And finally, as a coda to these fantasy adventures, we have “After the Dragon Is Dead,” which is a consideration of just what does happen after the final fade-out.

    So that’s the lot. These are not all my short fiction, by any means—I’ve left out most of my work in horror, series fantasy, and hard SF. And of course, I’m still writing more. All those will have to wait for some future volume or volumes. This time around I’ve focused on alternate realities and personal favorites.

    I hope you’ll enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them.

    

  
    Paranoid Fantasy #1

    

    The alarm went off, and Nathan woke up.

    He glanced out through the bulletproof glass of the window by his bed; seeing no obvious danger, he unstrapped himself, sat up, and turned off the burglar alarm, muttering the charm, “Rabbit, rabbit,” as he did so. He took the silver cross from around his neck and dressed for the day, starting with chainmail undershirt and lead-lined jockey shorts.

    After replacing the garlic at each window, he burned a cone of incense, with the appropriate prayers, to placate the gods. Carefully, his hands protected by rubber gloves, he took his defanged white mouse, Theodosius, from its massive cage, then headed down to the corner restaurant for breakfast, being certain to lock the door behind him, both the three regular locks and the special one the police couldn’t open. Always watching for the things that come through the walls, he ate heartily, after feeding a little of everything to Theodosius to check for poison.

    Shortly thereafter Nathan, briefcase in hand, was off to his downtown office. As if from nowhere, his obnoxious neighbor Eddie appeared before him. Nathan had been too busy not stepping on the cracks in the sidewalk to see him coming.

    Eddie cried out, “Hi, Nathan! How’s business?”

    Nathan made a sign to ward off the evil eye, glanced about for other menaces, then muttered something about being late.

    “Aw, hell, Nathan, so you’ll be a few minutes late! I missed the entire day yesterday, and nothing’s happened to me! You worry too much, you know that? Why are you always...hey! What’s that? Hey! Help!” This last was said as several large trolls and assorted gargoyles suddenly leaped out of the nearby shrubbery. With nasty giggles and remarks about foolhardiness, they grabbed Eddie, trussed him up tightly, and carried him off.

    Nathan watched them go, then continued on his way to the bus stop, unconcerned. He was safe from that bunch. It was the Others that worried him, and they only come out at night.

    

  
    Why I Left Harry’s All-Night Hamburgers

    

    Harry’s was a nice place—probably still is. I haven’t been back lately. It’s a couple of miles off I-79, a few exits north of Charleston, near a place called Sutton. Used to do a pretty fair business until they finished building the Interstate out from Charleston and made it worthwhile for some fast-food joints to move in right next to the cloverleaf; nobody wanted to drive the extra miles to Harry’s after that. Folks used to wonder how old Harry stayed in business, as a matter of fact, but he did all right even without the Interstate trade. I found that out when I worked there.

    Why did I work there, instead of at one of the fast-food joints? Because my folks lived in a little house just around the corner from Harry’s, out in the middle of nowhere—not in Sutton itself, just out there on the road. Wasn’t anything around except our house and Harry’s place. He lived out back of his restaurant. That was about the only thing I could walk to in under an hour, and I didn’t have a car.

    This was when I was sixteen. I needed a job, because my dad was out of work again and if I was gonna do anything I needed my own money. Mom didn’t mind my using her car—so long as it came back with a full tank of gas and I didn’t keep it too long. That was the rule. So I needed some work, and Harry’s All-Night Hamburgers was the only thing within walking distance. Harry said he had all the help he needed—two cooks and two people working the counter, besides himself. The others worked days, two to a shift, and Harry did the late night stretch all by himself. I hung out there a little, since I didn’t have anywhere else, and it looked like pretty easy work—there was hardly any business, and those guys mostly sat around telling dirty jokes. So I figured it was perfect.

    Harry, though, said that he didn’t need any help.

    I figured that was probably true, but I wasn’t going to let logic keep me out of driving my mother’s car. I did some serious begging, and after I’d made his life miserable for a week or two Harry said he’d take a chance and give me a shot, working the graveyard shift, midnight to eight A.M., as his counterman, busboy, and janitor all in one.

    I talked him down to 7:30, so I could still get to school, and we had us a deal. I didn’t care about school so much myself, but my parents wanted me to go, and it was a good place to see my friends, y’know? Meet girls and so on.

    So I started working at Harry’s, nights. I showed up at midnight the first night, and Harry gave me an apron and a little hat, like something from a diner in an old movie, same as he wore himself. I was supposed to wait tables and clean up, not cook, so I don’t know why he wanted me to wear them, but he gave them to me, and I needed the bucks, so I put them on and pretended I didn’t notice that the apron was all stiff with grease and smelled like something nasty had died on it a few weeks back. And Harry—he’s a funny old guy, always looked fiftyish, as far back as I can remember. Never young, but never getting really old, either, y’know? Some people do that, they just seem to go on forever. Anyway, he showed me where everything was in the kitchen and back room, told me to keep busy cleaning up whatever looked like it wanted cleaning, and told me, over and over again, like he was really worried that I was going to cause trouble, “Don’t bother the customers. Just take their orders, bring them their food, and don’t bother them. You got that?”

    “Sure,” I said, “I got it.”

    “Good,” he said, “We get some funny guys in here at night, but they’re good customers, most of them, so don’t you screw up with anyone. One customer complains, one customer stiffs you for the check, and you’re out of work, you got that?”

    “Sure,” I said, though I’ve gotta admit I was wondering what to do if some cheapskate skipped without paying. I tried to figure how much of a meal would be worth paying for in order to keep the job, but with taxes and all it got too tricky for me to work out, and I decided to wait until the time came, if it ever did.

    Then Harry went back in the kitchen, and I got a broom and swept up out front a little until a couple of truckers came in and ordered burgers and coffee.

    I was pretty awkward at first, but I got the hang of it after a little bit. Guys would come in, women, too, one or two at a time, and they’d order something, and Harry’d have it ready faster than you can say “cheese”, practically, and they’d eat it, and wipe their mouths, and go use the john, and drive off, and none of them said a damn thing to me except their orders, and I didn’t say anything back except “Yes, sir,” or “Yes, ma’am,” or “Thank you, come again.” I figured they were all just truckers who didn’t like the fast-food places.

    That was what it was like at first, anyway, from midnight to about one, one-thirty, but then things would slow down. Even the truckers were off the roads by then, I guess, or they didn’t want to get that far off the Interstate, or they’d all had lunch, or something. Anyway, by about two that first night I was thinking it was pretty clear why Harry didn’t think he needed help on this shift, when the door opened and the little bell rang.

    I jumped a bit; that bell startled me, and I turned around, but then I turned back to look at Harry, ’cause I’d seen him out of the corner of my eye, y’know, and he’d got this worried look on his face, and he was watching me; he wasn’t looking at the customer at all.

    About then I realized that the reason the bell had startled me was that I hadn’t heard anyone drive up, and who the hell was going to be out walking to Harry’s place at two in the morning in the West Virginia mountains? The way Harry was looking at me, I knew this must be one of those special customers he didn’t want me to scare away.

    So I turned around, and there was this short little guy in a really heavy coat, all zipped up, made of that shiny silver fabric you see race-car drivers wear in the cigarette ads, you know? And he had on padded ski pants of the same stuff, with pockets all over the place, and he was just putting down a hood, and he had on big thick goggles like he’d been out in a blizzard, but it was April and there hadn’t been any snow in weeks and it was about fifty, sixty degrees out.

    Well, I didn’t want to blow it, so I pretended I didn’t notice, I just said, “Hello, sir; may I take your order?”

    He looked at me funny and said, “I suppose so.”

    “Would you like to see a menu?” I said, trying to be on my best behavior—hell, I was probably overdoing it; I’d let the truckers find their own menus.

    “I suppose so,” he said again, and I handed him the menu.

    He looked it over, pointed to a picture of a cheeseburger that looked about as much like anything from Harry’s grill as Sly Stallone looks like me, and I wrote it down and passed the slip back to Harry, and he hissed at me, “Don’t bother the guy!”

    I took the hint, and went back to sweeping until the burger was up, and as I was handing the plate to the guy there was a sound out front like a shotgun going off, and this green light flashed in through the window, so I nearly dropped the thing, but I couldn’t go look because the customer was digging through his pockets for money, to pay for the burger.

    “You can pay after you’ve eaten, sir,” I said.

    “I will pay first,” he said, real formal. “I may need to depart quickly. My money may not be good here.”

    The guy hadn’t got any accent, but with that about the money I figured he was a foreigner, so I waited, and he hauled out a handful of weird coins, and I told him, “I’ll need to check with the manager.” He gave me the coins, and while I was taking them back to Harry and trying to see out the window, through the curtain, to see where that green light came from, the door opened and these three women come in, and where the first guy was all wrapped up like an Eskimo, these people weren’t wearing anything but jeans. Women, remember, and it was only April.

    Hey, I was just sixteen, so I tried real hard not to stare and I went running back to the kitchen and tried to tell Harry what was going on, but the money and the green light and the half-naked women all got tangled up and I didn’t make much sense.

    “I told you I get some strange customers, kid,” he said, “Let’s see the money.” So I gave him the coins, and he said, “Yeah, we’ll take these,” and made change—I don’t know how, because the writing on the coins looked like Russian to me, and I couldn’t figure out what any of them were. He gave me the change, and then looked me in the eye and says, “Can you handle those women, boy? It’s part of the job; I wasn’t expecting them tonight, but we get strange people in here, I told you that. You think you can handle it without losing me any customers, or do you want to call it a night and find another job?”

    I really wanted that paycheck; I gritted my teeth and said, “No problem!”

    When you were sixteen, did you ever try to wait tables with six bare boobs right there in front of you? Those three were laughing and joking in some foreign language I never heard before, and I think only one of them spoke English, because she did all the ordering. I managed somehow, and by the time they left Harry was almost smiling at me.

    Around four things slowed down again, and around four-thirty or five the breakfast crowd began to trickle in, but between two and four there were about half a dozen customers, I guess; I don’t remember who they all were any more, most of them weren’t that strange, but that first little guy and the three women, them I remember. Maybe some of the others were pretty strange, too, maybe stranger than the first guy, but he was the first, which makes a difference, and then those women—well, that’s gonna really make an impression on a sixteen-year- old, y’know? It’s not that they were particularly beautiful or anything, because they weren’t, they were just women, and I wasn’t used to seeing women with no shirts.

    When I got off at seven thirty, I was all mixed up; I didn’t know what the hell was going on. I was beginning to think maybe I imagined it all.

    I went home and changed clothes and caught the bus to school, and what with not really having adjusted to working nights, and being tired, and having to think about schoolwork, I was pretty much convinced that the whole thing had been some weird dream. So I came home, slept through until about eleven, then got up and went to work again.

    And damn, it was almost the same, except that there weren’t any half-naked women this time. The normal truckers and the rest came in first, then they faded out, and the weirdos started turning up.

    At sixteen, you know, you think you can cope with anything. At least, I did. So I didn’t let the customers bother me, not even the ones who didn’t look like they were exactly human beings to begin with. Harry got used to me being there, and I did make it a lot easier on him, so after the first couple of weeks it was pretty much settled that I could stay on for as long as I liked.

    And I liked it fine, really, once I got used to the weird hours. I didn’t have much of a social life during the week, but I never had, living where I did, and I could afford to do the weekends up in style with what Harry paid me and the tips I got. Some of those tips I had to take to the jewelers in Charleston, different ones so nobody would notice that one guy was bringing in all these weird coins and trinkets, but Harry gave me some pointers—he’d been doing the same thing for years, except that he’d gone through every jeweler in Charleston and Huntington and Wheeling and Washington, P.A., and was halfway through Pittsburgh.

    It was fun, really, seeing just what would turn up there and order a burger. I think my favorite was the guy who walked in, no car, no lights, no nothing, wearing this electric blue hunter’s vest with wires all over it, and these medieval tights with what Harry called a codpiece, with snow and some kind of sticky goop all over his vest and in his hair, shivering like it was the Arctic out there, when it was the middle of July. He had some kind of little animal crawling around under that vest, but he wouldn’t let me get a look at it; from the shape of the bulge it made it might have been a weasel or something. He had the strangest damn accent you ever heard, but he acted right at home and ordered without looking at the menu.

    Harry admitted, when I’d been there awhile, that he figured anyone else would mess things up for him somehow. I might have thought I was going nuts, or I might have called the cops, or I might have spread a lot of strange stories around, but I didn’t, and Harry appreciated that.

    Hey, that was easy. If these people didn’t bother Harry, I figured, why should they bother me? And it wasn’t anybody else’s business, either. When people asked, I used to tell them that sure, we got weirdos in the place late at night—but I never said just how weird.

    And I never got as cool about it as Harry was; I mean, a flying saucer in the parking lot wouldn’t make Harry blink. I blinked, when we got ’em—we did, but not very often, and I had to really work not to stare at them. Most of the customers had more sense; if they came in something strange they hid it in the woods or something. But there were always a few who couldn’t be bothered. If any state cops ever cruised past there and saw those things, I guess they didn’t dare report them. No one would’ve believed them anyway.

    I asked Harry once if all these guys came from the same place.

    “Damned if I know,” he said. He’d never asked, and he didn’t want me to, either.

    Except he was wrong about thinking that would scare them away. Sometimes you can tell when someone wants to talk, and some of these people did. So I talked to them.

    I think I was seventeen by the time someone told me what was really going on, though.

    Before you ask any stupid questions, no, they weren’t any of them Martians or monsters from outer space or anything like that. Some of them were from West Virginia, in fact. Just not our West Virginia. Lots of different West Virginias, instead. What the science fiction writers call “parallel worlds”. That’s one name, anyway. Other dimensions, alternate realities, they had lots of different names for it.

    It all makes sense, really. A couple of them explained it to me. See, everything that ever could possibly have happened, in the entire history of the universe right from the Big Bang up until now, did happen—somewhere. And every possible difference means a different universe. Not just if Napoleon lost at Waterloo, or won, or whatever he didn’t do here; what does Napoleon matter to the universe, anyway? Betelgeuse doesn’t giving a flying damn for all of Europe, past, present, or future. But every single atom or particle or whatever, whenever it had a chance to do something—break up or stay together, or move one direction instead of another, whatever—it did all of them, but all in different universes. They didn’t branch off, either—all the universes were always there, there just wasn’t any difference between them until this particular event came along. And that means that there are millions and millions of identical universes, too, where the differences haven’t happened yet. There’s an infinite number of universes—more than that, an infinity of infinities. I mean, you can’t really comprehend it; if you think you’re close, then multiply that a few zillion times. Everything is out there.

    And that means that in a lot of those universes, people figured out how to travel from one to another. Apparently it’s not that hard; there are lots of different ways to do it, too, which is why we got everything from guys in street clothes to people in spacesuits and flying saucers.

    But there’s one thing about it—with an infinite number of universes, I mean really infinite, how can you find just one? Particularly the first time out? Fact is, you can’t. It’s just not possible. So the explorers go out, but they don’t come back. Maybe if some did come back, they could look at what they did and where it took them and figure out how to measure and aim and all that, but so far as any of the ones I’ve talked to know, nobody has ever done it. When you go out, that’s it, you’re out there. You can go on hopping from one world to the next, or you can settle down in one forever, but like the books say, you really can’t go home again. You can get close, maybe—one way I found out a lot of this was in exchange for telling this poor old geezer a lot about the world outside Harry’s. He was pretty happy about it when I was talking about what I’d seen on TV, and naming all the presidents I could think of, but then he asked me something about some religion I’d never heard of that he said he belonged to, and when I said I’d never heard of it he almost broke down. I guess he was looking for a world like his own, and ours was, you know, close, but not close enough. He said something about what he called a “random walk principle“—if you go wandering around at random you keep coming back close to where you started, but you’ll never have your feet in exactly the original place, they’ll always be a little bit off to one side or the other.

    So there are millions of these people out there drifting from world to world, looking for whatever they’re looking for, sometimes millions of them identical to each other, too, and they run into each other. They know what to look for, see. So they trade information, and some of them tell me they’re working on figuring out how to really navigate whatever it is they do, and they’ve figured out some of it already, so they can steer a little.

    I wondered out loud once why so many of them turn up at Harry’s, and this woman with blue-gray skin—from some kind of medication, she told me—tried to explain it. West Virginia is one of the best places to travel between worlds, particularly up in the mountains around Sutton, because it’s a pretty central location for eastern North America, but there isn’t anything there. I mean, there aren’t any big cities, or big military bases, or anything, so that if there’s an atomic war or something—and apparently there have been a lot of atomic wars, or wars with even worse weapons, in different worlds—nobody’s very likely to heave any missiles at Sutton, West Virginia. Even in the realities where the Europeans never found America and it’s the Chinese or somebody building the cities, there just isn’t any reason to build anything near Sutton. And there’s something that makes it an easy place to travel between worlds, too; I didn’t follow the explanation. She said something about the Earth’s magnetic field, but I didn’t catch whether that was part of the explanation or just a comparison of some kind.

    The mountains and forests make it easy to hide, too, which is why it’s better than out in the desert someplace.

    Anyway, right around Sutton it’s pretty safe and easy to travel between worlds, so lots of people do.

    The strange thing, though, is that for some reason that nobody really seemed very clear on, Harry’s, or something like it, is in just about the same place in millions of different realities. More than millions; infinities, really. It’s not always exactly Harry’s All-Night Hamburgers; one customer kept calling Harry Sal, for instance. It’s there, though, or something like it, and one thing that doesn’t seem to change much is that travelers can eat there without causing trouble. Word gets around that Harry’s is a nice, quiet place, with decent burgers, where nobody’s going to hassle them about anything, and they can pay in gold or silver if they haven’t got the local money, or in trade goods or whatever they’ve got that Harry can use. It’s easy to find, because it’s in a lot of universes, relatively—as I said, this little area isn’t one that varies a whole lot from universe to universe, unless you start moving long distances. Or maybe not easy to find, but it can be found. One guy told me that Harry’s seems to be in more universes than Washington, D.C. He’d even seen one of my doubles before, last time he stopped in, and he thought he might have actually gotten back to the same place until I swore I’d never seen him before. He had these really funny eyes, so I was sure I’d have remembered him.

    We never actually got repeat business from other worlds, y’know, not once, not ever; nobody could ever find the way back to exactly our world. What we got were people who had heard about Harry’s from other people, in some other reality. Oh, maybe it wasn’t exactly the same Harry’s they’d heard about, but they’d heard that there was usually a good place to eat and swap stories in about that spot.

    That’s a weird thought, you know, that every time I served someone a burger a zillion of me were serving burgers to a zillion others—not all of them the same, either.

    So they come to Harry’s to eat, and they trade information with each other there, or in the parking lot, and they take a break from whatever they’re doing.

    They came there, and they talked to me about all those other universes, and I was seventeen years old, man. It was like those Navy recruiting ads on TV, see the world—except it was see the worlds, all of them, not just one. I listened to everything those guys said. I heard them talk about the worlds where zeppelins strafed Cincinnati in a Third World War, about places the dinosaurs never died out and mammals never evolved any higher than rats, about cities built of colored glass or dug miles underground, about worlds where all the men were dead, or all the women, or both, from biological warfare. Any story you ever heard, anything you ever read, those guys could top it. Worlds where speaking aloud could get you the death penalty—not what you said, just saying anything out loud. Worlds with spaceships fighting a war against Arcturus. Beautiful women, strange places, everything you could ever want, out there somewhere, but it might take forever to find it.

    I listened to those stories for months. I graduated from high school, but there wasn’t any way I could go to college, so I just stayed on with Harry—it paid enough to live on, anyway. I talked to those people from other worlds, even got inside some of their ships, or time machines, or whatever you want to call them, and I thought about how great it would be to just go roaming from world to world. Any time you don’t like the way things are going, just pop! And the whole world is different! I could be a white god to the Indians in a world where the Europeans and Asians never reached America, I figured, or find a world where machines do all the work and people just relax and party.

    When my eighteenth birthday came and went without any sign I’d ever get out of West Virginia, I began to really think about it, you know? I started asking customers about it. A lot of them told me not to be stupid; a lot just wouldn’t talk about it. Some, though, some of them thought it was a great idea.

    There was one guy, this one night—well, first, it was September, but it was still hot as the middle of summer, even in the middle of the night. Most of my friends were gone—they’d gone off to college, or gotten jobs somewhere, or gotten married, or maybe two out of the three. My dad was drinking a lot. The other kids were back in school. I’d started sleeping days, from eight in the morning until about four P.M., instead of evenings. Harry’s air conditioner was busted, and I really wanted to just leave it all behind and go find myself a better world. So when I heard these two guys talking at one table about whether one of them had extra room in his machine, I sort of listened, when I could, when I wasn’t fetching burgers and Cokes.

    Now, one of these two I’d seen before—he’d been coming in every so often ever since I started working at Harry’s. He looked like an ordinary guy, but he came in about three in the morning and talked to the weirdos like they were all old buddies, so I figured he had to be from some other world originally himself, even if he stayed put in ours now. He’d come in about every night for a week or two, then disappear for months, then start turning up again, and I had sort of wondered whether he might have licked the navigation problem all those other people had talked about. But then I figured, probably not, either he’d stopped jumping from one world to the next, or else it was just a bunch of parallel people coming in, and it probably wasn’t ever the same guy at all, really. Usually, when that happened, we’d get two or three at a time, looking like identical twins or something, but there was only just one of this guy, every time, so I figured, like I said, either he hadn’t been changing worlds at all, or he’d figured out how to navigate better than anyone else, or something.

    The guy he was talking to was new; I’d never seen him before. He was big, maybe six-four and heavy. He’d come in shaking snow and soot off a plastic coverall of some kind, given me a big grin, and ordered two of Harry’s biggest burgers, with everything. Five minutes later the regular customer sat down across the table from him, and now he was telling the regular that he had plenty of room in his ship for anything anyone might want him to haul crosstime.

    I figured this was my chance, so when I brought the burgers I said something real polite, like, “Excuse me, sir, but I couldn’t help overhearing; d’you think you’d have room for a passenger?”

    The big guy laughed and said, “Sure, kid! I was just telling Joe here that I could haul him and all his freight, and there’d be room for you, too, if you can make it worth my trouble!”

    I said, “I’ve got money; I’ve been saving up. What’ll it take?”

    The big guy gave me a big grin again, but before he could say anything Joe interrupted.

    “Sid,” he said, “could you excuse me for a minute? I want to talk to this young fellow for a minute, before he makes a big mistake.”

    The big guy, Sid, said, “Sure, sure, I don’t mind.” So Joe got up, and he yelled to Harry, “Okay if I borrow your counterman for a few minutes?”

    Harry yelled back that it was okay. I didn’t know what the hell was going on, but I went along, and the two of us went out to this guy’s car to talk.

    And it really was a car, too—an old Ford van. It was customized, with velvet and bubble windows and stuff, and there was a lot of stuff piled in the back, camping gear and clothes and things, but no sign of machinery or anything. I still wasn’t sure, you know, because some of these guys did a really good job of disguising their ships, or time machines, or whatever, but it sure looked like an ordinary van, and that’s what Joe said it was. He got into the driver’s seat, and I got into the passenger seat, and we swiveled around to face each other.

    “So,” he said. “Do you know who all these people are? I mean people like Sid?”

    “Sure,” I said, “They’re from other dimensions, parallel worlds and like that.”

    He leaned back and looked at me hard, and said, “You know that, huh? Did you know that none of them can ever get home?”

    “Yes, I knew that,” I told him, acting pretty cocky.

    “And you still want to go with Sid to other universes? Even when you know you’ll never come home to this universe again?”

    “That’s right, Mister,” I told him. “I’m sick of this one. I don’t have anything here but a nothing job in a diner; I want to see some of the stuff these people talk about, instead of just hearing about it.”

    “You want to see wonders and marvels, huh?”

    “Yes!”

    “You want to see buildings a hundred stories high? Cities of strange temples? Oceans thousands of miles wide? Mountains miles high? Prairies, and cities, and strange animals and stranger people?”

    Well, that was just exactly what I wanted, better than I could have said it myself. “Yes,” I said. “You got it, Mister.”

    “You lived here all your life?”

    “You mean this world? Of course I have.”

    “No, I meant here in Sutton. You lived here all your life?”

    “Well, yeah,” I admitted. “Just about.”

    He sat forward and put his hands together, and his voice got intense, like he wanted to impress me with how serious he was. “Kid,” he said, “I don’t blame you a bit for wanting something different; I sure as hell wouldn’t want to spend my entire life in these hills. But you’re going about it the wrong way. You don’t want to hitch with Sid.”

    “Oh, yeah?” I said. “Why not? Am I supposed to build my own machine? Hell, I can’t even fix my mother’s carburetor.”

    “No, that’s not what I meant. But kid, you can see those buildings a thousand feet high in New York, or in Chicago. You’ve got oceans here in your own world as good as anything you’ll find anywhere. You’ve got the mountains, and the seas, and the prairies, and all the rest of it. I’ve been in your world for eight years now, checking back here at Harry’s every so often to see if anyone’s figured out how to steer in no-space and get me home, and it’s one hell of a big, interesting place.”

    “But,” I said, “what about the spaceships, and...”

    He interrupted me, and said, “You want to see spaceships? You go to Florida and watch a shuttle launch. Man, that’s a spaceship. It may not go to other worlds, but that is a spaceship. You want strange animals? You go to Australia or Brazil. You want strange people? Go to New York or Los Angeles, or almost anywhere. You want a city carved out of a mountain top? It’s called Machu Picchu, in Peru, I think. You want ancient, mysterious ruins? They’re all over Greece and Italy and North Africa. Strange temples? Visit India; there are supposed to be over a thousand temples in Benares alone. See Angkor Wat, or the pyramids—not just the Egyptian ones, but the Mayan ones, too. And the great thing about all of these places, kid, is that afterwards, if you want to, you can come home. You don’t have to, but you can. Who knows? You might get homesick some day. Most people do. I did. I wish to hell I’d seen more of my own world before I volunteered to try any others.”

    I kind of stared at him for awhile. “I don’t know,” I said. I mean, it seemed so easy to just hop in Sid’s machine and be gone forever, I thought, but New York was five hundred miles away—and then I realized how stupid that was.

    “Hey,” he said. “Don’t forget, if you decide I was wrong, you can always come back to Harry’s and bum a ride with someone. It won’t be Sid, he’ll be gone forever, but you’ll find someone. Most world-hoppers are lonely, kid; they’ve left behind everyone they ever knew. You won’t have any trouble getting a lift.”

    Well, that decided it, because y’know, he was obviously right about that, as soon as I thought about it. I told him so.

    “Well, good!” he said, “Now, you go pack your stuff and apologize to Harry and all that, and I’ll give you a lift to Pittsburgh. You’ve got money to travel with from there, right? These idiots still haven’t figured out how to steer, so I’m going back home—not my real home, but where I live in your world—and I wouldn’t mind a passenger.” And he smiled at me, and I smiled back, and we had to wait until the bank opened the next morning, but he didn’t really mind. All the way to Pittsburgh he was singing these hymns and war-songs from his home world, where there was a second civil war in the nineteen-twenties because of some fundamentalist preacher trying to overthrow the Constitution and set up a church government; he hadn’t had anyone he could sing them to in years, he said.

    That was six years ago, and I haven’t gone back to Harry’s since.

    So that was what got me started traveling. What brings you to Benares?

    

  
    A Flying Saucer with Minnesota Plates

    Harry nodded. “Yeah, I’ll take these,” he said.

    The customer smiled in relief. “Thanks,” he said. “And thanks for the burger.” He started for the door.

    “Any time,” Harry said, waving.

    He glanced out the window, trying to decide whether the eastern sky might be starting to lighten a little.

    What the hell, he couldn’t tell with the lights on, and he wasn’t about to turn them off, even if he didn’t have any customers in the place just then.

    He probably wasn’t going to get any customers for at least an hour, either; the late-night oddballs who were his best customers wouldn’t be coming any more at this time of night, and it was still too early for the truckers catching an early breakfast.

    That last guy had hung around later than most of the weirdos ever dared.

    Well, an hour to kill would give him a chance to sweep up, maybe clean the grill; the grease was getting a bit thick.

    He was out of practice looking after everything himself; he’d gotten spoiled having that kid working the graveyard shift with him for so long, and now that the kid had lit out for wherever the hell he was—he’d sent postcards from Pittsburgh and New York, so far—it was taking awhile to get back into the swing of it.

    Maybe, he thought, he should see about hiring another kid—but there was always the question of how a kid would handle the late-night crowd, and just because the last one had done okay, that didn’t mean the next one would.

    After all, Harry’s late-night customers were not your usual weirdos, not out here in the hills of West Virginia. Some of them, he was pretty sure, weren’t even human.

    As long as they paid for their meals, though, he didn’t much care what they were.

    The bell over the door jingled as he was pushing the broom along behind the counter, and Harry looked up, startled.

    It was his last customer, back and looking worried.

    “Something wrong?” Harry asked.

    He hoped it wasn’t about the payment; those little coins he’d accepted looked like the platinum the guy had said they were, and that meant they were worth several times what the burger should have cost. He didn’t particularly want to give any of them back, though; after all, he’d have to take them up to Pittsburgh to sell them, and he deserved something extra to cover the overhead.

    “Yes,” the man said. “It’s my...my vehicle. You know anything about...um...motors?”

    “Well, that depends,” Harry said. “What sort of motor are we talking about here?”

    The traveler opened his mouth, then closed it again.

    “Um...” he said. “Maybe you had better come take a look.”

    Harry looked him over.

    He looked ordinary enough, really. He was definitely human, and he was wearing pants and a shirt and shoes and a jacket, nothing particularly weird.

    Of course, the shoes were cerise and appeared to be plastic, and the shirt couldn’t seem to decide if it was white or silver, but the pants were ordinary black denim and the jacket was ordinary black vinyl—cut a little funny, maybe, but it could pass for European if you didn’t know any better. The little display screen on the collar could pass for jewelry if you didn’t look close.

    The guy’s head was shaved, but he didn’t look like a punk, especially not with that worried look on his face.

    “Okay,” Harry said. “I’ll take a look.”

    He slipped off his apron and draped it across the counter, and the two men stepped outside into the cool of a late summer night.

    Harry blinked as his eyes adjusted, and the customer pointed and said, “There.”

    He hadn’t needed to point or say anything. His vehicle was the only one in the lot. Harry stared.

    Harry sighed.

    The vehicle was silvery, with a finish like brushed aluminum that reflected the light from Harry’s signs in broad stripes of soft color. It was round, perhaps twenty feet in diameter, six feet high at the center, but curving gradually down to a sharp edge. A section of one side had lifted up to reveal a dark interior where various colored lights glowed dimly. There were no windows, portholes, or other visible openings, but a band of something milky ran around the lower disk and seemed to be glowing faintly.

    It was, in short, a classic flying saucer.

    “Oh, Lord,” Harry said. “What’s wrong with it?”

    “I don’t know,” the customer said, worried.

    Harry sighed again. “Well, let’s have a look at it.”

    The customer led the way into the dim interior of the thing, and showed Harry where the access plate for the main drive was.

    Harry went back inside, collected his tool box from the furnace room in back, and went to work.

    He had never seen anything like the “motor” in this particular vehicle; about half the components looked familiar, but they went together in ways that made no sense at all.

    And the other half—Harry didn’t even like to look at the other half.

    After about fifteen minutes he emerged from the engine compartment and shrugged.

    “I’m sorry, buddy, but I can’t fix it. I think that...that thing on the right might be bad—everything looks okay, no loose wires or hoses, but that thing’s got this black gunk on it that doesn’t look like it should be there.”

    The customer stared. “What will I do?” he wailed. He turned and looked desperately at Harry. “Is there anyone in your world who knows such machines?”

    Harry considered that long and hard, and finally replied, “No.”

    “No? I am stranded here?”

    Harry shrugged. “Maybe somebody’ll come in who can fix it. We get all kinds here.”

    “But you said...”

    “Yeah, well, I meant that lives here, there’s nobody can fix it. But my place, here, I specialize in you guys, I figure you know that or you wouldn’t be here. Tonight, tomorrow, sooner or later we’ll get somebody in who can fix your gadget.”

    “Someone from another time-line, you mean?”

    Harry shrugged again. “Whatever. I don’t know who you guys are that come here; I just let you come and don’t hassle anybody. It’s none of my business if you’re from time-lines, whatever they are, or from Schenectady, but I do get a lot of you weirdos late at night.”

    The customer frowned and looked over the controls.

    “You are not very reassuring,” he said.

    “Not my job to be reassuring,” Harry said. “My job is selling burgers. Now, would you mind getting this thing out of sight, before the sun comes up?”

    The customer turned and blinked at him.

    “How am I to do that?” he asked. “Without the primary driver, the vehicle cannot move at all.”

    Harry’s eyebrows lowered.

    “You serious? I thought you couldn’t do whatever it is you guys do, but you mean it won’t go anywhere?”

    “It will not go anywhere,” the other affirmed.

    Harry looked out the door of the craft; the sky was definitely getting lighter now. Early truckers might happen along almost any time now.

    What would they do if they saw a flying saucer in his parking lot? This could be very bad for his daytime business.

    “Maybe we can shove it back into the woods?” he suggested, not very enthusiastically.

    The customer shook his head. “I doubt it very much. The craft has a registered weight of fifteen hundred kilos.”

    “What’s that in pounds?” Harry asked.

    “Ah...about, perhaps, four thousand pounds?”

    Harry sat down on a convenient jump-seat. “You’re right,” he said, “We can’t shove it anywhere, unless it’s got wheels. I didn’t see any.”

    “There are none.”

    “Figures.”

    The two men sat, thinking.

    “Can we not leave it here, until someone comes who can repair it?” the customer asked.

    Harry glowered. “How the hell am I supposed to explain a goddamn flying saucer in my parking lot?”

    The customer shrugged.

    “I don’t know,” he said.

    Outside, an engine growled. The first of Harry’s daylight customers was arriving.

    An idea struck him.

    “Look,” he said, “I gotta go, but here’s what you do...”

    The saucer sat in the lot through the morning and the afternoon, while Harry finished his shift and went home to bed, leaving the day shift in charge. It was still there at about 6:00 p.m. when the county sheriff pulled in and saw it.

    He got out of his car and looked the saucer over from every side. The door was closed, and the exterior was virtually seamless. He had no way of knowing that its driver was asleep inside.

    Painted on one side, in big red letters, was the legend, “Harry’s hamburgers—they’re out of this world!”

    He smiled and went inside.

    Twenty minutes later Harry came out of the back room, yawning, and poured himself a cup of coffee. The evening crew, consisting of Bill the cook and Sherry the waitress, paid no attention to him; they knew, from long experience, that he wouldn’t be fit company until he had had his coffee.

    The sheriff knew it, too, but between bites of hamburger he said, “Cute gimmick, Harry, that saucer out front.”

    “Thanks, Sheriff,” Harry said, looking up from his cup.

    “Is it permanent?”

    “Nah, I don’t think so,” Harry said sleepily. “Takes up a lot of space. Thought I’d try it, though, see if it pulled in any customers.”

    The sheriff nodded, and took another bite.

    “Uh...why d’you ask?” Harry inquired, uneasily.

    The sheriff shrugged and finished chewing.

    “Well,” he said, “I figured it wasn’t there for good when I saw the Minnesota plates. If you keep it there more than a couple of months, you’ll want to take those off.”

    “Oh, yeah,” Harry said, weakly.

    He hadn’t noticed the license plates.

    Three days later, just after dawn, a trucker pushed open the door.

    “Hey, Harry,” he called, “What happened to your flying saucer?”

    “Got rid of it,” Harry said, pulling a breakfast menu out from under the counter. “Wasn’t doing any good.”

    “No? I thought it was a cute idea,” the trucker said, settling onto a stool.

    Harry just shrugged.

    “So, Harry,” the trucker asked, “where’d it go?”

    Harry remembered the weird shimmer as the saucer had vanished, several hours before. He remembered the snatches of conversation he’d overheard about parallel realities and alternate worlds. He remembered all the strange coins and bizarre gadgets he had accepted in payment over the years. He thought of all the stories he could tell this man about what he had seen, in this very place, late at night.

    “Minnesota,” he said, as he handed over the menu.

    

  
    An Infinity of Karen

    

    The approving officer had told him that his request was unusual, the first of its kind. He didn’t know whether that had encouraged or delayed its eventual approval.

    He remembered that clearly as the policemen led him to the waiting car. Had anyone here ever made such a request? Would they believe his story?

    He had the entry tag the guards had given him, and he had done no real harm; at worst, they would simply throw him back into the Hole. As long as he didn’t lose his bearings, he’d be no worse off than before.

    After all, if they let him go, he would simply go back to the Hole on his own. He had seen all he had to see here, and again, he had not found what he wanted. If he had been strong, if he had followed his own rules, he would have already been gone, but he had been weak. The sight of her, alone, had broken down his resolve, and instead of the quick check he had intended, and had already made fourteen times in nightmarish repetition, he had followed her home and watched.

    He remembered crouching in the all-too-familiar bushes, peering in through those familiar windows, as he watched her put away the groceries, heard, faint through the glass, her shouted conversation with her husband. He remembered how he had hated that husband, hated himself, and toyed with thoughts of killing him and taking his place.

    He could not do that, though—at least, not yet. If the disappointments continued, world after world, he was not sure he would be able to resist that evil temptation. He told himself that his doubles had as much right to live—and to her—as he did himself, that it would still be cold-blooded murder whatever the circumstances, and that, worst of all, the deception couldn’t work; he had lost five months out of their life together, months he could never recover, months she would remember and discuss that he knew nothing about. He would be out of place, out of time, with his business and their friends—and all that was in addition to whatever other divergences there might be between this reality and his native world, divergences not related to her death.

    He climbed into the police car, grateful that the officers had not bothered to handcuff him. He thought they believed what he had told them of his story; certainly his face provided good evidence. Karen’s reaction when they had brought him to the door had been proof enough of that. He had seen not the slightest doubt or hesitation on her face as she blurted, “Not him! That’s my husband!”

    Then her husband, her real husband, her husband of this world, had come up behind her, and her annoyance with the blundering police had dissolved into shock. She had stared first at one, then the other, and been able to distinguish them only by their clothes and by the prowler’s unkempt hair.

    The officer had seen the resemblance, of course, and had demanded, “Lady, are you sure which one’s your husband?”

    Karen had hesitated, a ghastly uncertainty in her eyes, and he had fought down that treacherous urge to lie, to try and win her by deceit. He could not bear that hurt confusion. “He’s her husband,” he had said, “I’m from crosstime. I came through the Hole, and I wanted to see my double.” That was not exactly true—in fact, he had hoped above all else that he had no living double in this world. He had come to see Karen.

    But that would be too hard to explain, there on the little porch with Karen staring at him, so he had lied and let the police lead him away.

    He said nothing during the ride. When they reached the little station on Corrigan Street he sat silently while one of the pair got out, came around, and opened the car door. Obediently, he slid out and stood up, then froze.

    The old red Chevy was pulling in behind them, Karen in the passenger seat and his double driving.

    “What are they doing here?” he demanded.

    “They’re the complainants,” a policeman replied. “They have to decide whether to press charges.”

    “Oh, God,” he said. He fought back tears at the thought of Karen—not his Karen but still Karen—swearing out a complaint against him.

    The doubles sat in the car, waiting for him to be led inside before they emerged, and he knew she couldn’t hear him, but he shouted, “I’m sorry, Karen!”

    The officers led him up the stone steps.

    Inside he told the whole story, with Karen sitting and staring at him. He tried not to look at her as he described the accident, when the drunken idiot had lost control and sent his Mercedes smashing into the side of the old red Chevy, crushing her body, driving shards of glass into her face, but he glanced over involuntarily and saw her expression of horror, so like the one that had been frozen on his own Karen’s face when they took him to identify the body. The undertaker had straightened her features and covered the wounds with make-up, but the result had not been Karen any more, but a mannequin.

    He didn’t have to explain the Hole, of course, since it had appeared in their world as well, but he did explain the special commission that decided who was allowed in and out, and how they had approved his request on humanitarian grounds. In this reality such a commission had never been appointed, and anyone who chose to could enter the Hole after listening to a few hours’ instruction on the theory of parallel worlds, what was known of the Hole’s history, the odds against ever returning to exactly the world one left, and what the greatest dangers were believed to be.

    Incoming people were searched, questioned briefly, then allowed to roam freely. When they released him, as he had done fourteen times before, he had headed directly for his own house and looked it over.

    The garage was empty, and no one answered the bell. He had taken out his key, but hesitated; even if it worked, if the parallelism extended that far, he would be guilty of breaking and entering if he used it.

    And then, as he stood on the little porch, it didn’t matter any more, because he saw himself come driving up in an unfamiliar blue sedan. There could be no doubt of the driver’s identity.

    He had turned away. He was not here to steal his double’s wife. Somewhere, in one of the infinite worlds the Hole touched, was a world where Karen had lived and he had died; he was certain of it, believed in it with the same faith a Christian had in God. He was determined to find that world, a world where a Karen waited, as bereft as himself.

    He had walked quickly away, before his double could be sure he’d seen anyone at the door, bound for the Hole and a sixteenth attempt. But then, two blocks away, the red Chevy had appeared with Karen driving in her slow, timid fashion, and he had stopped, mesmerized by the sight of her there, alone, returning home. She had been so very much like his own wife, with no husband there to spoil the illusion, and he had turned and followed, watched as she parked the Chevy in front of the garage, as she hauled the groceries from the back, as she stepped up on the stoop and fumbled with her keys, trying to open the back door.

    He had slipped into the bushes—just to watch, he told himself, to see a little of her, of the life that that drunk had stolen from him. Just for a moment.

    But the moment had stretched on and on, as he was unable to tear his eyes away, and he had grown careless, thought himself unreal, invisible. How could he be lurking in the shrubbery, when he was inside with Karen?

    And they had seen him, and his double had called the police without his realizing it, and now he was explaining it all to them, and to the sergeant and two officers.

    When he had finished there was a moment of silence, and he looked up at Karen.

    She was crying, and he could not hold back his own tears anymore, but she turned to her own husband and embraced him. He folded her in his arms and comforted her, staring over her back at his double with puzzlement, sorrow, and anger in his eyes.

    “Ma’am?” the sergeant asked, “Do you want to press charges? If you don’t, we’ll take him back to the Hole, as an undesirable. If you do he’ll probably wind up there anyway, but it’ll have to go to a judge.”

    “Let him go,” his double said.

    “Thank you,” he answered.

    The husband glanced down at his wife. “Good luck,” he said.

    “Thank you,” the widower repeated. “Sergeant, if you could have someone drive me to the Hole, I’ll be glad to leave.”

    The sergeant nodded.

    Half an hour later he stepped through the door of the ramshackle inner barrier around the hole, the plywood and scrap that had been thrown up in the first panicky confusion after the Appearance. He looked up at the Hole.

    Sunlight poured through it from another cosmos somewhere, a world where no one had yet roofed it over. He leaned a few inches to one side and the sunlight vanished.

    He had stood beside the Hole fifteen times before, read all the descriptions and theories, and he still didn’t really understand how it worked, what he was actually seeing. He did know that the world he saw through the Hole now was not the one he would reach if he stepped through. Whatever that sunlit world was, it was very far away in crosstime, probably totally unlike any world he knew, and that was not what he wanted. He wanted his own world back, but with a single difference: a living, widowed Karen.

    He stepped forward into the Hole. As always, he felt no transition, sensed nothing out of the ordinary, save that around him everything he saw shifted slightly, the visible aspect of the Hole expanding into vast confusion before him; but he knew that he had stepped out of that world forever, twisted himself sideways in time.

    He turned around and stepped back, out of the Hole, knowing that he could not possibly have arrived in exactly the reality he left; in the Hole the worlds were crowded together in an infinite density, after all. To return, he would need to have stepped back through exactly that spot through which he had departed, down to the width of an electron or less.

    He had come close, though, so this world should be similar. The barrier around the Hole appeared identical. He knocked on the door.

    No one answered. He tried the latch; it worked. He swung it open and stepped out onto a parking lot.

    There were no guards, no scientists, no one to interrogate him or search him for weapons; the prefabricated offices and laboratories that had surrounded the Hole in the last world he had visited—and most of the others he had seen—were gone without a trace. The inner barrier stood, untended and neglected, in the parking lot of a Holiday Inn, just as it had when first built.

    He glanced around and shrugged. This neglect certainly made things simple. Apparently in this reality nothing had been done about the Hole’s manifestation.

    He closed the door behind him, and saw that a large sign hung on it, reading “Extreme Danger! Enter At Your Own Risk!” He smiled, and walked up the short slope toward the hotel.

    He called a cab from the lobby, and got a candy bar from a machine while he waited for it to arrive. His coins had worked the vending machine correctly, and he hoped that his paper money would be close enough to pass here.

    The cab arrived, and he gave his home address as he settled into the rear seat.

    He watched the scenery closely during the ride. There were differences—a billboard bore a different advertisement, a house hadn’t been painted—but it was, generally speaking, all familiar. He had not stepped too far away from his own world.

    The cab stopped at the curb; he paid the fare, and the cabbie accepted the bills without comment. A moment later he was standing alone on the sidewalk.

    The bushes in front of the house had been cut back, far shorter than he had ever trimmed them. An unfamiliar porch swing was crowded in to the left of the front door.

    He walked slowly up the path, wondering what significance these changes might have.

    The living room drapes were different, as well, and he was suddenly sure that in this reality he did not live in this house; no analog of himself could possibly allow those things in his home. He rang the bell anyway.

    An unfamiliar woman answered, about thirty, short and slender, with beautiful red hair and a plain, bland face. “Yes?” she said.

    “Ah...I was looking for a Karen Criswell? Mrs. Karen Criswell?”

    “Oh, that’s the lady we bought the house from! Gee, I’m sorry, but she’s gone; we’ve lived here for three months now.”

    “Gone? Gone where?”

    “Well...”

    “Listen, I really need to find her; it’s a family matter. About her brother-in-law.” That seemed like his best approach. After all, wasn’t he his own brother? If there was a Karen Criswell who had owned this house, then surely it was his wife—her maiden name had been Hoechst.

    “I don’t know, I don’t think I can help you.”

    “Why not?” He had almost shouted. He fought himself under control again, then said, “I’m sorry. It’s been pretty rough. Please, where did she go? Do you know why she moved?”

    “Well, after her husband died she didn’t want the house any more—said it was too big for her, that it reminded her of him. Gave us a real good price, to get rid of it quickly—I don’t know if we could have afforded a place this nice otherwise.”

    His throat tightened, and he felt as if a great weight had fallen from his back, as he remembered what hope was. “Her husband died?”

    “Oh, about five months ago. Didn’t you know?”

    “No, we’ve been out of touch for a year now. Family argument.”

    “Oh, that’s too bad. Well, he died—car crash. Hit by a drunk driver while he was running some errand for her.”

    “I’m very sorry to hear that,” he said, forcing his lips not to smile, and inwardly wondering that he could be so delighted by news of his own death.

    “Yes, well, so was she, I guess. She was about the sorriest woman I ever saw, Mrs. Criswell was. She said she just couldn’t live in this world without him, so she wrapped up her affairs, sold her belongings, and went down to the Holiday Inn out on Route Four and jumped into that thing there, the Hole, they call it. Said she’d find him somewhere—that there had to be a world where he lived and she died, and she’d find it if it took the rest of her life. So you see, Mister, I can’t help you find her; she’s gone.”

    Hope vanished, and he plummeted anew into desperation. He said nothing more, just turned and walked down the path. He had been so close, so very close! If only she had waited! He would find her yet! She was somewhere in the Hole, somewhere in the universes that the Hole could reach, searching for him.

    He turned onto the sidewalk and began running, back toward the Hole, toward his only hope, running and crying like a lost child.

    

  
    The Drifter

    

    He didn’t really listen as the explanation droned on; he had already made his decision. As soon as the scientist finally shut up, he said, “Sure, I’ll do it.”

    The scientist blinked uncertainly at him. “You’re sure? I mean, you understand that this will change your life permanently, if it works?”

    “Yeah, I understand. That’s no problem; my life could use some changes.”

    “We don’t know how much, you understand—we can’t calibrate it yet.”

    “I know; that’s fine.”

    The scientist obviously thought the volunteer was crazy, but the volunteer didn’t care. It was his life, after all, and he knew just how boring and crummy it was so far; the scientist didn’t. Letting them push him into some other world sounded like as good an idea as any.

    There was a chance he’d get killed, of course; they had told him that, insisted he sign papers attesting that they’d told him that. It didn’t bother him. There was a chance he’d get killed every time he crossed the street, or drove down the block, or flew home to visit his mother in L.A. That was no big deal, and the odds here didn’t really look much worse than everyday life. This traveling into other universes was certainly safer than walking through some parts of town after dark.

    And there was a chance it would make him rich and famous, and that was a kick, no doubt about it, and it looked just as likely as getting killed, so he was willing to try it.

    He didn’t care about the technical stuff; they were writing all that out for him, so he didn’t need to know any of it. He got the gist of it, the basic theory, and that was plenty enough to interest him. It wasn’t anything all that unheard of—he’d seen the idea in stories, even in Hollywood movies. It was a staple in science fiction.

    When he’d answered the ad for volunteers, though, was the first time he’d ever heard of anyone taking it seriously as science, rather than fiction.

    They were looking for alternate realities. The theory was that rather than one universe, reality included an infinite number of universes, all rolling along side by side without touching—parallel worlds, the science fiction writers called it, or diverging time-streams, depending on how they modeled it. The parallel theory said that all the universes were there all along; the diverging theory said that originally there was only one, but that each time an event could have gone two different ways, it did go two different ways, splitting the existing universe into two, one for each possibility.

    The volunteer didn’t see that there was really much of a difference between these theories, but the scientists considered it an important distinction, and he didn’t argue.

    Whichever it was, they intended to send him into another universe.

    He thought that was a pretty nifty idea—him, Danny Royce, the first man to visit another universe!

    Of course, the catch was that they didn’t think he could come back.

    The gadget they’d built—it filled most of the basement of the physics building, where the cyclotron used to be, but Danny still considered it a gadget—was going to push him into another world, but all it could do was push, not pull; in order to get back he would need to land in a reality where there were people who had developed a machine of their own that could push him back.

    And they didn’t know how to aim, either, so even if his new universe did have a machine, he might not wind up back where he started.

    Now, right there, Danny told himself with a smile, is where 99% of the volunteers would back out; live the rest of his life in another world? Fat chance.

    But Danny had listened further; after all, what did he have to lose, besides his sick old bitch of a mother and a bunch of college loans he wouldn’t be able to pay off, because with the grades he was going to get this semester he wasn’t going to graduate?

    And they’d gone on to say that they weren’t going to push him very far, not on the first human trial; they were going to use the minimum power needed to overcome his temporal inertia—whatever the hell that was.

    “The chances are good,” the scientist had said, “that you won’t see any obvious changes at all when you emerge. You may need to research extensively to find any differences. It may take weeks to be sure whether you’ve moved or not, because you should land in a universe similar enough that they’ll have just sent out their reality’s version of you.”

    And hey, that made it easy! Rich and famous, just for going through this machine and coming out someplace that he couldn’t even tell the difference?

    If it worked, and nothing went wrong.

    If it didn’t, if they’d guessed wrong, he could get killed, he could wind up in Nazi America, or World War III, or Orwell’s 1984 ten years after.

    But hey, really, what did he have to lose?

    “Sure, I’ll do it,” he said.

    So he signed more forms, and a doctor gave him a physical, and a psychiatrist talked to him for an incredibly boring hour, and at last they took him down into the basement of Palmer Hall and put him into the sphere at the center of the gadget, and threw switches.

    The sphere closed around him, and he was alone in the dark, unable to hear anything but a faint hum, and something pressed on him from every direction at once, until he thought he could hear his bones creaking, and his heart was beating fast and so loud he could hear it over the hum, and he wondered if he would throw up, and then the pressure stopped, and the hum died away, and the sphere split open around him, light spilling in in a perfect circle that widened into a cylindrical view of the world around him. He stepped unsteadily out into his new world.

    It looked exactly like the old one.

    He blinked at the scientist—Dr. Hammond, it was, Hammond at the keyboard, like those Hammond organs, except that the keyboard was a computer. “Did it work?” he asked.

    Hammond glanced at his associates, then back at the volunteer. “I don’t know,” he said. “Does it look any different?”

    Royce looked around carefully. Gray metal boxes, silver conduits held together with baling wire and duct tape, servomotors in black, silver, and copper—the gadget looked the same, but he wouldn’t notice any difference unless it was really major, because he had never looked that closely at the thing in the first place.

    Bare brick walls with sloppy mortarwork, light bulbs in rusted steel cages, concrete floor with cracks running across it—the basement looked the same.

    Three physicists in white lab coats, Hammond, Brzeski, and the one with the Middle Eastern name Royce hadn’t caught, all of them with dark hair, Hammond and the Arab, or whatever he was, with mustaches, Brzeski needing a shave and a haircut, his glasses crooked—the scientists looked the same. The computers, the video cameras, all of that was just what he remembered from five minutes before.

    He shrugged. “Looks the same to me,” he said.

    The physicists looked at each other, frowning.

    “Did you bring anything with you?” Brzeski asked.

    “Oh, yeah,” Royce said. He held out the thick looseleaf binder that contained the technical notes. “You gave me this.”

    Brzeski accepted the binder and thumbed through it, while Royce stood waiting.

    “It looks the same,” Brzeski said. “Let’s check the numbers.”

    Hammond nodded, and pulled another binder out of a desk. The three bent over the papers.

    “Hey,” Royce said, “What about me? What do I do now?”

    Hammond looked up, and pursed his lips. “Well, we’ll want you to see Dr. Chin again,” he said.

    “We’d better do that right away,” Brzeski agreed, closing the binder.

    Hammond considered. “Here, you two go ahead and check the notes,” he said. “I’ll take Royce up and get this taken care of.”

    The others nodded agreement, and a moment later Hammond and Royce were climbing the stairs, on their way to get Royce another physical.

    “So,” Royce asked at the first landing, “did I go anywhere or not?”

    Hammond didn’t answer immediately; in fact, they were halfway across the drive, on their way to the campus infirmary, before he said, “We don’t know yet.”

    “So when will you know?”

    Hammond hesitated, but as they stepped up on the sidewalk he said, “We may never know. If we find a difference, then we’ll know, but if we don’t find a difference, it won’t prove anything; it could just mean that you landed in a universe where the only difference is, say, that some unstable radio-isotope on some distant planet had atom A go poof, instead of atom B.”

    “Hell,” Royce said. “If that’s the only difference, for all you know people could go bopping about between universes all the time, without any million-dollar gadgets, and you wouldn’t know a thing about it.”

    “That’s true,” Hammond agreed, as they climbed the infirmary steps, “And that might in fact be the case, that people do drop from one universe to another spontaneously. That might explain a great deal.”

    “You must have done animal experiments,” he said. “Did you get any changes with them?”

    Hammond hesitated again; they were in the infirmary lobby. He paused, instructed the nurse receptionist to tell Dr. Chin they were coming up, then led the way to the fire stairs.

    “Yes,” he said. “We did animal experiments. Hundreds of them. And the results were confusing.”

    “How, confusing?” Royce asked, uncomfortably.

    He should have asked this before the experiment, he realized. He stumbled as his toe hit a step that was higher than he expected, but caught himself on the railing and continued.

    “Well,” Hammond said, “We sent guinea pigs, mice, and rats, for the live-animal trials, and books and papers for inanimate object trials. Some of them didn’t change at all, any more than you did—especially at minimum force. At maximum force they all just disappeared, and we never saw a trace of them again; we must have sent those so far away that any parallels sent toward us at the same power shot right through without stopping. In between, though—well, that was confusing.”

    “How?” Royce demanded, holding the handle of the fire door at the top of the stairs.

    Hammond sighed. “Well,” he said, “some of the animals vanished, some didn’t change—and some did change. We sent out rats and got back hamsters, sent white guineas and got back brown, sent textbooks and got back novels. Sometimes we didn’t send anything, and we got stuff appearing in the sphere, rats and books and once a slide rule with the numbers in Arabic.”

    “Arabic numerals?”

    “Real Arabic, not the numbers we use.”

    Royce nodded. He opened the door and stepped through into the hallway beyond, Hammond close behind. “That doesn’t sound so confusing,” he said. “I mean, weren’t those what you expected?”

    “Well, yes,” Hammond said. “Pretty much. The really confusing part came after we took things out of the sphere.”

    “Why?”

    “Because some of them vanished later. Lab animals get loose, sometimes, and things get mislaid, but they’ve done so much more than usual on this project. It’s got Dr. Brzeski a little spooked, I think. And sometimes animals have turned up in the wrong cage, or we’ve found animals we don’t recognize in the cages—it’s confusing, as I said.”

    Royce felt an uneasy chill. “You mean that this might not be entirely over for me?” he said. “There might be some sort of after-effects?”

    “There might be,” Hammond admitted. “We just don’t know.”

    Then they were in Chin’s examining room, and Royce was obediently taking his shirt off.

    The exam found nothing out of the ordinary. After the physical was done, Hammond and Chin asked Royce to stay for observation; he reluctantly agreed.

    They were paying him, after all—ten dollars an hour, they’d promised.

    A nurse brought him a magazine, and he sat and read. The magazine seemed oddly slippery, which he attributed to nerves; he couldn’t see any shaking, but his hands did seem somehow unsteady.

    It was tiring, reading the tiny print when it didn’t want to hold still, so after awhile he put it down, lay back on the couch, and took a nap.

    When he awoke it took a moment to remember where he was. He sat up and looked at the clock—he had slept through the night. He must have been much more tired than he had realized.

    And he hadn’t had any dinner; he was ravenous. He glanced around.

    There was a magazine on the table, and at first he thought it was the one he had been reading, but that had been Newsweek and this one was Time. He wondered why anyone would have switched it.

    The door was closed; he stood up and opened it.

    The hallway was empty and silent.

    He hesitated, but then shrugged. What the hell, he thought, he wasn’t a prisoner or anything, he was a volunteer. There wasn’t any reason to bother anybody here, or settle for infirmary food. He had his wallet in his pocket, after all.

    He walked up the hill to the edge of campus and got himself a breakfast at P.J.’s Pancake House. then drifted back.

    Just where to go was a good question; he could go back to his room, or to the infirmary, or to the gadget room in the basement of Palmer. If he went back to his room Hammond and the rest would probably be pretty pissed, and there wasn’t anything he wanted to do there in any case. If anything was happening, he’d miss it.

    They probably expected to find him at the infirmary, but it was boring, sitting around there reading last week’s news.

    He headed for the physics lab.

    Brzeski was asleep in a chair in the corner, his head down on the desk, the computer screen in front of him displaying an array of complex mathematics. Hammond and the other guy were poring over a stack of papers.

    “Hey,” Royce called. “What’s happening?”

    The two looked up, startled.

    Royce looked back, startled.

    “Hey,” he said. “What happened to the mustache?”

    The Middle Eastern guy’s right hand flew to his face, feeling the bristly black hairs; Hammond turned to look at him.

    “No,” Royce said, “I meant your mustache, Dr. Hammond.”

    Hammond stared at Royce, his hand creeping up to feel his own upper lip.

    There was no mustache there, only a faint dark fuzz that had resulted from not yet shaving that morning. “What mustache, Mr. Royce?” Hammond asked.

    “Your mustache,” Royce insisted. “You had one yesterday, a thin one sort of like Clark Gable. Made you look like...well, you had a mustache.”

    Hammond and his associate looked at each other, then back at Royce.

    “I have worked with Dr. Hammond for three years now,” the other one said, “and I have never seen him wear a mustache.”

    “Are you quite sure I had one, Mr. Royce?” Hammond asked.

    “Quite sure, yeah,” Royce agreed.

    “That was before the trial?”

    “Before the experiment and after, yeah; you had it last night when you left me at the infirmary.”

    The two looked at each other again; then, abruptly, there were three of them, as Dr. Brzeski was simply there, standing beside them. Royce stared.

    “I think,” Dr. Brzeski said, “we have a problem.”

    6

    The tools that gave them the final clue weren’t any complicated pieces of laboratory apparatus, but the office photocopiers.

    Included in the notebook Royce had carried was a page of random numbers, on the theory that this would provide an ideal way to check for small random changes. It was a photocopy of one that Dr. Hammond had kept on his desk, and the theory was that the two sheets of paper could be held up to a bright light, superimposed over one another, and any differences would show up immediately.

    This had in fact been done immediately after the experiment, and no differences had been detected.

    When Royce had appeared, inquiring after Hammond’s mustache, the two were compared again, and no fewer than eleven digits had changed.

    The two sheets were then taken upstairs to the office of the departmental secretary, where two photocopiers resided. The original was put in one machine, the copy that Royce had carried in the other, and both machines set to turning out copies one after another.

    Every copy of the original was identical, from the first until the machine ran out of toner some seven hundred pages later.

    The first copy of the copy was just as Hammond had recorded it moments before, with eleven differences from the original. So was the second, and the third.

    Around the seventieth copy, though, there were twelve differences.

    Around the hundredth there were thirteen.

    By the time that machine ran out of toner, some eight hundred and fifty copies later, the page that Royce had brought with him was no longer even in the same typeface as the original, and some thirty digits, out of three thousand, were different.

    To Royce, the one he had brought had not changed at all, but the others had.

    To Hammond, the one Royce had brought had been steadily altering, while everything else remained constant.

    And it wasn’t just the paper; Hammond’s mustache had disappeared, Brzeski had changed his shirt and shaved, and various other things had altered over time, while to the scientists none of these had altered, but Royce had—his clothing and hairstyle were no longer what the physicists remembered from before the experiment.

    It was Brzeski who finally came up with a theory to account for this, and explained it to Royce.

    “Think of all those universes we talked about as parallel lines,” he said, “and each version of you is like a ball rolling down the line, from past to future.”

    Royce nodded.

    “Well, we had thought of those lines as little grooves, and we were going to nudge you up out of one groove and into the next.”

    Royce nodded again.

    Brzeski grimaced. “It seems we got our analogy wrong, though; they aren’t grooves, just lines on a flat surface. We gave you a push sideways, and you moved off your original line—but instead of dropping into the next groove, you’ve just kept on rolling across the surface, from one line to the next, at an angle. There are no grooves, nothing to stop you from sliding on across the different lines forever. You have the same futureward vector as you started with, but you’ve added a small crosstime vector, as well.”

    “So how do I stop it?”

    Brzeski shrugged. “I don’t know,” he admitted.

    Royce stared at him.

    “There may be friction,” he said. “In fact, there probably is some sort of friction, because after all, you interact with your surroundings—we gave a crosstime shove to what was in the sphere, and that’s just a finite mass, made up of you and the notebook and a lot of air and miscellaneous particles, which means a finite momentum; as the molecules of your body are replaced with molecules that were not in the sphere, that momentum will be dissipated, and your average velocity as a system, if we can call it that, will be reduced. We have no way of measuring the reduction, though, no way of knowing when it’ll slow you down to a stop.”

    Royce was glad that Physics 101 was a course he had not flunked—he thought he understood this explanation. “Well, can you put me back in the machine and shove me back the other way, cancel out the momentum?” he asked.

    Brzeski hesitated before replying, “No.”

    After a moment he realized that wasn’t adequate, and explained, “We can’t aim the thing; in fact, I think it’s stuck pointing in one direction, so to speak. If we put you in it again and shoved, it wouldn’t slow you down, it would speed you up. Didn’t Hammond warn you about that, that we didn’t think you could ever get back to your home universe?”

    “Yeah,” Royce admitted. “He said something about that.”

    “We’ll work on it,” Brzeski assured him. “Hang in there.”

    “Yeah,” Royce said, “but how long is it going to take? Am I stuck here until you get it worked out? So far all the changes have been stupid little stuff, but what happens if something important changes? How often am I going to make these hops from one universe to the next?”

    Brzeski swallowed. “I thought you understood,” he said. “You’re making hops, as you call it, constantly, every second, every instant. You’re not in the same universe you were in five minutes ago, or ten seconds ago, or even when I started this sentence. You’re falling, or rolling, or however you want to describe it, through one universe after another—but the transitions are instantaneous, and the differences are so minute and so scattered that you don’t see most of the changes. The population of China could have gone up or down by a million in a single transition, and you wouldn’t know, because it’s outside your immediate area. Whole planets could vanish or appear, and you wouldn’t notice. There must be millions, billions of changes happening every second, for there to have been any you observed directly in the...” He glanced at his watch. “...nineteen hours since you got your push.”

    Royce puzzled with this for a moment, then asked, “But then how can you talk to me? How can you even see me, if I’m only in your universe for an instant?”

    “Because it isn’t just a single you,” Brzeski explained. “There were an infinite number of closely-bunched worlds where this experiment was tried, where you were the subject, and where the results were the same. That means an infinite number of versions of you, all moving together through an infinite number of worlds.” He sighed. “Think of two sets of parallel lines, set at an angle, crossing each other. The intersections of the lines form a line of their own, and that’s the line we’re interacting along. You aren’t the same Dave Royce that I started explaining this to; you’re just one of millions who have flashed through this universe, and millions of adjacent universes, each of you hearing an instant of this in each of those different realities.”

    “Danny Royce,” Royce said. “Danny, not Dave.”

    Brzeski blinked, and looked down at his notes.

    “The one we started with,” he said, “was Dave. See?” He held up a sheet of paper, and Royce read the line near the top, “Subject volunteer David H. Royce.”

    A chill ran through him.

    “So there are a million of us,” he said. “Can you stop us, somehow? Or tell where we’re going?”

    Brzeski shook his head. “No,” he said. “All we can do is hope that I’m right about friction slowing you down.”

    6

    They tried anyway, of course; they measured everything they could think of to measure, ran dozens of computer models, considered a hundred different ways to recalibrate the gadget.

    Nothing held out any hope. For weeks, he lived in an uncomfortable world of constant small changes, a world all his own, moving at an angle to everyone else. Small objects moved about untouched, sometimes hopping instantaneously from one place to another as he watched; people did the same. Hair, clothing, and make-up could change at any instant; conversations sometimes shifted directions in the middle of a sentence, or even a word.

    And then came the day when he woke up on his cot in the basement of Palmer and found two people sitting nearby, not Hammond and Brzeski, but Hammond and Dave Royce.

    He had reached universes where the experiment had not been done, where no one had volunteered; Dave Royce, who was otherwise almost indistinguishable from Danny Royce, had considered it, and had backed down.

    “You first appeared—that is, your analogues did—about six weeks ago,” Dave explained. “It was pretty weird; at first everyone thought I had a long-lost twin brother turning up. Really gave me the creeps, seeing you.”

    Danny, staring at his doppelganger in uneasy fascination, shuddered slightly and said, “I can understand that.”

    “Before you bother to ask—I mean, I guess you will, because all the others did, practically every five minutes—we can’t do anything to stop your crosstime drift. Things are different here, yeah, but that’s because the experiments didn’t go as far as they did where you world. The equipadget got built, here, but I didn’t volver tried it out on humans.”

    Danny blinked; the conversation was fragmenting more than usual. Perhaps that had something to do with being near a major transition, between universes that had done the experiment and universes that hadn’t. There was no pattern to the changes that he could detect, but they did sometimes seem to come in bunches.

    Then Dave was gone, and Dr. Hammond was saying, “...Six weeks to study your situation, but as yet we haven’t made much progress.”

    Then Dave was back.
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    He lived in the basement for another week. He no longer had a room, of course, since in these universes it was Dave Royce, not Danny, who was a student on the verge of flunking out. Danny Royce didn’t exist at all, or at any rate had not existed prior to six weeks before.

    The one encouraging piece of news, received in a rather fragmented conversation with Dr. Brzeski, was that his situation might actually have been improved by this doubling-up.

    “In all the universes where a Dave or Danny Royce was sent out,” Brzeski explained, “that created a sort of vacuum, we think, that all the others, coming up behind, can move into easily. This may, in fact, be one reason that you’re moving far more quickly than we would have expected—only the very first in the sequence had to overcome any significant resistance. Now that you’re into universes where this didn’t happen, though, friction should be much greater.”

    Royce frowned. “But I’m still following seven weeks’ worth of myself,” he said. “Aren’t they all pulling me along?”

    Brzeski frowned and scratched at his beard. “Maybe,” he admitted, “but not as much as they were, I don’t think.”

    Before Royce could say anything, the tail-end of another conversation intruded, as Brzeski said, “...your best chance.”

    “What’s my best chance?”

    “Waiting it out,” Brzeski said, “I just said looks bad, and I wish I could be be be be more timistic.”

    “What looks bad?” Royce hated this sort of thing, where attempts to communicate went in bizarre and unexpected directions without warning.

    “Your situation. I mean, with the dead ones.”

    “Dead ones? What dead ones?”

    Brzeski sighed. “Here we go again. I was explaining, for about the hundredth time, that the first few of you to arrive in our universe were dead. We don’t know what killed them. It scared the hell out of us when the first live one arrived—having a dead body appear in the physics lab was bad enough, but when it sat up and started asking questions...”

    Brzeski vanished.
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    By the end of the third month Royce was absolutely convinced that the changes were speeding up, not slowing down; the friction theory didn’t seem to be working.

    Dr. Brzeski no longer existed; the physicist with the Middle Eastern name was now Dr. Hamid, which Royce was fairly certain was not what he had heard originally; Douglas Royce had not been admitted to the university, but had been wait-listed and not made the final cut; no Dave or Danny Royce had ever existed, prior to some forty days ago. The gadget had never been built; Hammond’s work in parallel-world theory was entirely theoretical.

    The fact that it was no longer six weeks since the first appearance worried him.

    Then he found out about the body.

    Or bodies.

    “We don’t understand what’s happening, exactly,” Hammond explained, “But dead bodies have appeared in the basement lab, and then disappeared again, and sometimes this coincides with a live Royce, and sometimes it doesn’t.”

    “A live Royce?” Royce asked. “You mean there’s more than one?”

    “I mean that you appear and disappear, and even when you’re here you flicker sometimes.”

    Royce could understand that; he had sometimes seen other people flick about, or blink in and out of existence. He had not realized that he was doing it.

    Upon consideration, though, he thought he could explain it. He was becoming an expert on the practical ramifications of crosstime travel, from first-hand experience combined with an urgent personal interest. Some of his other selves were diverging slightly as they moved through time. Some had died, some had moved about in different ways.

    And the existence of more than one at a time—that needed more thought, but he had a guess.

    “It’s friction,” he said. “When I move, and eat, and breathe, I interact with the air around me, and so on, and that increases the air resistance, sort of. Not air resistance, exactly, but...”

    “Temporal resistance,” Hammond suggested.

    “Right, temporal resistance,” he agreed. “So when some of me stop eating and breathing, or do so differently, then that changes the amount of resistance they encounter. So dead bodies ought to be moving faster across time than the live versions.” He considered that. “So they’re coming from behind me,” he said. “I’ve slowed down more than they have, and they’ve zipped past me.”

    He looked at himself for a moment, and then the duplicate was gone again.

    “And I’ll bet we’re bumping against each other, too,” he said. “Some of us would be slowed down by collisions, and some would be sped up—whole chunks of the sequence, millions at a time. That would account for some of the flickering, too, as we get spaced out further. My part must be speeding up a little, because the changes have been coming more quickly for me. But it means there is friction, and eventually I’ll come to rest. Right?”

    “I’m sorry,” Hammond said, “but I couldn’t make that out; your speech is deteriorating.”

    6

    By the end of the first year, no Dr. Hammond or Dr. Hamid had ever existed, and no one he spoke to knew anything about any serious study of parallel-world theory. It was purely the province of science fiction writers. He could find no Doug, Dave, or Danny Royce anywhere; his mother was not living in the house he had grown up in.

    The world wasn’t all that different, though. The United States was still there, history seemed unchanged in any significant way, the university was still there—though one quadrangle was drastically altered; he supposed a different architect had done it.

    He survived by sleeping in campus lounges, eating anywhere he could sneak in, doing odd jobs for cash. He could no longer chart exactly how long his doppelgangers had been appearing, because appearances were scattered in both time and space. Mysterious corpses appearing and disappearing had been a frequent phenomenon in these worlds for months.

    He tried to count changes as best he could, but had no real way of doing so. Whether he was speeding up or slowing down he was not certain.

    For three days, he found himself passing another section of the sequence, and the two versions of himself were able to compare notes, but nothing came of the comparison. Danny Royce was clearly drifting faster than Dave Royce in this particular pairing, which Dave found heartening and Danny depressing, but beyond that he learned nothing of any use.
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    In the third year he was caught by troops enforcing a curfew he hadn’t known about, and was shot while fleeing; he heard the rifle crack, saw the bullet coming toward him, and then it was gone and he ran on.

    One of his doppelgangers was dead, killed by that bullet, he was sure; probably millions were dead of millions of identical bullets. He, personally, was not.

    His sense of self had suffered over the past two years; so had his grip on reality, since reality kept changing. The university was gone, the United States in the chaos of a second civil war that had begun twenty years before, and he knew nothing of any of it. Still, he knew that he was alive; he was not so far gone as to doubt that.

    From then on, though, he found people starting at his appearance; he was frequently asked, “Where’d you go?” or “Where’d you come from?”, and concluded that there was a gap in his existence now, a space of several seconds.

    His life had become sufficiently disjointed that he no longer looked for any way to slow his drift; he only worried about surviving from one meal to the next, while he waited for friction to stop him.

    6

    It was a relief when he finally found himself in uninhabited forest. He had been avoiding people for years, ever since English had ceased to be the local language, and the utter absence of other human beings made that much easier. He could concentrate on finding food and water, without worrying about hiding—fortunately, the local predators, bears and mountain lions, didn’t seem interested in him.

    He sometimes wondered whether he had reached a world where human beings had never existed at all, or one where they had died out, or one where they simply hadn’t found the Americas yet. He rather hoped it was the last of those three, because once he was sure he had stopped drifting he intended to try to find a human society where he could fit in. He was lonely. It had been thirteen years since he had stepped out of that metal sphere, thirteen years since his life had had any pretense of normality.

    He knew that he had not stopped yet, though, because every so often, perhaps once a week, or only once a month, something would change—a rock would be shifted, a branch unbroken, or some other sign that reality was still not constant.

    With no one to talk to he had no idea whether there were any of his other selves still in existence, but he theorized that there had to be.

    He certainly hoped so.

    6

    The child stared, and called for her mother. She came quickly, and together they gazed down at the huddled shape.

    Royce awoke on a comfortable object—he had no name for it, though it was obviously furniture, something akin to a large beanbag chair, and also to an oversized pillow, but not quite either one. He looked up at an arched, sand-colored ceiling.

    He stretched, sat up, and looked around.

    The mother and daughter were standing in the doorway, watching him.

    He smiled, then thought better of showing his teeth—twenty-two years without a dentist had left them in sorry shape.

    “Hello,” he said, his voice cracking. “I don’t suppose by any miracle you speak English?”

    The pair simply stared.

    Royce shrugged. “I didn’t think so,” he said. “So I’ll learn your language. After all, I’m going to be here for a long time.” He smiled again, keeping his lips closed this time. “You’re probably wondering where the hell I came from, and I wish I could tell you; maybe someday I’ll be able to explain it.” He looked around the room, at the oval window and the various inexplicable furnishings. “So this is your village, huh? I’ve been watching you guys for months—I mean, I didn’t want to just walk up and get a spear through my belly, or wind up in the community stewpot, you know? I guess I misjudged a little, though. You must have found me asleep, right? I thought I was farther away than that.” He grimaced.

    The silent watchers listened to the stream of strange, babbling noises from the creature, but made no response.

    “And I’ve stopped drifting, haven’t I?” Royce said, unable to repress a grin. “It’s been six months since I spotted any changes, and believe me, I’ve been looking. God, it was so lucky that I made it as far as you folks before I stopped! Living the rest of my life alone out there in the woods—well, I’m not as young as I was, y’know? And even though you people aren’t anything like where I came from, I like your looks.” He waved an arm at the room and its contents. “I like this place. Homey.”

    The daughter squeaked at her mother, who honked a reply. A yellowed claw patted the daughter’s scaly head.

    “That’s gonna be a tough language to learn,” Royce said, considering.

    Then, before the eyes of the two observers, he vanished.

    

  
    Storm Trooper

    The orange juice had more pulp than he liked, and was warm, as well—one of the drawbacks of eating breakfast at his desk, that.

    Of course, back when he ate breakfast at home, his ex-wife had usually gotten orange juice with too much pulp in it anyway. It had generally been good and cold, though.

    Mitsopoulas put the little carton aside and used the space to unfold the paper.

    No new storms were mentioned; the lead story was something about the Middle East. He skipped that—it wasn’t his problem. A smaller item, near the bottom of the page, was more in his line; scientists had managed to keep alive a tissue sample from the “skywhale” that a storm had dropped in a Kansas cornfield last week, and were optimistic about eventually cloning it and growing a full-sized specimen.

    He snorted. What would they do with a two-hundred-foot lighter-than-air whale? Oh, he supposed it might have some value as a source of methane, for fuel, but it would be an awfully awkward thing to have around. For his own part he thought it was just as well that the poor creature had arrived dead. He couldn’t imagine what its home reality might have been like.

    The swinging door opened, and Orlando’s back appeared, pushing it. He turned around and displayed a cardboard tray of styrofoam cups. “You like it black, right, Lieutenant?”

    Mitsopoulas looked up. “Yeah, black.” He accepted the proffered cup and pried off the plastic lid, but waited for the coffee to cool before sipping. His eyes wandered back to the newspaper.

    Some fundamentalist preacher was calling for a national moment of prayer at noon. “The Lord is testing us,” he was quoted as saying, “He is reshaping His creation even as we watch, to show us His power. We must acknowledge Him, show Him that our faith in His Word is still firm, or He will destroy us all.”

    Mitsopoulas didn’t buy that. If God wanted to send messages, there were easier ways than the reality storms. If the storms were a test of faith, the instructions were pretty damn unclear; what did a flying whale have to do with sin or salvation? How were the Nazis in the Bronx, or those poor weirdos on Coney Island, supposed to change his beliefs? It was the crazy suckers who were getting dumped who had to change their beliefs, not the ordinary people of the real world. He folded the newspaper and drank coffee.

    Orlando was back, after distributing the other cups.

    “So, Orlando, what’ve we got today?” Mitsopoulas asked.

    “Nothing for sure, Lieutenant,” Orlando said, shrugging. “You saw the paper.”

    “Nothing came in after deadline last night?”

    “Not that we’ve gotten called on yet.”

    “No?” Mitsopoulas leaned back in his chair. “Funny,” he said, “I thought I heard a storm last night; half woke me up.”

    “There was a storm,” Orlando agreed. “About five this morning. They logged calls about some weird machines cruising over Forty-Third Street, and a lady called in about her cat turning into a vacuum cleaner or something, but the night shift didn’t find anything. Must’ve just passed over without dumping anything, for once, the way they used to when they first started. Maybe they’re slowing up again.”

    “We should both live so long,” Mitsopoulas muttered, leaning forward again.

    Orlando heard him, and retorted, “Hey, they can’t go on forever!”

    “No?” Mitsopoulas looked up at him and grimaced. “How do you know? Nothing like this ever happened before.”

    “We don’t know that, Lieutenant,” Orlando said contemplatively, “Maybe these things used to drive the dinosaurs nuts. Maybe it was reality storms killed the dinosaurs off, for all I know. Maybe all those stories about fairies and leprechauns were true, and they came from storms.”

    “Aah!” Mitsopoulas waved a hand. “That’s garbage. The storms started two years ago, not back in the Dark Ages or whenever the dinosaurs lived. It’s all part of the crazy times we live in, that’s all.”

    Orlando shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

    “I will, just watch.” He sipped coffee. “Hey, what was that about the lady’s cat?”

    “Oh, someone up in Turtle Bay Towers said her cat turned into a vacuum cleaner, or some piece of machinery that looked like one.”

    Mitsopoulas snorted. “Anybody check it out?”

    “Not in person,” Orlando replied. “A sergeant took the call, someone named Derring, and told her that if the machine did anything suspicious she should call again, or bring it to the station. That was the last we heard about it.”

    “I know Derring,” Mitsopoulas said thoughtfully. “He’s as lazy a son of a bitch as you’re going to find on the force.”

    “Hey, Lieutenant, come on!” Orlando protested. “She’s probably just some old loony whose cat ran away. How could it turn into a vacuum cleaner?”

    “How the hell do I know? How could three blocks in the Bronx turn into a concentration camp? How did those people in that castle out on Coney Island get in a solid stone room with no doors or windows, so it took six hours to jackhammer them out? How’d that castle get there at all?” He shrugged. “So this time it’s probably just a nut with a missing cat; you want to sit around here all day? It’s nice weather out there, and I could use a little drive uptown. We’ve got radio now, Orlando, you know that? If anything important comes up we won’t miss it.”

    Orlando nodded reluctantly. “You’re taking the whole squad?” he asked.

    “Hey, that’s what the rules say—we stay together as a unit, just in case. Did you boys have something better to do?” When Orlando hesitated, considering whether or not to answer, Mitsopoulas smiled and added, “On city time?”

    “I guess not,” Orlando conceded.

    “What was it, anyway—penny ante stud?”

    “Nickel-dime, dealer’s choice,” Orlando admitted.

    “So save your money. Get the equipment on the wagon and let’s go.”

    They went.

    Fifteen minutes later the DCS van stopped for a light at Forty-Third and Third, and Mitsopoulas leaned forward, studying the streets around them. “I thought I felt something just then,” he said. “Like an aftershock or something. Any of you guys feel it?”

    Simons, at the wheel, shook his head, and Orlando called from the back, “Maybe it’s heartburn, Lieutenant.”

    “Very funny,” Mitsopoulas retorted, as the others snickered quietly. He knew that he had felt something, as if gravity had shifted direction for an instant, as if the common, everyday reality around him had blinked. That the others had failed to notice it didn’t mean it hadn’t happened; he had gotten his post as commander of the DCS squad partly because he was unusually sensitive to such phenomena.

    “This was where the storm was centered last night?” he asked.

    Simons nodded. “So they told me.”

    “Hey, storm troopers!” someone called cheerfully from the sidewalk, waving at the van.

    “Oh, jeez,” Mitsopoulas said, sinking down in his seat.

    “I wish they didn’t call us that,” Simons said.

    “I know,” the lieutenant agreed, “Especially after the Bronx. But I guess you can’t expect kids to yell, ’Hey, Discontinuity Control Squad!’“

    “No, but my kid brother calls us reality cops, and I can handle that a lot better than ’storm troopers’.”

    Mitsopoulas didn’t answer; he was staring at the buildings on the north side of 43rd. The light changed, and Simons started the van forward.

    “Turn here,” Mitsopoulas told him, pointing.

    Startled, Simons obeyed, belatedly yanking the wheel around hard in order to make the corner. “I thought we were going up to 46th,” he said when he had the van safely in lane.

    Mitsopoulas was staring out at the building immediately east of the familiar facade of the Church of St. Agnes. “I thought so too,” he replied. “But we’re not; stop here.”

    Simons eased the van over, double-parking it in front of the indicated building. “What is it?” he asked.

    “Look at the sign.”

    Simons looked, and read, “New York City Internal Security, Midtown Boo-ro. B-U-R-O? I never saw ’bureau’ spelled like that.”

    “And I never heard of the New York Internal Security,” Mitsopoulas said.

    “You don’t think it’s just some rent-a-cop outfit?” Orlando asked from the back.

    “I don’t know—but that’s a damn big building for a rent-a-cop operation I never heard of, and besides, it wasn’t here the last time I came past.”

    “That sign doesn’t look new,” Simons said doubtfully.

    “I know,” Mitsopoulas replied grimly.

    “Are you sure it wasn’t here?”

    “Hey, don’t argue, all right? I’m sure; it doesn’t go right with the church.”

    “So they had a bad architect...”

    “That’s not what I mean, I mean I remember it being different. I don’t know every block in the city, but I know St. Agnes, and that’s not the building that should be next to it.”

    Simons stared for a moment. “You mean it’s part of a reality dump? The report was on 46th, wasn’t it?”

    “Yeah,” Mitsopoulas said, “It was.”

    “That’s another three blocks, Lieutenant, and on the other side of Third Avenue; if it were that big, wouldn’t we have gotten a lot more word on it already?”

    “I’d like to think so,” Mitsopoulas said quietly. “Maybe we got two separate spots. One way or another, though, we check this place out.”

    Simons shrugged. “Okay, Lieutenant, but maybe it’s just your memory playing tricks.”

    “My memory doesn’t play tricks.” Mitsopoulas opened the door and got out; on the other side Simons followed suit, and the rest of the team crept forward between the seats to follow.

    In accordance with standard practice, four of the men, including Mitsopoulas, formed a line facing the building, spaced at arm’s length; Mabuchi stood back a pace, scanning the opposite sidewalk and to either side. Orlando stayed in the van, sitting with one leg out the open door, the radio mike in his hand, ready to call for help, or to leap out to provide back-up, or to jump back in and flee. All but Orlando had their guns drawn and pointed skyward.

    In the center of the line, facing the door of “New York City Internal Security’s” midtown bureau, Mitsopoulas felt a rush of adrenaline; the palm that was wrapped around the butt of his gun was sweaty, and his throat was dry. It was always this way at first, when he faced a complete unknown that could be literally anything. Once he found out what was inside that building, once he knew something, he could be calm again, no matter how bizarre or dangerous it might be; it was the not knowing that affected him, not any actual threat.

    He knew his men did not necessarily feel the same way; he thought that all of them must be calmer than he, and Simons, on his right, looked just as cool as if he were on the firing range back at headquarters.

    Well, they didn’t understand as well as he did. The people in the reality dumps could be complete whackos. There could be things in there that weren’t people at all. The dumps might not come from the real world, but they were solid and dangerous all the same. Two men died capturing the camp in the Bronx.

    He took the first step forward, toward the three low steps leading up to the door, but then he stopped and snapped his gun down into firing position.

    The door was opening.

    Mitsopoulas glimpsed a sleek black uniform, dark hair, a pale face, and then whoever had opened the door spotted the line of men outside, the six cops, the storm troopers, and he—or just possibly she—ducked back in, out of sight.

    The door did not close again, however; a crack remained, too narrow for Mitsopoulas to see anything through.

    “Look for cover,” Mitsopoulas said. “But stand your ground for now.”

    From the corner of his eye he could see Weinberg nodding an acknowledgment, and O’Donnell, on the other side, passing the order on to Simons.

    “Orlando,” he called, “pass the bullhorn.”

    Orlando obeyed, handing it to Weinberg, who passed it to Mitsopoulas. He took it, turned it on, and raised it.

    As he did, he noticed that a crowd was beginning to collect on the sidewalks. “Mabuchi,” he called over his shoulder, “Keep those gawkers back.”

    Then, using the bullhorn, he called, “You in the building, the one that says Internal Security! This is the police! We want to talk—send someone out, unarmed!”

    He lowered the loud-hailer and waited. On either side, his men waited with him.

    A moment later a window on the second floor slid up, and an amplified voice called out, “Who did you say you were?”

    “Damn,” Mitsopoulas muttered. He raised the horn.

    “This is Lieutenant Gregory Mitsopoulas, of the New York Police Department. Who’s in there?”

    For a long moment there was only silence; then the amplified voice said, “We have you covered. Throw down your weapons and we’ll talk.”

    The barrel of a rifle, black and menacing, slid out across the second-story windowsill.

    “Oh, shit,” Mitsopoulas said. “Take cover!”

    The men scattered, behind parked cars and a Daily News box. Mitsopoulas himself ducked back to the van and crouched by Orlando’s knee, behind the open door.

    “This is the police,” he bellowed through the bullhorn. “Nobody’s been hurt here, and we want to keep it that way. We just want to talk. No guns. Send someone out!”

    “Listen,” the voice from the building replied, “I don’t know who you are really, but if you’re the police, who the hell do you think is in here?”

    Mitsopoulas blinked, and read the sign again.

    Internal Security.

    Yeah, that might mean police somewhere, but in New York?

    Besides, he knew perfectly well who the cops were here.

    But then, there had been a reality storm last night, and it was clear that this building was from some other New York. Were the occupants unaware of what had happened?

    Maybe, somehow, they weren’t.

    Well, then, someone had to explain it to them. That was simple enough.

    And figuring out whose job the explanation was wasn’t too tricky, either.

    “This is Lieutenant Mitsopoulas,” he called. “I’m going to leave my gun here and come inside to talk to you.”

    After a moment’s hesitation, the voice replied, “Come ahead. Keep your hands where we can see them.”

    Mitsopoulas muttered to himself as he handed the bullhorn and his service revolver to Orlando.

    “You guys be careful out here,” he said. Then he stood up, raised his hands to shoulder height, palms out, and walked across Forty-Third Street and up the three steps.

    The heavy front door was still ajar; he pushed it open with one toe and leaned in.

    “Hello,” he called. “Anyone here?”

    Two men with drawn guns appeared at the opposite end of a small, dingy hallway. They wore sleek one-piece black uniforms that didn’t look much like any cop suits Mitsopoulas had ever seen—more like something athletic, though no bike racer or ice skater would have added the equipment-laden Sam Browne belts. The lieutenant wiggled his fingers. “I’m clean,” he called, “See?”

    One man frisked him while the other kept him covered. Neither spoke. They looked through his wallet and inspected his badge, and kept them both, as well as the cuffs and a few other items he had been carrying.

    When they were satisfied that he was unarmed they took him to a small, bare room with three wooden chairs and a hanging light—Interrogation, obviously.

    Mitsopoulas sighed and played along, taking the suspect’s chair. One man stayed to guard him; the other stepped out.

    A moment later another, older man entered, wearing a variant of the same black uniform, but trimmed in gold at the cuffs. He took a seat.

    Mitsopoulas waited to see whether he would be offered a hand to shake. He wasn’t.

    “So,” the questioner asked, “who are you?”

    “I’m Lieutenant Gregory Mitsopoulas, N.Y.P.D. I assume you read the I.D. I had on me.”

    The other man nodded.

    “I take it you don’t believe it, for some reason,” Mitsopoulas said.

    The other smiled a tight, humorless little smile.

    “Mind if I ask who you are?” Mitsopoulas said, smiling back.

    “Aaron Fitzwater, Bureau Commandant, New York City Internal Security,” the other replied.

    Mitsopoulas nodded. “I figured it was something like that. And in your New York City, you guys are the only cops there are, right? So when you saw us lined up out there like that, you must have thought you had a goddamn revolt on your hands, right?”

    Fitzwater stared silently for a moment, then asked, “Your New York City? Is there more than one, then?”

    “Sure is. So I guess you guys didn’t have reality storms where you came from? At least, not until the one that dumped you here?”

    “Mr. Mitsopoulas,” Fitzwater said, “You aren’t making much sense.”

    Mitsopoulas sighed. “You don’t have the storms. Okay, just bear with me for a couple of minutes, all right? It’s gonna sound stupid, but let me talk. That okay?”

    Fitzwater nodded. “Say your piece,” he said.

    “Okay,” Mitsopoulas said. He took a breath, and began.

    “Two years ago we started getting what we call reality storms— and when I say we, I don’t just mean me, or New York, I mean the whole friggin’ world. For anywhere from about half a second to a couple of hours, the whole world goes nuts in a certain area—things appear and disappear, or change shape, the air can change, the light, colors, everything. Sometimes gravity or even time itself is affected. The size of the storm can range from...well, we don’t know the lower limit, but the smallest one anyone’s confirmed was about the size of a breadbox. That one lasted about a minute and a half. The biggest one reported so far was over the mid-Atlantic, thank God, and was estimated at five miles long and two miles wide. We don’t know what’s causing them; nobody does, or at least nobody we know of. There are lots of theories, of course—that Judgment Day is approaching, that reality’s coming apart at the seams, that it’s all just illusions or mass hysteria. My personal favorite theory is that some scientist somewhere in some other universe is screwing around with space-time or something, and we’re getting caught in the backwash, but we don’t really know.” He spread his palms. “So,” he asked, “you heard about anything like that?”

    Fitzwater calmly answered, “No.”

    Mitsopoulas shook his head. “Too bad,” he said. “Then you probably think I’m nuts. I’m not, though—it’s true. These weird storms are happening, and during them the whole world is warped out of shape—up can be down, or you can get heavier or lighter, light and sound do strange things, people see mysterious things in the sky. Weird stuff.”

    “Go on,” Fitzwater said.

    “Okay,” Mitsopoulas said agreeably. “You’re humoring me, that’s good. It’s a start, anyway. Thanks. So, anyway, sometimes, after particularly bad storms, there are bits of reality that have been changed permanently, and we get strange things left behind—bits and pieces of other worlds. And yeah, that means that parts of our world are gone, and no, we don’t know where they went, and no, none of them have ever come back again. They’re just gone, and we’ve got other stuff there instead, stuff that doesn’t always make sense. Like a flying whale—a dead one, with all its gas sacs ruptured, turned up in a Kansas cornfield; that drove the science guys nuts. I don’t know about you, but nobody in my world had ever seen a flying whale before, or any other animal that was lighter than air.” Mitsopoulas shook his head. “Hell of a thing.”

    “Go on,” Fitzwater repeated.

    “Sure. Well, anyway, we get a lot of these in New York—maybe it’s got something to do with population density, or maybe with all the electronics stuff around here. Whatever, New York gets more than its share, so the city put together a special team to deal with all the bits of other realities that get left behind. We call it the Discontinuity Control Squad, and me and my men, we’re it.”

    Fitzwater nodded slowly.

    “Lieutenant,” he said, “I told you a lie a couple of minutes ago. We’ve had a few incidents such as you describe—not on the scale your world apparently has, assuming you’re telling me the truth, but we’ve had a few. We don’t call them reality storms; we call them illusion zones. The official doctrine is that the things in them aren’t real. We, too, have a special team to deal with them—we call them Zone Police. The street name is the dream police.”

    Mitsopoulas grimaced. “They call us storm troopers,” he said.

    Fitzwater smiled his little smile again. “So I don’t think you’re crazy,” he said.

    Mitsopoulas smiled back. “That’s a relief,” he said.

    “At least, not crazy in the usual way. I don’t think you’re real at all.”

    Mitsopoulas started. His smile vanished. “What?”

    “Not real in our world, anyway. So you and your men were caught in one of these reality storms, as you call them, and you found yourself in our world?”

    “Hey, no,” Mitsopoulas said. “You guys, you were caught. You’re in my world.”

    Fitzwater’s smile vanished as well. “Nonsense, Lieutenant,” he said. “Look around you. This is my world, my bureau.”

    “Yeah, it’s your bureau,” Mitsopoulas said. “Because your whole building got it, around five o’clock this morning.”

    As he spoke, though, a slithering uneasiness slipped into the back of his mind.

    If the building had made the transition at five a.m., why was the full daytime crew here? Why hadn’t any of them noticed the transition? And there had been that little twinge while waiting at the light on Third Avenue.

    Fitzwater was definitely not smiling now; his face looked hard as granite, far harder than the acoustic-tile walls. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” he said. “You and your men are the strangers here—the invaders. Now, if you would kindly order them all to come in here, I’m sure we can make arrangements.”

    “Arrangements,” Mitsopoulas said, feeling cold. “What kind of arrangements?” New York City Internal Security, they called it. Security, like the Committee for State Security—the KGB. Or the Rumanian Securitate. These weren’t just cops, like himself and his men; he was sure of it. They were the secret police, the enforcers, the midnight knock on the door.

    Dream police, illusion zones—so what did they do with the very real things that were left behind? And the very real people? In Mitsopoulas’ New York there were eleven people out in Queens who thought they were wizards, people who were being taught English and offered vocational training. There were three hundred survivors of the camp in the Bronx in the city hospitals, recovering. There was an exact double of a Wall Street broker who was trying to set himself up in a new line of work. There were half a dozen unidentified creatures in the Bronx Zoo, and a warehouse in Brooklyn half full of unidentified things.

    Nobody called any of that stuff an illusion. Insane, maybe, but not illusion. How can you call it illusion when there’s so much evidence?

    You’d have to get rid of the evidence before you could say it was all an illusion.

    “Come with me, Lieutenant,” Fitzwater said, “and we’ll get your men in here.”

    “Commandant,” he said, “I think you’re making a mistake. This is my world, my New York. I can prove it.” To himself, Mitsopoulas prayed, Oh, God, I hope it’s my New York.

    “How?” Fitzwater demanded, his voice cold, and Mitsopoulas knew that this was life and death, that Fitzwater and the N.Y.C. Internal Security men were not playing games.

    He had to escape, to get out of here somehow.

    But if he did, then what? What if this really wasn’t his familiar world?

    He didn’t know what happened to people who vanished in the storms, but he knew one thing—they never came back. In the two years since the storms began, none had ever come back.

    His ex-wife, his daughter, the stenographer he’d taken out to dinner Saturday, he’d never see them again if he had been shifted into another reality. New York was still here, so the world couldn’t be too different, but his job was gone, and who knew what else? Were the Mets in this world? Who was president, if anyone? What sort of a world was it?

    Judging by the people he’d seen, not a good one.

    “Well,” he said. “Seems to me a little drive downtown to look at the sights should settle the matter. If my office is still there at Police Plaza, it’s my world, right?”

    “Police Plaza?”

    Mitsopoulas nodded. “Downtown,” he said.

    “Not in this world,” Fitzwater said.

    “You mean not in your world,” Mitsopoulas replied.

    “This is my world,” Fitzwater snapped.

    “Prove it,” Mitsopoulas snapped back.

    “This is a trick,” Fitzwater said. “You’re planning to escape somehow, once you’re outside the building.”

    “Why should I escape?” Mitsopoulas retorted. “You don’t mean me any harm, do you?”

    “Of course not,” Fitzwater replied reflexively. He stared at Mitsopoulas for a long moment.

    It was Mitsopoulas who broke the silence.

    “Listen,” he said. “To hell with the bullshit. You kill your dump survivors, don’t you? So you can keep up the pretense that it’s all illusion, and there’s nothing seriously wrong?”

    Fitzwater drew his gun and pointed it between Mitsopoulas’ eyes. Mitsopoulas held up a hand.

    “Wait a minute,” he said, hoping his voice wouldn’t crack. “Just wait a minute, okay? Before you go shooting anybody, just wait a minute. Think it through. You don’t want to kill me, not yet; my men out there are armed, and know how to take care of themselves. They aren’t going to listen to you unless I tell them to. And however sure you are which world we’re in, what harm would it do to check? Call someone, will you? Just use the phone or the radio and call someone, see which world we’re in. If it’s yours...” Mitsopoulas heard his voice shake; he took a deep breath and continued, “If it’s yours, I’ll call my men in, we’ll surrender, on condition you let us live. Exile us, send us to Australia or somewhere, anything you like, we’ll keep our mouths shut, you don’t need to kill us. I swear you don’t. But first, just check it out, okay? Use the phone.”

    “The phones are out,” Fitzwater snapped. “They’ve been out all morning. The whole building—offices, barracks, officers’ quarters, all of it. We figure a main must have broken.”

    Hope leaped in Mitsopoulas’ chest.

    The phones were out. And they lived here, in a barracks—they hadn’t commuted.

    “Your phones are out—don’t you see?” he said. “They’ve been out since five, right?”

    Fitzwater lowered the gun slightly. His jaw tightened.

    “What about the radio?” Mitsopoulas asked.

    “We don’t use radio,” Fitzwater said.

    Mitsopoulas groped for a moment for the next idea, and said, “Hey, but we do! Listen, let me talk to my men—let me tell them to call for back-up. Don’t you see? If anyone responds, then it’s our world out there!”

    Fitzwater brought the gun back to his shoulder. “And if no one comes?”

    “Then we’ll surrender. If you’ll guarantee our safety.”

    He almost hadn’t bothered adding the condition; he doubted that Fitzwater’s promises would be worth anything. If this was truly Fitzwater’s world, then barring a miracle, he and his men were as good as dead.

    He prayed for a miracle as Fitzwater considered.

    “All right,” the commandant said at last. “Come on.”

    He led the way out of the room and down the dingy hallway; two of his men fell in behind, keeping their guns ready, keeping a close eye on the prisoner—for there was no longer any pretense that Mitsopoulas was anything but a prisoner.

    At the door, Fitzwater stepped to one side and said, “Talk to them—but if you take one step out the door, my men will shoot.”

    Mitsopoulas nodded.

    “Hey, Orlando!” he shouted, hands cupped around his mouth, “Call for back-up! Lots of back-up!”

    He saw Orlando’s head bob up, and a hand wave in acknowledgment. He thought he heard the crackle of the van’s radio.

    And then there was nothing to do but wait.

    He stood in the doorway, two drawn pistols at his back, and waited.

    “Hey,” he asked after a minute, “take a look around—does this look like your New York? You got St. Agnes right there?”

    “Of course we do,” Fitzwater snarled, without bothering to look.

    It wasn’t until a few seconds later, when the first siren sounded coming up Third Avenue, that Fitzwater looked.

    Another siren shrieked, this one somewhere to the west, probably coming across on Forty-Second Street. Fitzwater stared.

    The first of the familiar blue-and-white sedans pulled up, and then a second, and a third, lights flashing, and Mitsopoulas had to fight down an urge to giggle as Fitzwater’s jaw sagged.

    This was going to be rough, dealing with these people. They weren’t harmless innocents, like the camp inmates or the magicians. They weren’t criminals, like the camp guards who were up on charges of assault, battery, kidnapping, and a hundred other charges. They were dangerous—but they weren’t technically criminals.

    God, Mitsopoulas thought, the things the reality storms dumped!

    “Don’t worry,” he said. “We don’t kill anyone. Nobody here ever pretended the storms weren’t real, and we’re all a bunch of goddamn humanitarians compared to you guys. We’re soft; you’ll do fine, all of you.”

    Fitzwater made a strangled noise as car after car discharged New York cops with guns drawn.

    “I’d suggest,” Mitsopoulas said loudly, “that you put your guns down and come out with your hands up.”

    It took a long, long moment, but at last the three men in black did that, and Gregory Mitsopoulas walked down the three low steps onto the familiar pavement of his very own New York.

    It felt good to be home.

    Of course, he had never really left. It had been his own world all along.

    “My world,” he said to himself, savoring it. “My world.”

    Then he added, with a shudder, “This time.”

    

  
    One-Shot

    The FBI man turned the tiny calculator over in his hands, still marveling, as the prisoner said, “It took me this long to get up my nerve—sixteen months, is it? I’d meant to confess right away, but I couldn’t, I was scared. But it’s been eating at me. I had to show someone. I had to tell someone the truth.”

    The agent put the calculator down on the old green blotter, next to the yellowed newspaper clipping, and looked up. “All right,” he said, “maybe you did come here from some alternate future. Maybe it’s all true, crazy as it sounds. But it’s still murder.”

    “I know,” the prisoner said miserably. “But I had to. I couldn’t let President Kennedy die.”

    The FBI man nodded. He glanced at the calculator, and tapped the clipping with a finger. “Yeah,” he said, “I can see that. The lab says this paper and ink are really, genuinely thirty or forty years old, not just artificially aged, but the date’s just last year—so if this is a hoax, you’ve been setting it up for a long, long time.” He read the headline.

    JFK Shot.

    He shook his head.

    “Damn,” he said, “I don’t know if we should give you the chair or a medal. I mean, so far, it’s been hushed up, everyone’s bought the suicide story, but sooner or later it’s bound to leak, you know?”

    The prisoner nodded miserably.

    The FBI man stared at the clipping. “President Kennedy shot,” he said. “And you prevented it. Still, did you have to kill? Couldn’t you have stopped it any other way?”

    The prisoner shrugged. “I had to be sure,” he said. “When you’re dealing with someone that unbalanced, stopping one attempt might not be enough.”

    The agent shut his eyes and rubbed at his forehead, trying to stall off another headache.

    “Excuse me...” the prisoner said.

    The agent opened his eyes. “What?”

    “I was just wondering... Has anyone talked to President Kennedy about it?”

    The agent shook his head. “No. I’ve passed the word up to headquarters, and they’re considering it. Maybe when the president gets back from Dallas next week.” He grimaced. “He’ll probably want you shot—they say he had a real thing for Marilyn.”
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