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* * * * *

"I guess we're both pretty lucky," Steven
said. "Even at its worst, life is preferable to death."

"Under most circumstances, maybe," Hansen
said, but certainly not under all." Then he smiled a strange,
haunting smile. "But this doesn't have a thing to do with
death."

"What are you talking about? This is the end
of the whole damn world!"

"That's true. But I don't think all those
people died."

"You're insane."

"Perhaps I am," Hansen said calmly. He smiled
again.

* * * * *
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BOOK ONE

THE DROWNING MAN
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A midsummer night, less than a month after Steven and
Pamela met. They sit in Pamela's apartment watching television, and
for just an instant Steven forgets who the black man staring out at
him from the screen is. Then he remembers. It is Hilborne Burton,
the psychic. He and Pamela watch Burton's show nearly every
night.

Pamela watches the screen, her long, honey-blonde
hair piled atop her head. She holds it in place with one hand.

"Have you ever thought of wearing it short?" Steven
asks.

"Never," she answers, turning toward him. There is a
strange fierceness in her voice. "It's my trademark, my emblem of
ultimate independence."

"Independence? From whom? From me?"

"From everyone." She turns back to the
television.

Steven shrugs and tries to imagine her with short
hair. Nice, he thinks. Especially if it is a few shades
lighter.

* * *

Steven holds Pamela close in the dark, her head
resting on his bare chest. They have just made love.

"I love you," he whispers.

Pamela grunts her response.

"I mean it."

Silence.

"Will you marry me?" he asks. He feels her stiffen in
his arms.

"You asked me that last night, Steven."

"Did I? And what did you say then?"

"It wouldn't work."

"Why not? We live together.... I can't remember how
long we've been living together."

"A bit more than a year."

"And it's working fine, isn't it?" Again there is
silence. "Well, is it or isn't it?"

"Yes, Steven, its working, but only because at any
given moment either of us can call it quits."

"Do you want to call it quits?" he asks.

"I didn't say that. I just meant marriage wouldn't
work for us."

"It wouldn't work for you."

"Okay, for me."

They are both silent for a long time.

* * *

Two months later Steven sits in the living room,
waiting, while Pamela gets ready in the bedroom. They are late
for... for what?

It is happening again, as it has several times in the
past few months. He can't remember where they are going....

Then he remembers. The party. They are already late
for the party. And Pamela has to mess with her hair.

"I think I'll get a permanent next week," she
calls.

"Why? Your hair looks fine the way it is."

"I know. But I want something different."

Steven thinks it should be called a temporary instead
of a permanent. At forty-five dollars a throw, you should at least
get honesty.

* * *

The dream-memories scattered, as they had
every morning for the past eighteen months, interrupted by the
muted thud that marked the world's end.

He snapped awake, cold perspiration coating
his body, his trousers clinging wet and clammy to his thighs. A
mattress button chewed into his left shoulder blade, a spot of dull
pain.

Where was he? Who was he?

A single thought pressed in through the fog
in his mind—the computer. With it came questions: Was he
finally free of the computer? Somehow, in that instant between
sleep and total wakefulness, had it stopped functioning?

With that thought the computer awakened. His
body tensed and began to tremble as a torrent of memories flooded
into his mind.

First, the dream-memories returned, the same
ones he had just awakened from. They were from Denver, from before
the operation.

Immediately behind them came the relentless
parade of his past. Everything from his first dim awareness as an
infant, to the nanosecond prior to falling asleep the night
before.

He fought them, trying to push them from his
conscious thoughts, but they would not recede. They clung like the
last leaf of autumn to the porous bone inside his skull. The
sub-microscopic computer locked in his head, its ultrafine
electrode network fanning out across his cerebral cortex like a
spider's silken web, continually shocked them from his subconscious
mind with minute jolts of electrical current, projecting their
images against the larger-than-life screen of his consciousness,
bestowing on them a hard-edged sharpness they had never possessed
in reality.

Foremost among the memories was his identity,
and with it came his name. Steven Collins. Then the dual
realization: He was perhaps the last sane human being in a world
gone totally mad, and he was on the verge of losing his mind.

He pushed that thought down into his
subconscious, and concentrated on the mattress button beneath his
left shoulder blade. Somehow, zeroing in on that point of pain
helped center his thoughts on the task of forcing the memories back
down into his subconscious mind. It focused his attention on the
present, the here and now.

Opening his eyes, he could barely make out
the spotted and peeling ceiling and the naked bulb hanging unlit
from its frayed cord in the dimness above. The window to his left
was hung with makeshift curtains; little light sifted through the
coarse burlap.

What was today's date? He couldn't be sure;
he had lost track months ago. It had to be summer, though. Around
mid August, 1989.

But it really didn't matter anymore. Nothing
had mattered much since...

Again the memories flooded back into his
thoughts, threatening to throw him over into raging, screaming
insanity. And again he forced them down by concentrating on the
immediate.

This time he focused on his body in general,
and on its surrealistically sharp sensations. He felt the cold
glare of perspiration and the heavy fabric of his trousers clinging
to his legs. His breath hissed in ragged bursts, tickling and
warming his upper lip, as white pain pulsed behind his eyes and
cramps tore at his stomach. He smelled the sourness of his unwashed
body and fought down a wave of nausea.

Turning on his side on the bare mattress, his
gaze fell on a gray-and-black checked sweater folded neatly atop
the night table. In the center of the sweater squatted a green
plastic frog, a two-inch tall key chain bauble wearing a yellow
crown. Its hands were humanoid and spread. Once it had carried a
small yellow replica of the world. Now its hands were empty, and it
appeared to be shrugging.

Both the sweater and the frog had belonged to
Pamela. They were all he had to remember her by.

Pamela had left almost eighteen months ago,
only a couple weeks after the End, before anyone was willing to
admit it had actually arrived. Steven still had more trouble
accepting her absence than he did the world's end. Many nights he
would turn restlessly on the bare mattress, feeling her warm breath
on his neck. Often he mumbled something to her in his sleep, only
to wake in a cold sweat and remember she was gone.

Reaching out, he fingered the sweater's soft
fabric, and again the memories flooded in—harsh, painfully
clear.

One was the memory of a night seven years
ago, when he was still playing piano three nights a week in a
run-down motel bar in Denver. It was the night he first met
Pamela.

* * *

She is twenty-six, two years younger than Steven, but
looks no older than twenty. Her hair is honey-blonde and falls in
soft waves to the middle of her back, and her eyes are the color of
a summer sky. Her body is small, almost boyish, her features those
of a delicate porcelain doll. Her nearly white, untanned complexion
enhances that effect.

Apparently only fluff, Steven thinks at first.

But as the night progresses, as he talks to her
between songs, he begins to realize that there is a deceptively
quick mind behind those enchanting eyes. She is considerably more
than she appears.

Dinner for the next night: that's what he has in
mind. After the last set, only fifteen minutes before closing, he
finally works up the nerve to ask.

"No," she says, taking him totally by surprise,
"we'll take in a show tomorrow afternoon. I'll make breakfast at my
place this morning."

That fast and direct.

That straight forward....

* * *

A dog barked somewhere outside, snapping
Steven's thoughts back to the present. Another added its rasping
call, then several others. A shiver climbed up his spine.

He sat on the edge of the bed and felt
blindly across the hardwood floor for his shoes. The heel of his
hand hit an empty quart bottle and sent it rolling noisily across
the room. The dogs stopped barking.

Dead soldier, he thought into the silence,
wondering how a dead anything could make so much noise.

As he groped beneath the bed, his fingers
brushed something husk-dry and roughly rectangular. His journal,
wrapped in newspaper.

For a long moment he toyed with the idea of
picking it up and unwrapping it, but he realized that would serve
no real purpose. Shortly after Pamela left and his world fell
apart, he had decided that there was no longer anything left in his
life about which to write. The only other reason for opening the
journal now would be to read from it, and there was no need to do
that, either. The gallium-arsenide semiconductor in his brain was
even now supplying exact memories of the words he had written years
before.

Again he drove the memories from his
thoughts, then found his shoes, pulled them on and laced them. They
were old shoes. He knew he could have a new pair any time he
wanted, but he would have to break them in; these were already
comfortable. It would simply be more work than it was worth.

The bedsprings complained as he stood and
went to the wash basin on the far side of the room. He turned on
the tap and a slow stream of warm, rusty water trickled out. He
splashed it on his face, in his hair, rubbed some clumsily across
his bare chest. He lifted an aerosol can of shaving cream from the
narrow metal shelf beneath the shattered mirror, shook it, then
sprayed foam out onto his fingertips, applied it to his day-old
stubble, and began to shave.

Halfway through, he stopped. There was no
longer anyone to shave for. The society to which that ritual had
meaning no longer existed.

He toweled the lather from his face, then
threw the soiled towel on the bed. Going to the corner near the
door, he picked up a red flannel shirt from the pile of dirty
clothes, pulled it on and buttoned it up.

Soon, he would need more clothing, Steven
thought. But there was no rush. Again, there was no one for him to
dress for, no one but himself. And he no longer cared.

He picked up the ax handle leaning against
the door and hefted it in his hands. It felt good. It looked good,
too. The oils from many handlings had stained the wood nearly as
dark as the backs of his hands.

He ran a calloused thumb along a row of
notches at one end of the weapon and thought with shame of a time
when he had counted his victories. It had taken him nearly two
months to realize that there were no victors in this new world.
Only survivors.

Consciously keeping the memories at bay, he
opened the door and stepped out into the dark hall. Then he locked
the door behind him and descended to the street.
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A low scud of clouds blew from the south, a
torn canopy seeming to snag on the tops of the tallest buildings.
Litter whipped in the gutters and danced down the deserted street.
The sun was a pale blotch of light almost at zenith.

Steven drew the collar of his shirt up
against the wind and crossed the street to the sporting goods
store. His steps crunched in broken glass from the store's
shattered front window. Among the shards of glass were the
scattered contents of several cartridge boxes. He shook his head as
he stepped through the window frame. Less than a month ago men had
killed each other for a gun and bullets. He had even killed for
them.

Instantly the sharp memory pierced his
mind:

The smell of rotting garbage hangs heavy in the air
about him as he crouches in the alley, behind a mound of trash. He
hefts his ax handle and hears his own breathing loud in his ears.
His heart pounds hard in his chest.

He is waiting for the large black man he saw entering
the deserted grocery store only a few minutes before. The man had a
pistol tucked into his belt.

Footsteps, coming toward him in the dark. The black
man is coming. It has to be him.

Yes, it is him. Steven sees the black man's hulking
form in the dim shifting light of a fire burning out of control
three blocks away. He has a soiled pillow case bulging with canned
goods thrown over his left shoulder, and his right hand rests on
the pistol at his belt.

Shaking with fear, Steven waits an instant. He has
never before killed another man. He knows that before all this is
over, he will undoubtedly have to kill many.

He takes a deep breath, stands, and steps from the
alley. Bringing the ax handle around in a vicious swing, he screams
out his fear and rage.

Later, he carefully carves the first notch in the
blood-stained ax handle. It is only then that he becomes aware of a
strange musty odor. In his excitement, crouching in the alley and
sweating with fear, he had wet himself.

Although there is no one around to see it, he feels
shame.

* * *

Steven pushed the memory from his mind. A gun
wasn't a functional weapon now. That special chemistry that had
made gunpowder so very useful had somehow broken down. Like so many
other things in this strange life at the end of the world,
gunpowder simply no longer worked.

In a dark corner at the rear of the store he
found what he wanted: a rack of down-filled ski jackets. He knew
they would be there; he had seen them many times in the past few
months, without actually being aware of them. Until now, he hadn't
needed one. It was, after all, mid August, what used to be called
the "dog days of summer." Yet each night the wind grew just a bit
colder. Each day the sun shed a little less warmth.

A light pang of guilt touched him as he
pulled on a dark-blue jacket and zipped it up. Then he strode past
the burglarized cash register and out through the empty window
frame. This was totally out of character for him, something he
wouldn't have even thought of doing in the old world. Oh, he had
stolen merchandise from neighborhood stores as a kid. What boy
hadn't? But always small things, and never with as little effort or
as much blatant disregard for the law.

The guilt passed quickly—it had to. There
were far more important things to consider now, and the search for
food was among them. His stockpile of canned goods, laboriously
collected and hoarded over the past eighteen months, was now
dangerously low. He had been ill for three weeks with pneumonia,
unable to go out for the long periods necessary to gather food.
Before his illness, it had become necessary to travel farther each
time to obtain the food he needed. The local grocery stores were
becoming looted out.

Often in the last eighteen months he had
thought of moving his residence with his continual search for food.
Why shouldn't I become a nomad, he's asked himself, instead of
ranging farther and farther each time out? He didn't have many
possession: his journal, Pamela's sweater, the key-chain bauble,
the ax handle, a small bundle of clothing that could be replaced
out of any clothing store. But in the end he had always decided
against it. He simply could not bring himself to live like that. He
needed some permanence in an otherwise chaotic
existence.

* * *

He walked north, his destination a
supermarket he remembered seeing before becoming ill. The store was
far enough away from the center of town that it might not be empty
yet.

"Where did they all go?" he asked aloud, his
gaze roaming the deserted street. He remembered when Boston's
streets had been glutted with cars, when its sidewalks had been
alive with pedestrians. But now the crowds were gone. During the
months since the End, the great mass of humanity—of life in
general, for that matter—had somehow vanished. Now the city's only
inhabitants were the savage dog packs, and a few solitary
individuals like himself.

Something to his left caught his eye—not
movement, but a presence. He stopped and turned to look into a
small boutique across the street. Amazingly, its ornate, imitation
stained-glass window was undamaged. It was difficult to see beyond
the tinted glass, but everything within seemed in good condition.
It was one of the few stores located near the center of town that
had not been looted.

But then, there was no reason to loot it. It
contained neither food nor anything that could be used as a weapon.
It held nothing but the refuse of a society now totally
obsolete.

Deep in the shadows at the back of the store,
bathed in the week glow of rose and aquamarine light slanting
through the window, stood a lone figure. The figure's back was to
him, but he could tell it was definitely a woman. There was
something strangely familiar about her, about her long honey-blonde
hair and the way she was dressed, about the way she stood with her
hips cocked at a slight angle.

He crossed the street at a run. Of course
there was something familiar about her. It was Pamela! She had
returned!

The store's door was locked, so he used his
ax handle on the glass. It proved harder to break than he'd thought
it would. When it finally shattered, a shard cut a jagged gash
across his right wrist.

Once inside, he stopped for a moment, letting
his eyes adjust to the dim light. Again he located Pamela's form in
the shadows, then advanced. He called her name as he drew near, but
she did not respond. His hand went out, hovered above her shoulder
for a seemingly infinite instant, descended.

The shoulder beneath the silk blouse was hard
and cold. Its flesh did not give under the pressure of his fingers.
He spun the figure around, and it clattered to the floor. The pasty
white face of a manikin stared up at him, its garishly painted
smile mocking and jeering.

Sudden rage filled his thoughts, and his
vision blurred with tears. How can this be happening to me? he
wondered. It all seemed so unfair. First, Pamela was taken from
him, then her form came back to torment him.

His foot went out in a savage kick and the
manikin's head rolled noisily across the floor. He kicked again,
and the toe of his shoe crushed the tough shell of the manikin's
body. He raised his ax handle high above his head and brought it
down hard, raised it again....

A low growl froze the ax handle at the apex
of its vicious arch. He spun around, snapping his club down
diagonally across his torso. The growl came again.

Then he saw them. Five dogs stood between him
and the door. They were of mixed breeds, but they looked like
highly capable fighters. Three had unusual scars on their heads, as
if they'd had operations of some kind, the skin neatly stitched
back in place. The two remaining dogs had metal boxes implanted in
the top of their skulls, complete with electronic terminals to
connect the boxes to something else.

A huge German shepherd—one of those with a
metal box implant—advanced cautiously. He was obviously the pack's
leader.

Almost calmly, Steven's mind assessed the
situation, coolly determining and rejecting alternatives. If he
took a step backward, it would show fear, and the dogs would
attack. But the reverse could also be dangerous. They were
accustomed to responding to either instant attack or swift retreat.
If he was patient, waiting for the right moment, he might get out
of this alive. But he must wait for his chance, then kill the
shepherd. Only then would the remainder of the pack lose heart and
fight with less spirit, or maybe even give up entirely.

He stood still and faced the snarling pack in
a deadly scene out of dim prehistory.

The German shepherd began stalking slowly to
its left, sniffing the air as it circled. It smelled the blood from
Steven's wound. A dark rivulet seeped from the gash across his
wrist, ran down his palm to trickle off his fingers onto the floor
at his feet.

Nearly too late, he realized what was
happening. The dog was trying to maneuver him between itself and
its companions. If it succeeded, it would cut off his only route of
escape. He had to act now, if he hoped to act at all.

Spinning to his right to face the German
shepherd, Steven's stance shifted from defensive to offensive. The
shepherd took a quick step back, and instantly Steven seized the
opportunity. As he charged the animal, his ax handle flashed around
in a vicious baseball swing, its tip hitting the dog's left side
and ripping away a large patch of fur and flesh. The animal cried
out and lunged, its powerful jaws snapping shut on Steven's left
arm just above the elbow. Its fangs pierced flesh and muscle,
grating against bone.

Steven screamed and jerked his arm from the
dog's grasp. Its fangs tore a deep gash in his arm beneath the
jacket. Instinctively, he raised his ax handle above his head, and
brought it down with all his strength. The animal's skull gave
beneath the blow.

The German shepherd crumpled like a toy with
its stuffing knocked out. It lay on its side, breathing in
shuddering gasps and twitching for several seconds, blood flowing
from its nostrils and slack jaws. Then it was still.

One of the other dogs—something that looked
like a cross between a Doberman pinscher and an American pit
bull—strode slowly up to the dead German shepherd and sniffed the
carcass. Then, paying no attention to the man, it turned and
stalked from the store, the new and as yet undisputed leader. The
others followed, also ignoring Steven. By killing the German
shepherd, he had earned the right to live.

He stood unmoving for several seconds, gazing
down at the German shepherd's limp body. Only a moment before the
animal had been a threat, and now it was dead. Everything in this
strange life at the end of the world seemed to change so incredibly
fast. Nothing remained what it seemed for long.

He turned and stumbled from the boutique, the
numbness of shock not yet beginning to deaden the pain in his
wounds. And for a time, buried beneath that pain, the memories were
gone.
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His arm throbbed with renewed pain as he
gingerly removed the blood-soaked jacket and tossed it into a dark
corner. Sitting on the bed, he examined his wounds in the
flickering light from the candle on the table.

The gash across his wrist looked worse than
it actually was. The glass hadn't severed a major artery, and the
bleeding had already stopped. The wound in his upper arm was
another matter. He picked away clumps of blood-matted down, then
poured half the contents of a bottle of bourbon over it. The pain
increased, and he swore through clenched teeth. He blinked away
tears, then again examined the wound.

It was deep—he could see the yellow of tendon
and the red-stained white of bone—and it was already beginning to
show signs of infection. The tissue around it was red and puffy.
Then blood welled up, filling the wound and making further
inspection impossible.

For an instant he considered pouring the rest
of the bourbon over it, but decided against that. If the first
cleansing hadn't done the job, subsequent bourbon baths wouldn't
help. Instead, he took a long drink from the bottle, then put it
down beside the candle on the night table.

He got up from the bed with a great deal of
difficulty. He was weaker than he had thought; the battle with the
dog pack, the walk home, loss of blood—all had taken their toll.
And he had never really gotten over his bout with pneumonia.

Staggering to the corner near the door, he
pulled a soiled blue work shirt from beneath the jacket and carried
it to the bed. Should be sterile, he thought as he sat and began
tearing the shirt into three-inch-wide strips. But it was the best
he could do.

When he had enough strips, he began to
bandage the wound. It was slow work; his arm hurt more now, and he
was becoming steadily weaker. The bandage kept slipping. He stopped
often to drink from the bottle.

Finally, he finished. The wrappings were
loose, and they didn't stop the bleeding, but he had done what he
could. If he bled to death in the night, no matter; he would
probably die soon anyway from the infection.

Besides, what was there to live for? Once
life had meant something. Now, everything was gone.

Picking up the bottle, he took three long
swallows. The bourbon burned down his throat, and the pain slowly
left his arm. He placed the bottle back on the night table, nearly
spilling it.

* * *

The springs complained loudly as he groped
beneath the bed. He sat up, placing the small newspaper-wrapped
book in his lap. He could not bring himself to unwrap it. There
were both good and bad memories there, but none of them fit now.
They belonged to a different world, a dead world he wished he could
forget.

But the metallic-crystal chip in his brain
would not let that happen. Even with the book's wrappings still
intact, entries from it flashed through his mind, beginning with
the very first page. He took a deep breath and forced the memories
from his consciousness.

The remainder of the first bottle and a good
part of the second were gone before he had worked up sufficient
courage to tear away the soiled wrappings. He let them fall to the
floor, then sat fingering the journal's leather binding. When he
finally did open the book, two neatly folded newspaper clippings
fluttered to the floor. He bent and picked them up. One he put back
in the book. The other he carefully unfolded. Before he could read
it, the words painted themselves in his mind, called up by the
microcomputer buried in his brain.

WASHINGTON—(UPI)—The Pentagon announced Saturday that
it is still unable to explain the twelve-day-old epidemic of
mysterious disappearances both in the U.S. and abroad.

A spokesman said it is highly unlikely the
disappearances are being caused by a new Russian or Chinese weapon,
biological or otherwise, as several cabinet-level officials have
theorized. He said no nation has been spared.

"We think it might be a virus of some sort," the
spokesman said. "But we can't be sure. We haven't seen anything
like it."

The spokesman said that by a conservative estimate a
little over three percent of the world population has so far been
affected.

* * *

He pushed the memory from his thoughts and
refolded the clipping without reading it, then put it back in the
book with the other article. That one was an Associated Press story
originating from Kitt Peak National Observatory, where astronomers
claimed to have discovered several inexplicable changes in the sun
and other stars. The observatory's staff said fewer stars had
appeared in the sky each night over a twelve-night period. They
said the light emitted by the remaining stars as well as that
radiated by the sun could no longer be broken down into spectra.
The story mentioned the theory of one astronomer that the physical
universe was coming to an end, literally running down. His
colleagues had considered the theory mildly amusing, but nothing
more. They thought the phenomenon was caused by an as yet
un-isolated change in the atmosphere, a consequence of
pollution.

What had caught Steven's attention in the
first place was that this article and the one about the strange
epidemic had appeared in the same issue.

He flipped through the journal's pages,
letting his eyes scan the small, neat script without actually
reading it, forcefully keeping the memories from his thoughts and
picking up only an occasional key word. His gaze was snagged by one
short passage and he read aloud:

"Again last night she told me more about
herself than I told her about myself. She always opens up much more
than I do. But that might be natural. Once I told her I'm nothing
more than a mirror—I reflect her, whatever she is becomes echoed in
me. And perhaps I was right."

He nodded drunkenly. Perhaps he was right. Of
all the people who had lived in Boston before the End had come,
only Steven and a mere handful of others remained. Maybe that's why
I didn't disappear with Pamela and the rest, he thought through the
bourbon fog. Maybe there just wasn't enough of me to disappear.

He turned the pages quickly, knowing
precisely where he wanted to stop, then closed the book on his
middle finger. Keeping the memories at bay, he picked up the bottle
and took another long drink. Then he placed the bottle back on the
night table and again opened the book. Following the lines of
writing with a shaking index finger, he leaned close to see the
script in the flickering candlelight. The handwriting was sloppier
here than throughout the majority of the journal; he had written
this as he was now reading it—drunk.

As he read, the memories again flooded his
mind—sharp, clear, and painfully vivid. He remembered every time he
had read this entry in the past. He remembered writing it, and he
relived the actual event that had caused him to write it in the
first place. And with each memory came a difference in the shading
of his feelings and emotions.

Steven was literally drowning in his
past.

* * *

It is like a scene from an old movie, bigger than
life and sharper too, yet somehow twisted and surrealistic. He has
gotten drunk; all night some fool has been buying him drinks he
neither needs nor wants, but is too polite to refuse.

At about 2:15 A.M., he packs up his music, counts his
tips, and stumbles out the door. It isn't raining yet, but the
threat is in the air.

All the way up Harrison Avenue he keeps thinking:
What if she isn't there tonight? What if she's gone—to wherever it
is she goes, to whomever she sees? Or worse, what if she is there,
but not alone? She hasn't done that yet; she hasn't deteriorated
quite that far.

He goes up the stairs slowly and hears water running
in the bathtub as he stands outside the door. Pamela unlocks the
door before his key is in the lock.

"Oh, it's you," she says, peering around the door.
Her long, blonde hair is piled up on the top of her head. A few
strands have come loose and are hanging down in front of her
face.

She doesn't seem at all happy to see him, and the
vision of someone sneaking out the bedroom window leaps into his
mind. It is a rather humorous image, and in spite of himself he
snickers drunkenly under his breath.

"Just a minute." She closes the door again. He knows
she is getting into a bathrobe, the pink one with small blue
flowers he gave her last Christmas. After several minutes, she lets
him in.

He drapes his coat over the desk in the living room,
places his case of sheet music atop it. She goes into the bathroom
without another word.

The television is on, but the sound is turned all the
way down. On the screen is a fine-featured black man wearing a
small mustache and goatee. His hair is cut in a neatly trimmed
Afro. His gaze has that disconcerting quality produced when each
eye looks in a slightly different direction.

Burton, Steven thinks. The man's name is Hilborne
Burton. He is a psychic of considerable notoriety and has his own
weekly television show.

When Steven enters the bathroom, Pamela is already in
the tub.

"Sit down," she says, motioning to the toilet. Steven
puts the lid down and sits.

"Want some company in there?" he asks.

"Oh, I don't care."

He nods, gets up and goes into the small dressing
room between the bedroom and the bathroom, and begins to strip. A
knock comes at the door. He zips his trousers up, but leaves them
unsnapped and the belt dangling loose to discourage whoever it is.
Again the thought that it might be some other man gnaws at the back
of his mind.

It isn't. It's the girl from down the hall returning
a book she had borrowed.

Steven places the book on the desk in the living
room, then finishes undressing.

"Who was it?" Pamela calls from the bathroom.

"Sylvia," Steven says, peeling off his socks. "What's
her last name?"

"Fedderman."

"Yeah. Sylvia Fedderman. She brought a book back. I
didn't know you were interested in archeology."

"Yes," she says, almost too quickly. "Sylvia's
loaning me a book on the subject."

When he returns to the bathroom, Pamela is lying full
length in the tub.

"Move over," he says.

She sits up and pulls her legs up to put Steven in
front of her. He wants to be behind her, where she can lie back
against him. He has the logistics of how to turn her from cold to
hot all mapped out in his mind.

"The other way," he says. "Move the other way."

She moves down and sideways, pulling her legs up
until she is sitting sideways across the tub, her chin resting on
her knees. Steven is disappointed and a little mad at her
maneuver.

The water is hot. It feels good as he sinks into it.
Keeping his legs drawn up, he begins splashing himself with the
water. Immediately Pamela complains about what a bad day she's had,
how every muscle in her body hurts, how tired she is.

That's all right," Steven says, but he puts as much
disappointment into his voice as he possibly can. It isn't really
all right. They haven't made love in weeks, and Steven is beginning
to feel a strange emotional wall building between them.

He takes her arm and gently pulls, trying to coax her
around to the position he had originally intended.

"Damn it, don't pull," she says. "My body aches, and
you're pulling on me!"

Rejected, he lets go of her arm. He slips his left
leg down across her back, lets her lean on it. Again she starts in
about how tired she is. Again he reassures her.

He splashes water on his face. He can see it coming.
The same thing that happened the last few nights is happening
again. He doesn't want it to happen, but he knows there is no way
around it. Somehow, Pamela is changing. She is no longer the woman
he once loved.

He gets up, begins toweling himself.

"Where are you going?" Her voice is harsh,
carping.

"To bed," he says.

Pamela gets out of the tub behind him, grabs the
other towel, begins drying herself. By the time she enters the
bedroom, Steven is in bed.

They make love. Rather, Steven makes an attempt at
it. Pamela just lies there, unresponsive, a limp body lacking the
mind to move it; her mind is obviously somewhere else. Steven
catches himself simply going through the motions, without feeling,
like a programmed automaton, and he quits. He tries to sleep, but
he can't.

* * *

The next morning he touches her and feels it
again—that strange barrier between them. They both push against it,
trying to break through, trying to reach each other. But it doesn't
work. The barrier is stronger than it was the night before. Hard.
Rough. Cold.

* * *

Three nights later he finds her in bed with Sylvia
Fedderman, the girl from down the hall. The morning after that
Pamela moves out into Sylvia's apartment. For a month Steven visits
her several times a week. She seems to take less notice of him each
visit.

By the end of the month, she starts to fade
physically.

* * *

Steven closed the journal and placed it
between the empty bottles on the night table, then stared into the
candle's flickering flame. His gaze drifted from the half-burned
candle to the sweater beside it. The frog prince squatted atop the
sweater and smiled blindly at him, its outstretched human hands
gesturing in empty futility.

Glancing around the room, he surveyed his
small world. It was filled with shadows of the old, dead world and
cluttered with empty bourbon bottles. Yet, it seemed so very
empty.

He looked to the door, where the ax handle
should have been leaning. It was no longer there. It lay in a
gutter somewhere, stained with blood and sweat, notched several
times at one end.

It really doesn't matter, he thought through
the bourbon haze. Nothing mattered anymore.

He closed his eyes. Sometime during the
night, probably closer to morning, he fell asleep.
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Again the sound woke him, the hollow echo of
the world's end.

He opened his eyes slowly, allowing the
dirty-yellow light to seep in a little at a time. It was late
morning, and the symptoms of a hangover were again present: stale
cotton mouth, the bitter sting of nausea at the back of his throat,
the dull headache. But he hardly noticed these symptoms; he had
lived with them for so long they were merely a part of his
existence.

What he felt this morning was not merely the
hangover. There was something more, something entirely different.
And it was far too intense to ignore.

Pain beat behind his eyes and his vision
blurred. His arm throbbed as if it was on fire. The bandage was
tight around the wound where his arm had become swollen during the
night. Blood soaked both the bandage and the bare mattress beneath
him, and perspiration covered his body. Not the cool glaze of the
last eighteen months, but a sticky coat of tepid sweat. His body
flared with internal heat, yet he shivered in the morning chill. He
was burning with fever.

I must go, he thought. But go where? The
fever scattered the thought in his mind, and he suddenly realized
he did not know.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, he tried to
bring his thoughts together. This was important; he must think it
out. But now, when he needed to make a rational decision based on
past experience, his memories were no longer there. Now, only one
thought remained clear in his pain fogged mind: He must find the ax
handle!

A small portion of him, a bit of his mind
somehow unaffected by the fever, warned that this was utter
insanity. He knew he should remain in bed. He was sick, and he
needed rest. If he got up now, it would only worsen his
condition.

That spark of rational thought, however, did
absolutely no good. The weapon seemed, in his fever-distorted
thoughts, the only thing standing between himself and total
annihilation.

He struggled out of bed and stood for a long
while in the middle of the room, tottering on weak legs. Then his
knees buckled and he lurched forward, his hand going out to grab
the door knob. He pushed against the door, and stumbled out into
the hall.

Without closing the door behind him, he went
down the stairs and out into the street. He shuffled to the middle
of the street, then staggered along the center line, retracing the
route he had taken the night before.

Ahead, in the distance, he saw something.
Blinking away tears of pain, he squinted. It was a man, walking
toward him.

Panic scurried through his fevered thoughts
like a small rodent. He knew instantly how truly vulnerable he was.
Even if he still had the ax handle, he would be no match for the
man; he was far too weak.

Turning, he started back the way he had come
at an awkward, staggering run. After only a few steps, his feet
tangled, and he lurched forward. He felt a sharp stab of pain as
his front teeth pierced through his lower lip, and his face hit the
pavement.

Mercifully, he blacked out.
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A memory—irrational, out of place, yet
horribly vivid—exploded in his brain.

He is again a child of eight. He is in bed, shivering
and sweating, his body raging with fever, his mind a hodgepodge of
confused thoughts. Golden summer sunlight streams into the room
from a window to his left. His mother hovers above him,
large-breasted and sweet-smelling, her blonde hair a soft halo in
the sunlight.

He looks down at his right arm. It is bright pink
around the sting, swollen to nearly twice its normal size. He
cannot believe something as small as a bee can cause so much
pain.

His gaze brushes the closet door on the far side of
the room and he turns quickly back to his mother's face.

"You'll be all right, honey," she says. She takes the
hot wash cloth from his forehead and replaces it with a cool one.
Then she smiles down at him. "Sleep now."

But he cannot sleep; he does not dare close his eyes.
He had heard his mother talking to Aunt Clara on the phone earlier
that day, telling her what the doctor had said about his allergic
reaction and what it could mean. He knows he will not be all right.
He can feel death waiting for him—a large, dark, bearded old man
who lives in the closet. He knows that if he closes his eyes, the
old man will come for him in his sleep.

"Sleep," his mother says again, soothing his brow
with her cool fingers.

His eyes become heavy, but he fights approaching
sleep. Soon his eyelids start to sag shut. He forces them open
again. They begin to sting, then burn, but he keeps them open.
Finally, he can fight sleep no longer, and closes his eyes.

And he hears the barely discernible creak of the
closet door opening.

* * *

First the sound, then the familiar ritual of
waking....

But this time something was missing. The
memories were gone. They were no longer being projected against the
blank screen of his mind.

His name and identity were gone as well.

Frantically, he searched for the missing
parade of his past, that glut of memories which should have been
marching continually out of his subconscious into his conscious
mind.

Then suddenly, there it was: Steven
Collins. And his memories filled his thoughts.

He lay on his back, a sheet pulled up around
his neck. He felt his body drenched in perspiration. The fever
still raged in him, worse now than before, and he continued to
shiver uncontrollably.

The room was unusually warm, and the air
smelled strangely antiseptic. The light entering through his closed
eyelids was not right, either; it seemed too bright, too clear, not
yellow enough.

He opened his eyes.

Back-lighted by the strange white light, a
face hovered above him. Lean, almost emaciated, it belonged to a
youth no more than twenty years old. Above hollow, clean-shaven
cheeks, light blue eyes held a haunted look. The boy bit nervously
at his lower lip as he gazed intently into Steven's eyes.

Beyond, the walls were white,
institutional—like a hospital.

"You feelin' better?" the youth said. His
voice was high and thin.

Steven tried to speak, but his mouth and
throat were too dry. His attempt came out a hoarse croak.

"That's all right," the boy said. "Take your
time."

Clearing his throat, Steven swallowed hard
and tried again. "Where?" he said hoarsely, glancing around the
room.

"The university," came the boy's answer.

"Light...."

The boy nodded. "The university has its own
generators."

"Who...." Steven swallowed again. Damn! Why
couldn't he take the hint and get a glass of water. "Who... are...
you?"

"Hansen. Roger Hansen. But look, don't talk
just yet. You're too weak, and you need something in your
stomach."

The boy turned from Steven's bed and left his
limited field of view. He was gone for several seconds. When he
returned, he carried a tray on which rested a laboratory beaker
filled with water, a bent piece of glass tubing for a straw. There
was also a bowl of something steaming.

The boy placed the tray on a low, wheeled
cart to the bed's left, then brought the beaker up to Steven's
mouth. Steven took the glass tubing between his lips and sucked.
Only a trickle of water reached his parched throat, but it was
better than nothing.

Taking the beaker away, Hansen put it back on
the tray. In a few seconds he brought a spoonful of hot, thin
liquid to Steven's torn lips. Steven couldn't tell what it
was—there was something wrong with his taste buds—and he had
trouble getting it down.

"I know," Hansen said, "it isn't very good
potato soup. But I doubt your stomach could handle anything
heavier."

Steven didn't try to respond; he only hoped
his expression conveyed gratitude. But right now he needed
information almost as much as he did food and water.

Seeming to sense this need, the boy talked
while he feed Steven, relating his experiences since the End.

"I was a sophomore here at the university
before it happened," he said, "majoring in physics. School during
the day and janitorial work in the laboratories at night. Sweeping,
cleaning lab equipment, things like that. And occasionally I'd help
one of the profs, Dr. Samuels, with his work."

That name, Samuels—it triggered a
flood of memories. Steven forced them down.

Hansen laughed, almost spilling the soup.
"It's funny, in a way," he said. "Those dog packs roaming the
city?" Steven nodded. "They're from here."

"From... here?" Steven managed. He was
beginning to feel a little stronger.

"That's right. And I guess I'm to blame. Dr.
Samuels was using the dogs for research into various brain
dysfunctions—you know, performing lobotomies, augmenting their
brains with electronics, that sort of thing. It was a large
experiment. When it all started falling apart, I turned the dogs
loose; I didn't want them to starve to death in their cages. I
didn't know." He shrugged.

Steven nodded. That explained the strange
scars and hardware he had seen on the dogs when he was attacked.
"You didn't... didn't know what? That they'd... go wild?"

Hansen shook his head. "Brain dysfunctions.
That's what keeps the dogs here. And that's what keeps you and me
here, too. I'm epileptic." He waited for Steven's response.

"I'm not," Steven said, and instantly
realized the boy would take it wrong. He hadn't meant it the way it
had sounded.

"Not just epilepsy," Hansen said, with some
pain in his voice. "There are other brain dysfunctions, both
natural and otherwise."

"Otherwise?"

Hansen nodded. "You know, like the dogs. It
can be caused by radical brain surgery—lobotomies and the like—or
by electronic augmentation."

"You mean like... computer implants?"

"That's right." Hansen brought the spoon to
Steven's lips again. Steven swallowed the rapidly cooling soup.
"You have one, don't you?" Hansen said after a few seconds of
awkward silence.

"Yes. This girl I knew before—" the thought
brought a sudden torrent of memories, sharp and harsh. He pushed
them back into his subconsciousness. "She was doing her doctoral
studies here. Then we found out I had this disease, similar to
Alzheimer's. She talked me into signing myself over to a
government-funded research group that was doing work on the
physiology of memory."

"I heard about the study," Hansen said. "They
were working closely with Samuels. There were two of you, I think.
Two operations. Let me see... Collins and... Alvarez."

Instantly, the newspaper stories Steven had
read about Alvarez prior to that other's operation flashed into his
mind. Raul Alvarez had possessed symptoms similar to Steven's, but
his condition had been attributed to the bite of a black widow
spider a few years before. He had spent nearly two years in a coma.
When he came out of it, his mind began to deteriorate.

"You must be Collins," Hansen said,
shattering the memories.

Steven nodded. "They got to me at a
relatively early stage, so I was just what they were looking for.
But my short-term memories were beginning to fade fast. I guess I
shouldn't complain. They gave me quite a bit of money to let them
put their computer in my head." He tapped his right temple with his
index finger and felt a sudden lance of pain. Was it real? he
wondered. After a few seconds it passed, and he continued. "I
wasn't even supposed to know it was there, unless I wanted to
remember something specific."

Again the memories flooded his mind, and he
shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. But the strikingly
vivid parade of events from his past would not dissolve.

"Now there's something wrong with it," he
said. "It seems to be going out of control. The memories keep
coming, whether I want them or not."

"That explains why you're still here, in this
world," Hansen said. "But look, you're too sick for this kind of
exertion. You need rest. I want to give those antibiotics I pumped
into you while you were asleep a chance to do their stuff." He
placed the bowl down on the tray just out of Steven's reach.

"Thanks," Steven said, suddenly realizing how
exhausted he really was. His entire body ached with the fever and
quivered uncontrollably beneath the perspiration-soaked sheet.
Hansen was right; he did need rest now more than anything else.

The boy smiled down at him. "See you later,"
he said. Then he turned and left the room.

At first, in the irrational fog of fever,
Steven fought sleep, trying desperately to think through what
Hansen had said. But it did no good; he couldn't think clearly. The
effects of the fever, combined with his exhaustion, made thinking
impossible. Soon his eyes closed and he was asleep.

* * *

He sits across the large walnut desk from a small,
gray mouse of a man, wearing wire-rimmed glasses and a hearing aid.
The man keeps pushing his glasses up on his nose with his middle
finger, and talks with a lisp.

"You realize, of course, that this procedure is
highly experimental," Dr. Hadley says.

Steven nods. "Then I'll..." He pauses. For an
instant, the thought won't come. "I'll be the first," he finally
says.

Today is a good day. The thoughts flow relatively
smoothly through his mind. His ability to express himself is less
impaired than it has been lately.

"No," the doctor says, again pushing his glasses up
on the bridge of his nose. "There's one other operation scheduled
before yours."

Steven must think about that for a few seconds before
it makes sense. Hadley waits patiently.

"The other… he has… what I have?"

"Yes. At least his symptoms are much like yours. And
again, we can't be sure just what it is, but it shares many
symptoms with Alzheimer's Disease."

Has the doctor told him this before? He can't
remember. But there is a question he wants to ask. If he can only
think of it.

"Who..." he begins, but it is gone again. After a
moment it returns. "Who is the other...."

"A man named Raul Alvarez," the doctor lisps. "He
teaches architectural design at a community college in San Diego.
His operation will be nearly three months prior to yours. On..." he
flips forward through his desk calendar, "October thirteenth."
Again he pushes his glasses up.

Another question tries to form in Steven's thoughts,
one he is not sure he has asked before. It hangs just beyond his
mental grasp, refusing to congeal. Then suddenly, it is there. "How
does the device work?" he asks.

"You have asked me that question a number of times,
Steven," Dr. Hadley says. "If you think hard, I'm sure you will
remember."

Steven concentrates, and slowly the memory surfaces.
But before it is completely in his conscious mind, it again
vanishes.

"No," he says. "I can't remember."

Hadley nods and smiles patiently. "We'll go over it
one more time," he says. "Your memories are always there, in your
subconscious. Everything you have ever experienced or witnessed is
stored in your brain. But the mechanism which calls up memories for
most people, bringing them from the subconscious level into the
conscious mind, is dysfunctioning in your brain. Although the
memories are there, you cannot access them.

"The device I intend to implant in your cerebral
cortex will electronically manipulate that faltering access
function. On demand, it will literally shock the memories from your
subconscious into your conscious mind.

Steven nods. The only thing that matters to him is
that he will again have his memories.
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When Steven finally awoke he felt much
better. Hansen was there, sitting nearly rigid in a straight-backed
chair. When he noticed Steven was awake, he took a heavy mug from
the tray and handed it to Steven. "Be careful," he said. "It's
hot."

Steven looked at the steaming liquid and
smelled its rich aroma. "Coffee!" he said.

"Only instant, I'm afraid."

Who cares, Steven thought. It was coffee, and
he hadn't had a cup in months. And with cream! Or was it milk?
Neither, he decided. All processed milk and cream would have gone
bad long ago, and Hansen certainly wasn't keeping a cow. Not here.
It had to be a powdered non-dairy creamer.

He brought the cup to his lips and sipped.
The hot liquid burned the torn flesh around his mouth, but it
tasted like heaven.

"Thank you," he said. Hansen nodded and sat
quietly, watching Steven as he enjoyed the coffee.

After a while they talked. Light conversation
at first, but soon the discussion turned to their strange new
world.

"I guess we're both pretty lucky," Steven
said.

"Are we?"

"What? Oh. I see what you mean. Sure, it's
rough out there. But even at its worst, life is preferable to
death."

"Under most circumstances," Hansen said, "but
certainly not under all." Then he smiled a strange, haunting smile.
"But this doesn't have a thing to do with death."

"What are you talking about? This is the end
of the whole damn world!"

"That's true. But I don't think all those
people died."

"You're insane."

"Perhaps I am," Hansen said calmly. He smiled
again.

There were several seconds of awkward
silence. Somewhere the whine of an electric motor—perhaps the fan
in an air conditioner—wavered, then died. Steven knew with a
detached portion of his mind that it would not start again.

"Just what are you trying to say," he finally
asked.

"Only what I did say—that they're not dead.
How can I possibly explain this?" Hansen paused for an instant,
chewed nervously on his lower lip, then continued, "They're in
another dimension, in another universe, in a world existing
parallel to this one. When this—our sphere of reality—when it all
began to fall apart, they transferred to that other world."

"And we can't get to that other universe?"
Steven sensed a ring of truth to what the boy was saying.

"I can't. My condition is permanent."

"Are you saying that I can?"

The boy shrugged. "I was thinking about that
while you were asleep. My condition is natural, there isn't a thing
I can do about it. Oh, it can be controlled to a large extent, with
drugs. But it will always be with me. Your condition isn't natural.
You are trapped here because of memories of this world continually
being reinforced, regenerating this world for you second by second
within your mind. These memories are called up by the artificial
device implanted in your head. They make you too much a part of
this world to be able to cross over into that other one."

"And? Make your point."

"Well, I can't take it out of your brain; I
wouldn't know where to start. But maybe you can disable it somehow,
from inside your head."

Steven was silent for a few beats. This was
unbelievable, something he simply had not expected. Pamela might
actually be alive, waiting for him somewhere. If only he could
reach her.

"Do you have proof of any of this?" he
asked.

Hansen shook his head. "I'm in this
world," he said, "as trapped as you are and lacking any kind of
contact with that other world. But the new quantum physics does
call for such things. Look at how everyone acted just before they
disappeared."

They had acted strange, Steven thought, like
their minds were elsewhere while their bodies were still here. And
suddenly he remembered that last night he had tried to make love to
Pamela—a harsh, vivid, somehow accusing memory.

"All right," Steven finally said, "I'll take
your word for it that it's possible. But how can I possibly disable
this computer in my brain?"

"That I don't know. Maybe you can shut the
thing off by just willing it so. Have you tried?"

Steven shook his head. "Until now, I hadn't
even thought of it."

"I wouldn't be too disappointed if it doesn't
work the first few tries. You're still pretty weak. This bout with
the fever has taken quite a bit out of you, and you're not entirely
through with it yet. Maybe it could even help in a way. Your
elevated body temperature might have weakened the device some.
Electronic circuits are delicate, particularly susceptible to
damage from heat."

"This thing in my head is supposed to be
self-repairing," Steven said. "It's made of molecular circuits, and
it uses my body tissues for raw materials. Very experimental. They
just couldn't go breaking into my skull every time some little
thing went wrong."

"What can you lose by trying?" Hansen said
with a shrug.

Steven remained silent. He thought about the
microcomputer buried in his brain. He thought about a parallel
world, a hypothetical place of dreams and wishes that might or
might not exist.

And he thought about Pamela.

"That's enough talk for now," Hansen said,
shattering Steven's thoughts. "You still need a lot of rest; it'll
be a few days before you can get up and around. Besides, there are
a number of things that need my attention."

Without another word, Hansen turned and
hurried from the room.

* * *

Steven closed his eyes. But this time he did
not allow himself to sleep. This time he forced his thoughts on the
computer locked in his head, trying to visualize it. It wasn't
hard; he had seen electron micrographs of it before they'd placed
it in his brain, and now the computer itself called up sharp, clear
memories of its own pictures.

He saw the brilliant blue-green field of the
gallium-arsenide chip vivid in his mind. On the chip, nearly
indiscernible, was the delicate golden lacework of the
circuits.

Gone was the crude metal-oxide-semiconductor
technology of his youth. In its place were organic circuits,
constructed of strands of protein, billions of times more compact
than their predecessors. A biochip. A fine web to one side of the
chip was the computer's interface adapters, the molecule-thin
electrodes which carried minute jolts of current to shock memories
from Steven's subconscious.

With his mind, he tried to alter the
molecules that formed the computer's circuits, jumbling them in his
imagination, rearranging them, making random connections. But, try
as he would, he could not change them. And he could not make them
disappear, even in his imagination.

Finally, totally exhausted, he slept. His
sleep was troubled by a disturbing mixture of memory and
nightmare.

 


7

When Steven opened his eyes, the light in the
room was different than it had been before he had fallen asleep,
somehow more diffused. The strange light gave everything in the
room a feeling of unreality.

The room was clean, white, antiseptic. It
contained two other hospital beds: one neatly made, the other
recently slept in. This was obviously one of the university's
first-aid clinics. Hansen had taken it over.

Steven got out of bed, found his clothes
hanging neatly in the closet, and quickly dressed. He fumbled in
the drawer of the cart until he found the cigarettes he'd had when
he left his apartment.

How long has it been? he wondered. He stepped
to the mirror beside the bed and studied his reflection. His beard
showed no more than three days' growth.

Taking a cigarette from the crumpled pack, he
placed it in his mount and lit it. The first lungful of smoke
seemed to take the edge off, calming his nerves. Somehow, it
brought a bit of sanity back into his world.

Suddenly, he realized what was making him
feel so strange. He felt much better than he should be feeling. The
fever was gone, and his wounds no longer hurt. There was only a
touch of headache behind his eyes.

He brought his right hand up and examined his
wrist in the strange light. The gash was gone; there was not even
the merest trace of a scar. He tore the crude bandages from his
arm. That wound, too, was no longer visible. It was as if he had
never received those injuries, as if the last few days had not
happened.

But he knew they had. At least, he
thought they had. He searched his mind for the events of the
past few days and found he could remember only gross generalities.
The fine details and the sharpness that marked the
computer-generated memories were missing. It was as if someone had
told him about what had happened, instead of his actually having
lived it.

Or, like he had dreamed it.

Still, the bandages—and he did
remember some of it.

The feeling of unreality became suddenly
stronger, a heavy mix of both old and new. Had those things really
happened? Had he actually met the dog pack? Had Hansen....

Too many questions, and far too few
answers.

Again he thought about Hansen. Should he try
to find him before leaving?

No, he decided. He had to get out of this
room, out of this building. And he had to do it now.

He shuffled to a low counter on the far side
of the room. A piece of hard bread only partly wrapped in aluminum
foil lay beside a brown-stained hot plate. He picked the bread up,
unwrapped it, stuffed it in his mouth. It crumbled dry and powdery
on his tongue and scratched the roof of his mouth. He was tempted
to spit it out, but he needed its nourishment.
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The sky seemed darker than it had been two
days before, the sun's feeble light somehow weaker. Outlines were
indistinct and fuzzy. Deserted buildings with gaping windows, cars
abandoned along the street, out-of-use mailboxes—all possessed
physical boundaries that weaved in and out of Steven's vision. Each
object melted into the one beside it.

Some buildings were beginning to fade from
the ground up.

Out of habit, he crossed at the corner, at a
nonfunctioning traffic light, his route taking him along an avenue
that had once sported street signs on every corner. The signs were
gone now, and he found it annoying that he could not recall any of
their names. There was simply nothing in his mind where that
information should have been.

There was something horribly wrong with his
sense of direction as well. For a moment he thought the direction
he followed was south. The next instant it felt like west. Then he
was no longer sure. Here, in this strange world at the end of time,
direction no longer had meaning.

As he passed the remains of a building that
had once housed a camera shop, he heard a noise behind him: the
sharp tap of claws on cement. He spun about, crouching into a
defensive stance, his hands working awkwardly before him without
the ax handle.

Ten yards down the sidewalk came the same
pack of dogs he had encountered two days before, the pinscher/pit
bull now the leader. They advanced slowly, their massive heads
swinging from side to side, scanning the street for prey.

Amazingly, they hadn't seen him.

But that couldn't be! They were certainly
near enough. Could this be some new tactic they had learned to
confuse their prey? Were they trying to lull him into a false sense
of security? Could they be that smart?

Panic took hold of him, and he turned and
sprinted down the sidewalk. He lunged into a looted drugstore and
crouched behind a door sagging on broken hinges, then peered out
from behind its chipped and peeling frame. Holding his breath, he
waited for the pack to enter his field of view.

His armpits were suddenly moist with
perspiration, and the hair at the back of his neck bristled. A
rivulet of sweat ran between his shoulder blades as the tapping of
the dogs' claws on the pavement became louder.

He crouched lower behind the door as the dogs
went by in a tight group. They should have seen him. They should
have smelled his fear, heard his heart pounding or the harsh rasp
of his breathing.

Gradually, the staccato tapping of the claws
faded. He remained huddled behind the door, trying to calm the fear
rising in him, trying to understand what had happened. He could do
neither.

When he finally did leave the store, the
cloud-shrouded sun hung low in the sky. He was sure he had been
hiding in the drugstore only a few minutes, yet now it was nearly
dusk. And that filled him with sudden dread.

* * *

He walked quickly down the middle of the
street, a stiff wind at his back. He had to find the grocery he had
been hunting for several days before. No, matter what, he still had
to eat. But he had forgotten where it was.

Far ahead, also in the middle of the street,
he spotted something. It was a human figure—harsh, angular, bathed
in a cone of strange, blue-green light. The lines of the stationary
figure grew softer as he drew near, gradually rounding into the
form of a woman.

There was something familiar about her even
from a distance. Steven knew her. He knew only too well that stance
of one hip thrust slightly forward. This time there was no doubt.
The figure ahead in the middle of the street was no manikin, no
phantom dredged up from the depths of his tormented subconscious by
the crystal chip buried in his brain.

It was Pamela!

Stumblingly, he ran. Twice he fell, tearing
his trousers and scraping his knees and the palms of his hands.
Both times he got up immediately and ran on, inarticulate moans
escaping from his throat. He feared she would disappear before he
could reach her.

Soon he stood before her, his body numb and
shaking, his heart pounding in his chest like a jackhammer. His
breath came in harsh gasps, and he felt a slick film of
perspiration over his entire body.

Pamela stood as still as a statue. Her body
was draped in a long, flowing gown covering everything below her
neck except her hands.

Suddenly, Steven knew this wasn't his Pamela.
She was somehow different, but he couldn't quite....

Then he knew what it was. This girl's eyes
were green instead of blue, and her hair was cut short. It was
platinum blonde, not the color of honey. And there was a softness
around her eyes and the corners of her mouth he had never seen in
the Pamela he had known.

Still, there was enough familiar about her
that he knew she was Pamela. A Pamela.

He watched her chest, but he could not detect
the steady rise and fall of breath. Her face was frozen in a quiet,
smiling expression very much out of character for the Pamela he had
known. Her piercing green eyes stared straight ahead, seeming to
look right through him. Even her hair did not stir in the cold
wind.

Calming himself with an effort, he forced his
tremors to stop and his breathing to become more regular. Then he
reached out for her hand where it lay against her outthrust
thigh.

His hand passed through hers without the
slightest resistance and entered her leg. He watched in horror as
his fingers clutched and wriggled inside her.

Withdrawing his hand, he stumbled back a
step. He bit his lip hard and tasted blood. Suddenly, he was aware
of the steel skeletons of partially vanished buildings visible
through her body. But somehow it would no longer register; he knew
what he was seeing and how he should react, yet his numbed
mind merely found it amusing, some strangely curious phenomenon
that neither touched nor moved him.

His legs became suddenly weak, and he sat,
drawing his knees up to his chest and resting his chin on them. He
hugged his legs tightly against the cold, hard wind and rocked
silently back and forth as he watched the phantom Pamela in the
fading light. It soon became dark, and still she did not move.
Still she remained bathed in the strange blue-green light.

Closing his eyes, Steven again concentrated
on the microcomputer in his head. With difficulty, he reconstructed
its image in his mind as he had seen it in the electron micrographs
months before. Then he again tampered with its structure, as he had
before in his hospital bed, altering the molecular circuitry in his
imagination.

I might be doing nothing at all, he thought.
I might be fighting something I simply can't hope to win
against.

But Pamela was there before him. He opened
his eyes and looked at her. She wasn't the Pamela he had known, but
somehow she was a Pamela. Maybe he had done that. Maybe he had
brought her here.

He closed his eyes again and concentrated on
altering the computer embedded in his brain.

Soon, he fell asleep.
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His life paraded before him in hard, cold
detail.

He is an only child, and his father owns and operates
a gas station in a small mountain town in western Colorado.

He has always wanted to play the trumpet, but his
mother forced the piano on him at age seven. "The trumpet is not a
classical instrument," she says. "Not really. But the piano... now,
that's different. You will study the piano, Steven."

Then sorrow and fear. The death of his wife-beating
father when he is twelve. "It wasn't the car wreck that killed your
father," his mother says a few days after the funeral. "He died
years ago, washed away in a sea of alcohol." And for the first time
in his life he senses his own mortality.

An adolescence filled with shame and sexual
embarrassment, although probably no more than the majority of his
peers.

Finally, two extremely good years in a small urban
college in Denver, majoring in music. But he never received a
degree, and that remains a festering sore spot in his past. His
mother reminds him, "If you had only finished school and gone on to
the conservatory, eventually taken a position with a symphony
orchestra somewhere. You could have done it, Steven. Then you could
call yourself a musician. This playing in bars is not musicianship.
I am ashamed of it, and you should be, too."

After dropping out of college there is a long,
monotonous string of bar jobs, stretching out for almost seven
years. And an equally long, equally monotonous string of women. All
this time still in the Denver area, still never far from his
mother's dominating influence. It isn't until Pamela that he works
up sufficient courage to leave Colorado. To leave his mother.

Pamela is accepted at Boston University School of
Medicine, where she will work toward her doctorate in biochemistry.
Steven decides to go with her, and at least she does not try to
talk him out of it.

His mother never meets Pamela. She dies shortly after
Steven and Pamela leave Denver.

For a time they are very happy in Boston. Even the
sudden knowledge that Steven has a disabling illness can not take
away from their joy. Pamela makes arrangements for him to have a
highly experimental device implanted in his head, and it works.

For a while.

About the time the device begins to fail, the world
ends....
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Steven awoke shivering in cold darkness, his
left cheek pressed into something soft and cloying. He sat up,
shook the sleep from his head, careful not to look toward the
phantom Pamela. He did not want to see her again. Not yet.

How long had he slept? Eight, perhaps twelve
hours; he felt rested. Yet there was not the slightest glow on the
horizon. There should be at least a hint of light where the sun
would rise.

He stood with difficulty. His legs were
buried to mid-calf in a mist. It was not thick—he could see his
shoes clearly through it—but it glowed with the same strange
blue-green light Pamela had been bathed in before Steven had fallen
asleep.

Between his feet, sparkling through the mist,
he saw a few, small pinpoints of light, and instantly he knew that
these were stars shining on the other side of the world.

Unable to put it off any longer, Steven
brought his gaze up to where Pamela stood. Her stance had changed
slightly while he had slept. Her delicate white hand had lifted
less than an inch off her still outthrust hip. The smile was gone
from her lips, and her eyes glistened wetly. A tear stood out on
her left cheek, as if frozen there.

Steven blinked in sudden amazement. Had the
tear moved? Had he actually seen it move, or was it his
imagination?

He held his breath, waiting, concentrating on
the tear glistening on Pamela's cheek like a crystal imitation.
Nothing happened for what seemed an eternity.

Still he waited. He let out his breath in a
long, noisy sigh, drew in another, held it again.

Yes! his mind screamed, and he let out
his breath in a sudden burst. The tear had moved! He hadn't
actually seen it move; it had been so slow he hadn't been
aware of its snail's course down her cheek. But it had moved!

He watched her face as he again constructed a
facsimile of the computer chip in his thoughts. But it seemed to be
harder this time to call up the image of the submicroscopic wafer.
Why? he wondered. Was the computer fighting him now?

He tried again, slowly building it up in his
imagination, until the ultrafine protein lacework glowed an obscene
gold against the blue-green gallium arsenide. Then he again tried
to scramble those molecular circuits.

Gradually the imagined circuits began to
change. He twisted harder with his mind, and they changed still
more.

Then they shifted back again, and the image
blurred in his thoughts.

Panic raced through Steven's mind. The
computer was fighting him. Somehow, it had sensed what he was
trying to do, and it was protecting itself. It was using its
self-repair capabilities to fix its molecular circuits even as
Steven scrambled them. And still more amazing, it was blurring its
own image in Steven's mind to prevent him from doing it again!

He fought desperately to sharpen the image he
held in his thoughts, to make the computer chip again clear.
Slowly, almost grudgingly, the image became more defined, the
golden lacework coming into focus and sharpening. When he had the
mental picture as clear as he could possibly make it, he again
stirred its complex molecular structure.

The tear's slow descent down Pamela's cheek
became suddenly noticeable. In that same instant Steven became
aware of yet another motion: her breast rose and fell with sullen,
almost imperceptible breath.

Reaching out, he touched the tear on her
cheek. It felt wet beneath his fingertips, and he was suddenly
aware of the smooth, warm texture of her skin. Slowly, her arms
came up, reaching out for him.

Again the computer's image became fuzzy in
his mind. Instantly Pamela's movements—her breathing, the raising
of her arms—slowed to the point where they were nearly
imperceptible.

Steven took a deep breath. Using all his
strength, he forced the image back into sharp focus, then gave the
molecular circuits one final, mighty twist.

He felt the sharp click of the
computer's death.
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Steven locked the car, then walked up the
driveway to the house.

Pamela stood on the front porch beneath the
yellow bug light. A cold wind whipped the mint-green gown about her
body without disturbing her short, platinum-blonde hair.

As Steven approached, her arms came up and he
stepped into her embrace. His own arms hung at his sides, weighted
down by the trumpet case in one hand and a thick manila folder of
sheet music in the other.

He kissed her on the mouth, and instantly a
piece of music that had been playing on and off in his thoughts for
the past few days began again. First, a wild orchestral outburst,
followed by the briefest of thematic statements from each of the
three movements of Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, then just the hint
of a new theme, a simple melody sung by cellos and basses alone.
The bit of music had grown almost note by note with each mental
reprise since Monday, when the orchestra had started rehearsing the
Ninth for a benefit concert to be performed next Saturday.

The piece felt like Beethoven. The powerful
phrasing and pure German energy of it were typically his. Yet
Steven knew Beethoven had not written it. He knew Beethoven's work,
and he had never before heard this. Although it contained the three
major thematic statements from the Ninth Symphony, it was
definitely not part of the Ninth.

Then where had it come from? Obviously from
within Steven's own mind. He had been so taken with the Ninth, so
influenced by its majestic movements, that his subconscious had
somehow synthesized them, boiled each down into its bare essence
and brought them together to form an interesting new whole.

But what about that new theme, the melody
only hinted at in the music playing in his mind? Where had it come
from?

That question left the ragged edge of
uneasiness in his mind, and he forced the music from his thoughts.
He stepped from Pamela's embrace and placed his trumpet and music
to the right of the door, then stood beside her.

For a long moment neither spoke as Steven
stared down at Pamela. She was gazing out into the dark, lost in
her own thoughts.

"You've been crying," he said, wiping away a
tear that ran down her cheek with his thumb.

"What?" She turned slightly toward him. "Oh,
it must be the cold."

Steven nodded, then looked out across the
front yard. Beyond the wrought-iron fence he had put up three
summers ago, the grass was turning brown with the coming of winter.
It was eight in the evening, and most of the houses on the block
had their porch lights on, shining out against the dark. Around
each was gathered a fuzzy halo of mist, and Steven's breath fogged
before him. The twin moons hung almost at zenith, two diffused
spots of eerie blue light glowing through the overcast.

Snow tonight, he thought, and a relaxed
feeling washed over him. He felt suddenly at ease. Nothing would
ever change in this neighborhood. Nothing had changed in the nearly
six years they had lived in this house. The other houses and the
stores were all the same ones that had been here when he and Pamela
moved in, as were the people who owned them. The neighborhood was
like a well worn pair of shoes; so comfortable you hardly even
noticed it.

His life fit him well. Like the neighborhood,
he didn't really pay much attention to it, but he couldn't think of
one thing about it he would change.

Again he looked down at Pamela, at the soft
brilliance of her hair in the porch light, at her lithe figure in
the green gown that nearly matched her eyes, at the way she stood
with one hip cocked slightly forward, and he thought how lucky he
was she had said yes when he had asked her to marry him six years
ago. He slipped an arm around her bare shoulders and felt goose
flesh.

"What are you dressed for?" he asked. The
gown was the one he had given her last month for their wedding
anniversary.

"You don't remember?"

"Remember what?"

"The Kohlers. We're supposed to have dinner
with Anne and Bill tonight." Bill Kohler was principal cello with
the orchestra.

"Damn, that's right. I completely forgot.
That's tonight?"

Pamela nodded. "They want us at their place
by nine o'clock."

"I'm sorry, dear. Bill didn't say a thing
today."

She smiled. "He probably forgot, too," she
said. "I laid your clothes out on the bed. All you have to do is
take a shower and get dressed."

"Is my blue sport jacket back from the
cleaners?"

"It came today."

He grunted.

"You don't want to go, do you?"

"No, not tonight." He wanted to stay home and
read the paper, perhaps watch a little television, then get to bed
early. It had been a long day, the last of a particularly hard
week. The orchestra had been rehearsing for next weekend's benefit
concert, and for some reason Steven was having trouble with the
Ninth—particularly the ending, the final few bars of the third
movement.

Then let's not go," Pamela said. "Frankly,
I'd rather not share you tonight." She snuggled closer, and Steven
smelled her perfume, delicate and flowery. It was his turn to
smile.

"We said we would. Besides, you're
dressed."

"That can be fixed." She turned and opened
the door, letting a swath of soft light out into the dark. "Really,
I'd be more than happy spending the night at home."

"No, we'd better go," he said, stepping into
the house. "It wouldn't be fair to Bill and Anne."

Bill Kohler had been trying for nearly three
months to get Steven over to see his new pool table, and Steven
knew he would only feel more guilty than he already did if he put
it off any longer. Besides, both he and Pamela liked the Kohlers.
They would have fun; they always did. It was simple inertia that
held him back now.

He picked up his trumpet and folder of music
and followed Pamela into the house, pushing the door closed with
his right elbow. The sudden warmth felt wonderful, and the mingled
scents of spaghetti sauce and perfume were comfortingly
familiar.

"Where are the kids?" he asked as he placed
his things on the dining room table.

"In bed," Pamela called from the kitchen.

"This early?"

"It's almost eight-thirty. You know they
can't stay up late every night."

"I know."

He was disappointed. He would have liked
Steven, Jr. and Tina to be up every night when he got home, but
that wasn't possible. The orchestra rehearsed late more evenings
than not, and there was the class he taught three nights a week at
the local junior college. Sometimes he thought he could actually
detect a difference in their heights each time he saw them.

"Who did you get to sit?"

"Your mother," Pamela said over the clatter
of dishes and the sound of water running in the sink. She was
cleaning up after the kids' dinner. "She'll be here in ten minutes.
Why don't you go up and take your shower. I still have a few things
to do before she gets here."

* * *

Again, as he showered, the music played in
his mind. But this time harmony joined the simple melody for three
orchestral variations on the new theme. Then again the warlike
clamor of the entire orchestra rose, and finally a rich German
baritone unaccompanied by the orchestra: O Freunde, nicht diese
Tone!

Suddenly, Steven knew what the music was.
Beethoven had written it. He had finished the Ninth Symphony. It
was the Choral Symphony, and the music playing in Steven's head was
that symphony's fourth and final movement.

But that couldn't be. Steven's memories—those
memories that alone had inhabited his consciousness only an instant
before—told him there was no fourth movement in Beethoven's Ninth,
that it was an unfinished work. They told him Beethoven had died of
pneumonia in 1820, before completing the score.

Yet now Steven's mind held another set of
memories as well, coexisting with, yet contradicting, the others.
These new memories informed him that, although Beethoven had been
totally deaf at the time of the Ninth's first performance, he had
been very much alive, and had even attended that performance.

Steven placed his head under the hard spray,
trying to drown out both the music and the double set of memories
contained in his mind. But it didn't work. The strident German
phrasing continued to thunder in his head.

Turning off the water, he slid the shower
door open and stepped from the stall. He staggered to the wash
basin on suddenly weak legs. Standing before the mirror, his palms
flat against the Formica counter top, he examined his reflection as
steam evaporated off the glass. His complexion was a sickly white,
and there was a visible tremor in his jaw.

What had brought this on? He knew the Ninth
was right as the orchestra had been rehearsing it. It had to be.
Pieter Verner, conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, would
never let something like that get by, and the other musicians were
certainly familiar with it. Yet neither Verner nor the others had
said anything.

Besides, Steven could remember playing the
Ninth just the way they were rehearsing it since high school
himself.

Then where had those other memories come
from? And why the gut feeling that the "new" version containing a
fourth movement was just as valid as the one the orchestra was
rehearsing?

He simply didn't know. And that, more than
anything else, shook him.

He stood trembling in front of the mirror for
several minutes before he gained sufficient composure to brush his
teeth and shave. By the time he got dressed and went downstairs,
his mother had arrived.

* * *

"You look ill," she said as he bent to kiss
her on the cheek. "Are you sure you're all right, Steven?"

"Yes, Mother, I'm fine," he said,
straightening.

"You look so pale."

"Just a little tired."

His mother nodded. "This concert," she said,
"this benefit thing... when is it?"

"Next Saturday."

"And?" She squinted up at him through thick
lenses from where she sat perched on the sofa's edge.

"I'll see that you get a ticket."

"Two tickets. I promised Rose we'd go
together. And good seats—no farther back than the third row. I want
a good look at you."

Steven knew his mother meant she wanted Rose
to get a good look at him. Rose was her best friend, at least this
year. It seemed no one could stand her for more than a year.
Anyway, all Steven had heard for the past year was, "Rose's boy
this..., and Rose's boy that...." Rose's boy was always better than
Steven—a better husband, a better father, most of all, a better
son. And he made several times more money than Steven did.

"Okay, Mother," Steven said, "two
tickets."

Did she know he had to pay for them? Did she
even care? She had more money stashed away than he did, more really
than she knew what to do with. His father's several insurance
policies assured her a comfortable living. But to hear her tell it,
she never had enough, and Steven never did a thing for her.

"That's a good boy," she said, patting the
back of his hand.

"The kids are tucked in," Pamela said as she
came down the stairs and entered the living room. She walked to the
large chair beside the door, picked up the heavy coat that had been
draped over the arm, and handed it to Steven. "I don't think you'll
have any trouble with them, Mom."

"Oh, I'm sure I won't, dear," the older woman
said as Steven helped Pamela into her coat. "Now, you two just run
along and have a good time." She smiled. "And don't worry about a
thing. I'll take good care of my grandchildren."

That, Steven knew, she would do. She was good
with the kids, and they would be in competent and loving hands.

On the way out to the car, Pamela said, "Anne
called while you were up getting ready. She said we're to meet them
at the restaurant. What took you so long, anyway?"

"I'm just not feeling too good," Steven
said.

"You do look awfully pale. Are you sure you
want to go?"

"We promised we would." He opened the car
door for her. "They'll be waiting for us."

"I can call the restaurant," Pamela said. "If
you're really sick, they'll understand." She slid into the front
seat and tucked her dress around her legs.

"No, I'll be all right."

Steven closed the door and walked around to
the other side of the car. As soon as he slid behind the wheel the
music started again in his head.
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The Kohlers were waiting at the restaurant
when Steven and Pamela arrived, sitting in two straight-backed
chairs beside the coat rack.

"What took so long?" Bill Kohler asked as he
helped Pamela out of her coat and hung it up. He was at least ten
years older than Steven, with salt-and-pepper hair and a big bushy
mustache to match. At one time he had obviously been well muscled,
but it had long since gone to fat.

"Steven got lost," Pamela said, smiling. "We
went around the block three times." She wasn't upset, simply
amused.

"I wasn't lost," Steven said.

"But this is where we came that first night
out together," Anne Kohler said. "How could you possibly forget?"
She couldn't have been more than twenty-five, a small, mousy girl
with brown hair and dark eyes. Three years ago she had been one of
Bill Kohler's students.

"I know," Steven said. "Like I said, I wasn't
lost. But I thought the restaurant was German then. I wasn't
expecting Chinese."

Bill Kohler shook his head. "No, it was this
place, and it always has been Chinese."

A small Oriental man came up behind Steven.
"May I seat you now?" he asked with a heavy accent.

"Yes, we're ready," Bill said.

They threaded through the tightly packed
dining room in silence. When they were seated, the waiter asked if
they wanted anything from the bar.

"I'll have plum wine," Steven said. "It was
so good the last time we were here." The others ordered the
same.

After the waiter left, Anne said, "See, you
do remember."

Steven nodded. He did remember having
plum wine the last time they were here. He remembered eating
Chinese. But he also remembered drinking German beer and eating
sauerbraten with potato dumplings and red cabbage, with apple
strudel for dessert.

His body began to tremble again, just as it
had in the bathroom at home less than an hour ago. His mouth was
suddenly dry, and he swallowed hard.

"Are you all right?" Anne asked.

Almost simultaneously, Pamela said, "What's
wrong, Steven?"

"Nothing. I'm fine."

"Are you sure? You look white as a
sheet."

"Really, I'm fine." He stumbled against the
table as he got up, nearly spilling his water.

"Where are you going?" Pamela asked.

"I'll be right back."

"Do you want me to come with you?" Bill
asked.

"No, I'm okay. Really." He stepped away from
the table, turned, and weaved away between the tables toward the
bathroom.

By the time he was halfway there, his legs
were getting rubbery and his vision had that strange dark/light
quality that meant he would soon pass out. Mechanically he put one
foot in front of the other, forcing himself toward the bathroom
door. He would make it, he knew, if he just kept walking, one step
at a time.

He reached the door and stiff-armed it open.
The bathroom smelled sickeningly antiseptic. He went to one of the
stalls, entered, and latched the door behind him. Then he turned
around and vomited into the toilet.

When he was finished he wiped his mouth with
a wad of toilet paper and flushed the toilet. He left the stall and
went to the wash basin. Leaning on the counter, he looked at his
reflection in the mirror, just as he had earlier in his own
bathroom.

He was still pale, but he did feel
better.

The two sets of memories still clashed in his
mind: Two variations of Beethoven's Ninth, and now two meals on the
same night nearly three years ago, in two different restaurants
occupying the same location.

He pushed the memories down, trying to force
them from his conscious into his subconscious mind. But they would
not go.

Get hold of yourself, he thought. He knew he
could actually talk himself into a breakdown, and he certainly
didn't need that.

He turned on the tap and rinsed his mouth,
then splashed cold water on his face and wiped it dry with a paper
towel. He really was beginning to feel better. If he didn't go out
soon, Bill Kohler would come in to see how he was doing.

He washed his hands and straightened his tie,
then left the bathroom and went back to the table.

* * *

Midway though the "Velvet Chicken," Bill
Kohler said, "I noticed you were having trouble with the Ninth this
week."

Steven nodded but didn't say a word, feigning
a mouth full of food.

"Is it anything I can help with?"

"No," Steven said, "I don't think so. It's
something I have to work out for myself."

"You didn't tell me you were having trouble
with it," Pamela said.

"It's nothing serious—just a little problem
with the finale," he added to see what kind of reaction he'd get
from Kohler. The older man seemed to take it in stride.

"The fourth movement can be tricky at times,"
Kohler said.

Fourth movement! Steven thought. Then those
newer memories were right. But what of the older ones, those of an
unfinished Ninth Symphony? Were they wrong?

They couldn't be. Until only a couple hours
ago, the Ninth had no fourth movement.

"Steven?" Pamela said.

Suddenly he was aware that the other three at
the table were staring at him. Kohler had been talking, but Steven
hadn't heard a word he had said.

"I'm sorry," Steven said. "What were you
saying, Bill?"

"I said we should go to my place after
dinner. I can put on a recording of the Ninth and we can go over
it. We might find out what your problem with it is. Besides, I
still want you to see my pool table."

"That sounds like a good idea," Steven said.
He did want to hear that recording. "If it's all right with you,
dear," he said to Pamela.

"Sure," she said, smiling. "It's fine with
me."
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The seven ball missed the far corner pocket
by more than three inches, and the cue ball dropped in.

"Damn!" Steven said.

Bill Kohler retrieved the cue ball from the
pocket and positioned it. He took several seconds to eye his shot,
then slammed the cue ball into the twelve to make the side pocket.
The cue ball retraced its path, stopping at just the right spot to
give him shape on the eight in the corner nearest Steven. He drove
it home.

Steven shook his head. "I can't believe you
beat me that badly," he said. He walked to the low table against
the wall, leaned his stick against the darkwood paneling, then
picked up his beer and took a long drink.

"I've had more than three months to
practice," Kohler said.

"But I used to be good at this game. I made
pocket money playing pool while I was at Juilliard."

Kohler shrugged as Steven sank into an
ancient, overstuffed easy chair. "So you've been hustled," he said,
smiling. "Tell me what you think of it."

"It's a good table, but it leans a bit to the
far corner there." Steven pointed with his beer can.

"Damn! I was afraid of that. And I just had
someone out to level it last week."

"It's not bad enough to have them come back
out."

"Good. Well, should we go up and visit with
the girls, or did you want to get beat again?"

Steven sipped his beer. The fourth movement
was playing in his head.

"Is something wrong?" Kohler asked.

"It's the rehearsal."

"The Ninth?"

Steven nodded. "Something isn't right," he
said. He thought he would take another chance. "In the fourth
movement, where the vocal variations begin."

"Are you saying Pieter's conducting it
wrong?" Kohler hadn't reacted at all negatively to Steven's mention
of the fourth movement. Then there actually was a fourth movement
to the Ninth. But there hadn't been only this afternoon, when the
orchestra rehearsed it.

"No," Steven said, "I don't mean that. Not
exactly."

"Then you think there's something wrong with
the score?"

"I don't know. I guess I don't know what I
mean, really."

"You want me to put it on? I have Bernstein
conducting the New York Philharmonic." Steven nodded.

Kohler placed his stick in the rack on the
wall and walked to the impressive audio system to Steven's right.
He turned on the amplifier, then pulled an LP from the record rack
above it. After placing it on the turntable, he made a few
adjustments to the equipment.

"Just the last movement, right?"

"That's right," Steven said as Kohler placed
the arm on the record. Then he sat in the chair on the other side
of the small table from Steven.

Within seconds a rich baritone voice filled
the room, unaccompanied by the orchestra. That was followed by an
extremely brief orchestral bridge.

"There," Steven said as the baritone
continued.

"There what?"

"There it is. That's what's wrong."

"It's exactly as we've been rehearsing it,"
Kohler said, looking at Steven questioningly.



And it was. Steven did remember
rehearsing it that way for the past week. But that memory hadn't
been in his thoughts only an instant before.

"It's wrong," he said. He didn't dare tell
Kohler that he also remembered rehearsing the piece without a
fourth movement.

Kohler frowned, but didn't respond.

"Don't you see?" Steven turned in his chair
to face the older man. "The fourth movement opens all wrong."

"What are you talking about?" The choral
variations began as he spoke.

"I'm talking about the orchestral
introduction. It's gone—both from this recording and from the score
we've been rehearsing.

"Orchestral introduction? For the fourth
movement of Beethoven's Ninth Symphony?"

"Yes." Now the quartet weaved its musical
magic.

Kohler shook his head. "There never has been
an orchestral intro," he said. "Where did you get the idea there
was?"

"I—" Steven almost said he remembered it. He
almost told Kohler that there were now three variations of the
Ninth in his mind, three separate memories of how the symphony
should be performed. But he decided against that. Kohler would
never believe him. He hardly believed it himself. "I don't know,"
he finished. "Forget it."

They were both silent for almost a full
minute, but Steven could not enjoy the powerful beauty of the coral
variations playing on Kohler's stereo. Another finale played in his
head, one with a lengthy instrumental introduction bridging the
first three movements to the fourth.

Finally, Kohler stood. "We'd better get
upstairs," he said. "The girls are probably wondering what happened
to us." He went to the turntable and switched it off. The music
stopped. Carefully, he took the LP from the spindle by its edges,
slid it into its jacket, then put it back into the rack. He turned
the amplifier off as Steven got to his feet.

Steven picked up his beer and went to the
stairs. The basement lights went out behind him as he climbed, and
Kohler followed him up.

"Would you take some advice from a friend?"
Kohler asked as they passed through the kitchen on their way to the
living room.

"Sure," Steven said. "What is it?"

"Take a season off. Take a sabbatical and
leave Pamela and the kids here. Just get away by yourself, anywhere
you can get your mind off everything here. I really think you need
it."
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It began to snow during the drive home.

Steven remained silent, the three separate
memories of Beethoven's Ninth Symphony gnawing at his thoughts.
Something was definitely wrong. Maybe Bill Kohler was right; maybe
he should take some time off, get away from everything. It
might just be the only way he could hope to sort things out and
ultimately preserve his sanity.

Pamela, too, was quiet for most of the ride.
She didn't speak until they were within a few blocks of their home.
Then she simply said, "I need milk for breakfast tomorrow."
Steven's only response was a nod.

"Where are you going?" she asked after a few
minutes of silence.

Steven glanced at her, then back to the road.
"To the 7-Eleven. It's the only place that would be open this
late."

"But you should have turned a block back, at
Eighth Avenue."

The corners of his mouth tightened and a
muscle in his chin began to twitch. "Don't be silly," he said.
"It's on the corner of Twelfth and Maple." But when they passed
Twelfth and Maple less than a minute later, there was a high-rise
office complex where Steven remembered the convenience store.

He made a U-turn and went back down Maple the
way they had come. Pamela didn't say a word. In his peripheral
vision Steven saw her staring straight ahead, her hands working
nervously in her lap, but he could not see her face.

At the red light at Eighth he stopped in the
far right lane. "Which way?" he asked. He really didn't know.

Pamela did not respond at first. Finally,
when Steven gave her a sharp look, she said, "Left." He couldn't
see her expression, but tears shone wetly in the red from the stop
light, defining her lower eyelid.

The left lane was empty, but in the rearview
mirror he saw the headlights of a car coming up fast. The light
changed. He cursed as he took his foot off the break and gunned the
engine, cutting across the left lane to make the turn. Pamela
gasped as a horn blared close behind them.

Three blocks down Eighth, Steven saw the
7-Eleven on the right. He pulled into the parking lot and stopped
against the sidewalk along the front of the building.

Pamela opened the door and a blast of cold
air invaded the car.

Damn! Steven thought. He wished she would
look at him. He wanted to see her face, wanted to know that she
cared about him.

Of course she cared. Where had that thought
come from?

"Do you have enough money?" he asked. She
nodded. Still, she did not turn to look at him. Without a word, she
got out of the car and closed the door.

He still couldn't see her face as she crossed
in front of the car, in and then out of the headlight beams, and
went into the store.

He had scared her, he knew that. He had heard
the fear in her voice. Hell, he'd scared himself, too. First the
Beethoven, then the Chinese restaurant he also remembered as
German, now this store. He did remember it being here, now
that he thought about it, but he also remembered it on the corner
of Twelfth and Maple.

He began to tremble. Through the curtain of
falling snow, he saw Pamela walking to the register in the store.
He must get control of himself, he thought. Somehow, he must stop
his trembling before she returned.

He closed his eyes and gripped the steering
wheel with both hands, concentrating on trying to push the memories
back down into his subconscious mind. But they would not cooperate.
He tried again and still they remained. The harder he tried to be
rid of them, the more vivid they became, and the more violently his
body trembled.

The door on the passenger's side opened, and
he opened his eyes. In the dim glow from the dome light he watched
as Pamela put a brown paper bag on the floor behind her seat, then
slipped in and closed the door, shutting out a swirl of snow.

She was silent for several seconds, carefully
looking away from him, out into the blowing snow beyond the window.
Finally, she turned to him, fear and concern in her eyes.

"What's wrong, Steven?" she asked. "All night
there has been something wrong. What is it?"

"I don't know. I—" He stopped. Should he tell
her? Would she believe him? Could she? If she couldn't, he
decided, no one could. He told her about his multiple memories.

"But that doesn't make sense," she said when
he had finished.

"I know."

They were silent for several seconds. Steven
closed his eyes again, trying once more to control his trembling.
After a moment he felt Pamela's hand on his own where it still
gripped the steering wheel.

"You're shaking," she said.

He didn't answer.

He felt her move on the seat beside him and
opened his eyes. She had slid closer, her left hip nearly touching
his right one. She reached out and gently pried his fingers from
the wheel. His hands fell to his lap, numb. She held him by the
shoulders and drew him toward her, cradling his head against her
breast as she stroked his hair.

Steven began to cry. And as the tears came,
the trembling left his body.

"That's all right," Pamela said, her voice
soft and soothing. "Everything will be all right." She was silent
for several minutes while Steven cried himself out against her.
When he was finally finished, she asked, "Do you want me to
drive?"

Steven sat up and leaned back against the car
seat. He felt too weak to drive. And, although the shaking had
subsided, the multiple memories were still there, as strong as
ever.

"Yes," he said, but he didn't open his
eyes.

Again he felt her move on the seat beside
him. She opened the door and a breath of hot, humid air brushed his
right cheek. Still he kept his eyes closed. He felt her get out of
the car, heard her coming around the front to his side. His door
opened, and he was wrapped in a cocoon of hot, almost stifling
air.

He opened his eyes and got out of the car,
then waited while Pamela slipped behind the wheel. She no longer
wore the heavy coat she'd had on only a few seconds ago; instead
she wore a gray-and-black checked sweater. Closing the door, he
went around the rear of the car to the passenger's side.

He stopped and gazed up into the night sky,
filling his lungs with hot air. The stars twinkled down at him,
clear and sharp. One moon hung a quarter of the way down from
zenith, a mottled pearl against the sky. The other squatted bloated
and orange on the horizon.

Suddenly, it hit him. He could see the moons
clearly. And he could see the stars as well.

But that didn't make sense. Only minutes
before, the sky had been completely overcast. Then there had been a
snowstorm, and the air had been biting cold. Now the air was hot,
the sky clear. There was absolutely no sign of the storm.

And then, simultaneous with these thoughts,
he remembered that the weather had been hot all night. That, in
fact, the entire week had been unseasonably hot.

The trembling came again, beginning as a
shudder rattling up his spine. Nausea pulsed in his stomach, and
his knees became suddenly weak. The beginning of a headache pulsed
behind his eyes as he collapsed on the car seat.

"It's happening again, isn't it?" Pamela
asked.

Steven could only nod.

"Pull your legs in," she said. He complied,
and she reached across him to pull the door shut.

"We'll be home soon," she said. Without
another word she backed out of the parking space, then drove
through the lot and entered traffic on Eighth.

On the way home, many of the landmarks Steven
remembered were changed. The grocery store on the corner of Tenth
and Maple, where Pamela did the family shopping, was no longer
there, replaced by a large discount liquor store. The McDonald's
where Steven ate at least one night a week was a Burger King. And
where he was sure there had been a bar earlier that evening, there
was now a Hallmark card shop.

Pamela didn't say a word about the changes,
so Steven didn't either. He just sat on the passenger's side,
staring out the window and trembling.

* * *

That night, while they got ready for bed,
Pamela told him she thought he should get help. Psychiatric
help.

"If not for yourself," she said, "at least
for the children and me."

"I will," he promised as he crawled between
the sheets. It was probably a better solution than the one Bill
Kohler had suggested. It would help Pamela and the kids more than
his simply taking off. And God knew he needed help

"I'll make an appointment for you tomorrow
morning," she said, getting into bed. Steven grunted his response
as he turned on his side, away from Pamela. He didn't want her to
see his fear.

It was several hours before he finally fell
asleep. The memories kept running through his thoughts, each set
playing off against the others, contradicting one another.

Yet each set felt right somehow.

 


15

He waits in line with fifteen or twenty others, all
people he feels he should know but doesn't. The line moves slowly
forward, and he moves with it, toward something. But he doesn't
know toward what.

Suddenly, he knows what the line is for. He looks up,
sees brilliant reds, oranges, blues, greens. Sunlight shines
through a large stained glass window depicting Christ on the Cross.
An altar stands beneath the window, and before the altar rests a
coffin. He is in line to view the body.

He does not want to view it. He wants to step out of
the line and run from the church. But he can't. Somehow, his feet
will not work. They won't obey his will, and he shuffles along
behind two old women, waiting his turn to view the body.

Soon the two crones stand before the coffin, looking
down into it. "Doesn't he look natural?" one asks.

"Yes," the other replies, "simply wonderful." They
move on.

Now it is his turn. He shuffles up to the coffin. He
doesn't want to look.

But he looks all the same.

The upper portion of the casket lies open, displaying
his father's body from the waist up. The old man's hair is combed
perfectly. Makeup is dusted on parchment-thin facial skin,
producing a poor semblance of life. The lower half of the casket
remains closed.

The effect is grotesque. The old man does not look
wonderful. He does not look natural. He looks dead.

As he stars into his father's chalk-white face, the
old man opens his eyes—the hypnotic eyes of a cat.

* * *

Steven awoke to the familiar muffled growl.
His eyes snapped open and he tensed in the dark bedroom,
controlling his breathing, listening for the sound to be repeated.
But it did not come again.

The growl had been present throughout most of
his childhood, but he had paid little attention then. It was only
within the past eighteen months, since he had brought his family
from Boston to Denver, to the large old house bordering the park,
that it meant anything to him.

The nightmare had first come eighteen months
ago, too. Now, inexplicably, each time the growl pressed out from
the park across the street it sent a new flush of excitement
coursing through his veins and a chill up his spine.

The sun was just beginning to rise, its rays
barely sifting through the heavy bedroom curtains, suffusing the
room with green light and giving it a surreal fuzziness. Like it
must be at the bottom of the sea, he thought, or in a jungle where
the canopy of leaves prevents all but the most persistent light
from reaching the ground.

That, he told himself, was where the growl
belonged—in a jungle.

The transposed sound seemed to alter the very
nature of the bedroom. Suddenly, it actually felt like a jungle.
Night-heavy air seemed to sift through his pores like dense
autumnal fog. The rhinoceros mass of the chest of drawers stood
wedged into one corner, facing him in silent menace. He could
almost see quick forms darting about in the gloom.

Drawing the covers back, he got carefully out
of bed, then stood naked above his wife's sleeping form. She
appeared shapeless in the dim light, her long red hair almost black
against the pillow.

Her hair... he thought. Shouldn't it be short
and blonde, instead of long and red?

He nearly reached out and touched it, but he
stopped himself in time, pushing the thoughts from his mind. He
didn't want to wake her. It was Saturday, one of only two mornings
during the week they could both sleep in.

Pamela always got up before he did, but never
this early on Saturday. The clock on the night table on her side of
the bed said 6:05. Richard and Shelby would be up watching
television by eight. They would be clamoring for breakfast half an
hour later. Then Pamela would get up to feed them.

In spite of everything, she really was a good
mother.

No, that wasn't fair. He did love her. Only,
he was reluctant to face her after what had happened last night. Or
rather, what hadn't happened.

Actually, it had been no different than many
other nights in the past eighteen months. She had come to him for
something he could not provide. He had wanted to make love to her,
but somehow he couldn't. Ever since they had moved into his
father's house—Steven still thought of the house as his father's—he
had been unable to make love to her. It was as if blood no longer
pumped in his loins.

It was the first time anything like this had
happened to him, and he was scared. He had seen doctors, three in
as many months, but they had been unable to find anything
physically wrong. One had suggested psychiatric consultation, but
Steven had refused. He did not trust psychiatrists and, as childish
as he knew it was, he could not bring himself to talk about his
condition to them. It had taken all the courage he could muster
just to talk to the medical doctors.

Besides, he knew the cause of his problem.
Part of the cause, at any rate. He felt his wife no longer needed
him. Three years ago, after nearly as many years of apparent
satisfaction with her role of wife and mother, she had gone back to
school for refresher courses. She had said she wanted to do
something with her life, wanted to use the degree in business
administration she had earned before they were married.

Steven had not taken her seriously until they
had moved to Denver, and Pamela went back to work. Now she had a
career of her own in the personnel department of a large department
store chain. And she brought home nearly as much as Steven did as a
self-employed electronics consultant.

They no longer really communicated; he could
not remember the last time they had sat down and just talked.
Somehow, they could no longer share each other's pain and joy as
they once had. More and more he felt she came to him in the night
for the physical act alone, and nothing more; she wanted a man, any
man, not necessarily him.

Steven was not ready to face the same
tension, the same wordless accusations this morning. He knew he
must eventually come to grips with his problem and again face her,
but he couldn't. Not just yet. He would put it off as long as
possible, buying time to be alone with his thoughts and remain a
whole man for a few hours longer.

Stepping to the window, he pulled back the
curtain just a little to peer out at the front yard. It was a habit
he had acquired since moving into the house. When Pamela had first
noticed it and questioned him, he had told her it was to check the
weather. And that was partly true. He didn't like surprises; he had
to ready himself for each new day. Looking out the window somehow
prepared him for everything else he must face.

The sky was clear. The day would warm slowly
into the afternoon.

But the weather wasn't the only thing that
drew him to the window each morning. Beyond the wrought-iron fence
enclosing the front yard and across the street was the park. In the
park was the zoo, and in the zoo was the tiger.

Suddenly his knees became weak and his body
began to tremble. Something was wrong. Something about the tiger...
his wife's hair.

Again he pushed those thoughts down. Turning
from the window, he went back to bed. He lay down beside his wife
and pulled the covers up around his neck. Soon the shaking subsided
and he closed his eyes, trying to recapture the tattered fragments
of his lost sleep. But he was fully awake now; too many thoughts
scurried through his mind; too many fears crouching just beyond his
consciousness.

He opened his eyes. Gossamer light patterns
were beginning to form on the ceiling and the musty greenness was
slowly leaving the room. Now it was becoming another kind of
jungle, preparing itself to hold the subtle predators of mankind:
hate, loathing, and guilt.

Stretching out his hand toward his wife's
sleeping form, he let it hover for an instant a few inches above
her shoulder. Then he lowered it carefully, not wanting to wake
her.

Suddenly, his thoughts were invaded by
strange images. He thought of another time, another place. Reaching
out his hand to touch a shoulder and his fingers encountering
hardness and coldness beneath a silk blouse. And he saw the pale,
white painted face of a manikin.

Where had that thought come from? It was so
much like a memory, but sharper and clearer than any memory he had
ever experienced.

He pushed the errant thought from his mind
and concentrated on the here, the now. He concentrated on his wife
sleeping beside him in their bed. He felt her body heat through the
blanket, and he gently pressed his thigh against her buttocks. A
stirring began deep in his stomach, a fluttering spasm of sexual
desire. But it died quickly, and he withdrew his hand and his leg
and bit hard on his lower lip until he tasted blood.

Pamela moved beside him, mumbling something
in her sleep, something he could not understand, then she was again
quiet. He lay still and listened to the creaks and moans of the old
house. They were comforting sounds, somehow reassuring.

And they brought memories of his father.

* * *

The large man with snow-white hair brings him to the
zoo at least once a week during the summer months. They come more
often in the fall, just before the animals are caged inside for the
winter. They tour the zoo quickly each visit, spending little time
before each cage or enclosure, the man buying him cotton candy and
a balloon. Later they stand for over an hour in the late afternoon
sun before the tiger's enclosure, separated from the large cat by
only a moat.

Each time his father explains that the moat allows
the tiger to think it is free. The tiger could probably find its
way across the moat if it wanted to, but the animal is not stupid.
It fears the world beyond the moat. And it knows there is at least
the illusion of freedom inside the enclosure.

Steven fears the large cat. He fears the smooth, sure
manner in which it moves and the hypnotic gaze of its gold-flecked
eyes. He wants to go home. But he does not wish to show his father
that he is afraid. So he says nothing.

They watch the tiger as it glides silently through
the dense, blue-green foliage or basks in the sun atop a flat rock.
His father watches the animal with an intense stare, telling
stories of hunting safaris in Africa and India, heroic and epic
tales, like the boy's image of his father. These stories are not
hard for Steven to believe; his father's hands are forever stained
from his job at the slaughterhouse, and the smell of blood
permeates his clothing. To Steven it is a good smell, possessing an
earthy and somehow mystical power. It is a man smell.

After his father's death, Steven never returned to
the zoo.

* * *

His thoughts were torn from the memory by the
sound of an explosion. He jerked and tensed in bed, then relaxed.
It had come from the living room, from the television. The kids
were up, watching an adventure show or cartoon.

Pamela moved beside him, and he closed his
eyes and feigned sleep. She slipped from bed, padded to the closet
beside the chest of drawers. As she opened the door Steven allowed
his eyelids to peek open just a bit, peering out at the
three-quarter front view of his wife reflected in the full-length
mirror on the inside of the closet door.

As he watched her dress, he thought about how
beautiful she still was. At forty-three, she was certainly not the
girl he had married more than twenty years before, but the years
didn't show on her as they did on him. Her hips and thighs were
hardly more full than they had been at twenty. The only real
evidence of the years were faint, nearly invisible stretch marks
left across her flat stomach by two late childbirths.

Suddenly, he felt ashamed. He felt like a
voyeur, like a Peeping Tom. He knew he shouldn't feel as he did;
after all, she was his wife. But he felt he should not be allowed
even this small pleasure if he could not satisfy her sexual needs.
He was afraid she might turn around and catch him watching.

Pamela stepped into a simple, green house
dress and buttoned it up the front before closing the closet door.
As she turned toward the bed, Steven again closed his eyes. He felt
her sit on the other side of the bed, heard her sigh lightly as she
reached for her slippers. The bed bounced again as she got up.

Something deep within him, some cold and
sadistic part of his mind, told him to open his eyes, but he forced
the compulsion down. He remained still with his eyes closed,
controlling his breathing, and soon he felt Pamela's presence like
a shadow between himself and the sun. The scent of her cologne hung
above him, pressing down, suffocating him. He could almost feel her
eyes raking his body.

She knew he was not asleep, but she did not
speak. After a few seconds she sighed again and left the room. Only
when he was certain she was gone did he open his eyes.
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The canary caged by the window greeted Steven
with a song as he entered the kitchen. Pamela stood at the sink,
spooning grounds into the coffee pot. She tensed visibly at the
sound of his footsteps on the linoleum.

Draping his tie and sport coat over the back
of a kitchen chair, he watched her fill the pot with water and plug
it in. She did not speak. When the silence became too tense, Steven
broke it.

"About last night, I—"

"Please," she said without turning, "I don't
want to talk about it." Her voice was dull, flat.

"Look, damn it, I'm trying to say I'm sorry.
You know I love you."

"Do you?" Still she didn't turn from the
sink. "Is it still that piano player? Or is it someone else this
time?"

Steven could not respond. They had been
through this too many times in the past. She knew there was no one.
She knew he had stopped seeing Adreana almost a year ago. But she
was confused and hurt, and she had to strike out.

When no answer came, she turned from the
sink. Her face was pale in the morning sunlight slanting through
the kitchen window. Her eyes were red and puffy. She had been
crying.

"Well," she said, "don't I deserve to know
who it is?"

"It's no one," Steven said.

Pamela glared at him, her hands hanging at
her sides like weighted pendulums. Then tears welled up in her
eyes, and she ran from the kitchen. Steven heard the bedroom door
slam behind her.

He stood unmoving for several seconds in the
bright, almost harsh morning light. When he finally did move, it
was with a cold, heavy lethargy. His body was moving, making the
decisions. His mind was not involved.

He picked up his tie and draped it around his
neck, then tied it slowly and carefully. He put on his coat, then
stood in the middle of the kitchen, slowly turning, taking in the
domestic scene around him. It didn't seem right, somehow. The scene
he found himself inhabiting seemed sterile—it meant nothing to
him.

Slapping his trousers pockets, he noticed he
did not have his keys. Then he saw Pamela's laying on the kitchen
table. He picked them up by the small plastic frog. It held the
yellow replica of the world up to him in outstretched, green
hands.

Suddenly, Steven remembered the frog without
the globe, and that memory left a strange uneasiness in his mind.
Pushing that phantom memory from his thoughts, he shrugged and
dropped the keys into his coat pocket.

Steven drew in a long, shaky breath between
clenched teeth, then let it out slowly as he walked from the
kitchen, through the living room, and to the front door. He opened
the door and stepped out onto the front porch. He went to the car,
fished the keys from his coat pocket. Unlocking the door on the
driver's side, he slipped behind the wheel, and put the key in the
ignition.

He pulled the door shut and sat for several
seconds, hands on the wheel, staring down at the frog dangling from
the key chain, again remembering it without the globe. The
uneasiness returned, building in his mind, and once more his body
began to tremble and bile burned at the back of his throat.

Closing his eyes, he concentrated, forcing
the unwanted thoughts down into his subconscious. Slowly, they left
him. But the feeling that something wasn't right persisted.

Finally he opened his eyes, started the car,
then pulled away from the curb.
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The lounge was cast in brooding darkness to
match Steven's thoughts. Hours ago he had blown out the candle that
stood in the center of the table. Those on the other tables
flickered like dying fireflies.

Adreana played soft music on the piano at the
far side of the room. Steven had been surprised to find her still
playing in the same bar. She had noticed him sitting alone when she
came in half an hour ago. They had exchanged only a few words, but
she had promised they would talk during her break.

A tall, stunningly beautiful black woman,
Adreana was a few years older than Steven. Her white gown was
dazzling, setting off her chocolate complexion perfectly. She wore
her hair in a large Afro.

What the hell am I doing here? Steven
wondered through a haze of five Black Russians. Then he remembered
the scene this morning in the kitchen. Pamela had known he had been
telling the truth. His fling with Adreana had been intense but
short, and until this morning he had been sure it was finished. But
now, after driving the city all day, trying to bring his thoughts
together and make some sort of sense out of his life, here he was,
back in the bar where he had first met her.

What's happening between Pamela and me? he
wondered. What drove the happiness from their lives? It hadn't
started with his inability to satisfy her sexually. That was only a
symptom, something that would leave as quickly as it had arrived
once he discovered the true root of his problem and dealt with
it.

No, it had all started nearly four years ago,
with his father's death. The old man had meant so much to him.
Possibly too much. When he died, Steven's world began to fall
apart. He lost interest in his work and began losing consulting
contract bids.

The waitress came by, and Steven ordered
another drink. Before it arrived, Adreana joined him.

"How long has it been?" she asked, sliding
into the booth beside him. "Ten, eleven months?" There was the
slightest hint of a Midwestern twang in her voice in spite of the
fact she had lived in Denver over three years. Steven liked it. It
was part of what had drawn him to her in the first place.

"Just short of a year," he said as he gazed
into her large brown eyes. "How have you been? You look great." He
felt ill at ease. He was straining for words where they had come so
easily a year ago.

"I feel good." She smiled, and Steven could
almost see the joy radiating from her. "And you?"

He shrugged. His drink arrived, and he
ordered one for Adreana.

"You've made such a stranger of yourself. Why
haven't you dropped by in all this time?"

"I don't know," he said. "I guess I've just
been too busy. The business isn't going well, and I've had to put
in a lot of extra time preparing bids. Then there's Pamela and the
kids."

"That isn't going well either, is it?"

"Is it that obvious?" Adreana nodded, and
Steven felt a sudden glow of sexual desire begin in the pit of his
stomach. He felt an erection growing between his legs.

"Can it ever be the same between us?" he
asked.

"No," she said, and suddenly Steven noticed
Adreana's skin was several shades lighter than he remembered it
being a year before.

But that couldn't be. He had to be imagining
it. Either that, or she was using a lighter shade of makeup.

"Why not?" he said, pushing the thought from
his mind. "You couldn't have changed that much. I know I haven't.
We can make it work again."

She shook her head. "We've both changed, more
than you want to admit. We're not right for each other anymore—I'm
not sure we ever were, really. I'm happier now than I've ever been
in my entire life; and I don't want to change that. I won't."

"What are you talking about?"

"I got married almost six months ago."

Married? Steven thought, and he looked
down at her left hand laying flat on the table. A thin wedding band
circled her long, delicate finger.

The idea hadn't even occurred to him. He had
been so busy plotting his half-hearted revenge on Pamela, the
possibility of Adreana being married had never entered his
thoughts.

"I'm happy for you," he said after a few
seconds of silence, and found he meant it. "Can I ask who?"

"Fred." She nodded to the bartender. The tall
black man looked up from cleaning glasses and smiled.

When Steven looked back to Adreana, he saw
that her skin appeared even lighter than it had been only a few
seconds before. It had to be a trick of the bar's dim lighting.

And then, as he watched, her complexion
lightened still further, and her strong, Black features altered
slightly, becoming a bit more Caucasian.

Steven's confusion must have shown on his
face; Adreana's expression became one of deep concern.

"I'm sorry," she said. "You really do need
someone now—I can see that. But it can't be me. Not anymore."

Steven nodded. "I understand," he said. What
he could not understand were the physical changes occurring in her
as they talked.

Slowly, yet fast enough for him to observe it
happening, her features were shifting from those of a black woman
to those of a Caucasian. Her nose narrowed and her lips became
thinner. The shape of her eyes subtly changed, their irises
becoming lighter in color. Gradually her hair straightened,
lightening as it lengthened. It was as if she were made of some
strange, exotic clay, being reshaped by a master sculptor's
hands.

He couldn't watch. He turned away, looking
toward the bartender. But that man wasn't the same one he had seen
only a few seconds before. Now he was Oriental.

Steven turned back toward the woman sitting
before him. She was no longer Adreana, but there were elements that
seemed vaguely familiar. He was sure he had seen them before,
somewhere, in someone's face. Then, as her hair became longer and
coppery-red in color, as her body became a bit more compact and
clothed in a green house dress, he knew who she was. The woman
sitting across the table from him was Pamela, his wife.

Steven felt suddenly guilty. He had gone to
the bar seeking Adreana with some silly plan for revenge on Pamela.
But now all he wanted to do was tell her how sorry he was. He
wanted to apologize, not only for this morning, but for all the
other mornings, and all the nights he had failed her in the past
eighteen months.

But before he could speak, her face changed
again. Her features softened, and her hair shortened to a pixie
cut, lightening to platinum blonde. Her eyes were suddenly green
where only an instant before they had been brown, and her skin was
tanned. She wore a gray-and-black-checked sweater and held a ring
of keys attached to a small plastic from grasping a globe on the
table before her.

This woman was Pamela, too. She was still his
wife. But she was a different Pamela from the one who had been
sitting across the table from him only an instant before.

Yet, Steven remembered both Pamelas. Each
woman was his wife, each the mother of a different set of
children.

"Where are the kids?" he asked. It was
something he had to ask, as if he was reading a script written by
someone else and somehow knew he must follow it exactly. But for
some inexplicable reason, he was being shown the script only a line
at a time.

Pamela smiled. "Your mother's watching them,"
she said. "I thought we needed a night out together."

Suddenly, Steven remembered this Pamela had
called him at the rehearsal hall this afternoon, asking him to meet
her in this bar. One instant that knowledge was not in his mind,
and the next it was. Yet he remembered, too, that he was here to
take his petty revenge on the other Pamela. Those two sets of
memories, layered one on top of the other, generated a somehow
familiar uneasiness in his mind.

Straining, he forced the set of memories
dealing with the red-haired Pamela from his conscious thoughts,
down into his subconscious mind. They were the least pleasant of
the two, and he was glad to be free of them.

Steven was glad Pamela had called at the
rehearsal hall today and asked him to meet her here. He had been
having a bad day. The Ninth was still giving him trouble. He could
certainly use a few drinks and a couple hours alone with his
wife.

But, even as he returned Pamela's smile, her
features once again changed. Her cheekbones became a bit less
pronounced and her skin lightened to porcelain white. The shade of
her lipstick went from orange to crimson, and her hair straightened
and lengthened past her shoulders, going to honey blonde.

The woman who now sat before him was a
stranger. Yet, somehow he felt he had known her once. He was
certain of that. But the details of who she was, where or when or
how they had met—all that was hidden from him, buried deep in his
subconscious mind.

Closing his eyes, he concentrated, focusing
his thoughts on the identity of the woman before him. Her beauty
was striking, yet it was an extremely cold beauty. He opened his
eyes and met her cold gaze. She neither smiled nor frowned, but
watched him intently, seeming to look right through him.

This woman, too, was Pamela.

Instantly the memories flooded in, filling
his mind with their coarse and gritty detail. He remembered
elements of three distinct worlds. Each detail was painfully sharp
and clear, as though it was happening at that very instant.

He remembered, too, where these world
elements originated. He remembered the computer embedded in his
skull. Now it had memories from three lives with which to haunt
him.

Of the three, the world where he had been
most happy was the one where Pamela's hair was platinum blonde. In
that world he had two children, they lived in Boston, and Pamela
didn't work. Steven's mother was alive there, and he was principal
trumpet with the Boston Symphony Orchestra.

But there was also a world of guilt and
shame, where Pamela's hair was red and long. As in the other world,
he and Pamela were married and they had two children. But that was
where the similarity ended. Steven was a free-lance electronics
consultant there, living with his family in the house in Denver
where he had grown up, across the street from a park housing a
tiger he had known since childhood. That tiger and the fact that
Pamela worked somehow combined to threaten him. In that world
Steven had come to this bar to renew an affair, and take revenge on
his wife.

And now there was this world, containing the
blue-eyed, honey-blonde Pamela now sitting before him. It was a
world where he lived in Boston and played piano in this very bar;
where he had been stung by a bee as a child and nearly died; where
his father had died when he was only a few weeks old, and his
mother had died three years ago. Here, Pamela had not married him.
She was doing graduate work in biochemistry at Boston University in
the School of Medicine. In this world only one moon lighted the
night sky.

"Are you all right?" Pamela asked, breaking
into Steven's thoughts.

He nodded. "I have a headache." It pounded
fiercely behind his eyes.

"You always have a headache," Pamela said
disgustedly. "Remember, you promised to take me to a movie
tomorrow."

"Don't worry, we'll go to the damn movie." He
tossed down the last of his drink, then said, "Look, I have to get
back to the piano. I'll see you at home."

"Don't wake me when you come in," she
said.

"I won't." He was always extremely quiet
getting ready for bed. Although Pamela almost never got up before
noon, she was seldom awake when he got home.

Pamela didn't say another word. She simply
got up and left the lounge.

Steven sat for several minutes, thinking. He
thought of stars winking out in the night sky and of people
disappearing. He thought of dog packs and desperate men, of a
lonely life on the ragged edge of existence. He thought of a world
slowly winding down to oblivion.

Was this that world? Would it all end, the
majority of its inhabitants crossing over into another plain of
existence? Was he somehow trapped in a closed loop, forever doomed
to run out the same scenario over and over?

No, this world merely approximated that
other, he reasoned. Somehow, that seemed right. He hadn't known
about the coming end last time around, and this time he did. But
was that knowledge sufficient to break the loop? He simply didn't
know.

He got up and took his glass to the bar, then
went to the piano and sat down on the hard bench. He could go
through his case of sheet music, finding a piece that would
challenge him enough to take his mind off the multiple memories
playing in his head, but he knew that would only be a temporary
solution. As soon as his mind was left with nothing to concentrate
on, the memories would return, sharper and clearer than ever.

He had to think about what was happening to
him. Somewhere, buried deep in his subconscious, was the solution
to all this. His only hope in finding it lay in giving the computer
embedded in his brain free reign. Only then would the answers float
up into the light of his consciousness.

Almost without thought, he began playing
"Stardust." It was a piece he was so familiar with he could allow
his thoughts to drift through the memories of three worlds as his
fingers glided over the piano's keys.

Immediately, one particular memory became
sharper and clearer than all the others, forcing itself in on his
attention. It was a painful memory, one from the world where
Pamela's hair was honey-blonde. A world quite similar to this
one.

* * *

Steven wakes about ten, the same as any other
morning. But today is Election Day: the bars will be closed and he
doesn't have to work tonight.

He makes breakfast—three scrambled eggs, bacon,
toast, and coffee—and eats alone at the kitchen table. Pamela
hasn't gotten up yet; her classes don't start until one-thirty.

After cleaning up the kitchen, he goes down to the
Musicians' Union hall, to see if there are any job postings. He is
having trouble with the owner of the bar he's playing in, and
rather than stick it out any longer it would be easier to find
another job. There are none posted.

About three in the afternoon he goes to a friend's
house. He is a fellow musician, a drummer with a rock group. They
have a few beers and talk away the world's problems.

He arrives back at his apartment about six. The
lights are all out; Pamela isn't home.

Then he hears a sound coming from the bedroom. The
bedroom door is closed. He steps to it and opens it. The lights are
out here, too, but he hears movement and breathing coming from the
bed. He flips on the light.

Pamela and Sylvia are in bed together, making
love.

* * *

Later that night, on his way home, Steven
looked up into the sky. Just one moon shone down on him.

He knew it was the only moon circling
this Earth.
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Steven woke. He lay still, his eyes closed,
feeling the warm air of the room and the softness of the sheets on
his naked body. Beyond these sensations, there was nothing.

He should be able to feel the world around
him, he thought. He should be able to sense the very essence
of the universe he inhabited as it sifted through his pores. But he
couldn't. There was no way to tell which world he was in. Nothing
in the air differentiated the worlds, nothing set them apart.

Then he heard it. It was the television. He
recognized the voice on the television—the precise, almost perfect
usage, the steady and measured calmness. It was that black
television psychic. What was his name? Burton, Steven thought,
Hilborne Burton.

He heard the children and slowly opened his
eyes. The room was light around him. Turning on his side, he looked
past Pamela's sleeping form to the clock radio on her night table.
It read 10:13 in glowing blue numerals.

Suddenly, as he watched, the clock changed.
It went from a rectangular solid to a cube, losing its radio
component in the process. The glowing LED numerals disappeared,
replaced by hands and Arabic numbers painted in black on the
clock's face. Then the Arabic numbers themselves changed, mutating
into bold Roman numerals. The ticking of a wind-up clock filled the
previous silence.

As the clock metamorphosed before his eyes,
Steven became aware of the equally dramatic change in Pamela. With
his peripheral vision he watched as her platinum-blonde hair
darkened to red, then again lightened to honey-blonde. And as it
changed in color, it lengthened.

With a start, Steven realized this room was
not the same one he had awakened in less than a minute before. It
was a smaller bedroom than that other had been, dirtier and older.
This was the small apartment in Boston.

Then he noticed that the television no longer
played in the other room, and he was now fully clothed, instead of
naked as only an instant before.

He reached out to touch Pamela's sleeping
form. As his hand descended to the rounded hump of her shoulder
beneath the blanket, she disappeared.

He squeezed his eyes shut and opened them
again. Still she was not there. He closed his eyes again, and the
world seemed to spin around him. Deep in his stomach he felt a wave
of nausea building, and a headache beat behind his eyes.

Suddenly, a memory leapt into his mind. A
memory of coming home last night and finding the apartment empty.
He had been too exhausted last night to do anything about it. He
had simply collapsed on the bed, telling himself he would find her
in the morning. He thought he knew where she was; her keys were
still on the night table.

There was the other memory, too. The memory
of coming home to a sleeping Pamela, of being quiet so as not to
wake her. But that memory was not of this world.

The nausea crested in his stomach, and he got
up and stumbled to the bathroom. He put up the toilet seat, then
got down on his knees and vomited into the water. Standing, he went
to the wash basin and looked at his reflection in the mirror. He
was pale, his eyes were blood shot. His hand shook as he turned on
the water.

He splashed cold water from the tap into his
face. He couldn't remember ever feeling this bad. It was as if he
had the world's worst hangover, yet he hadn't had all that much to
drink last night. Even in the world where he'd had the most to
drink—the world where he had spent most of the day in the bar,
waiting for Adreana—he hadn't had that much.

He stumbled away from the mirror. Slowly, he
got undressed, then stepped into the shower. He pulled the curtain
closed and turned on the water.

It was the changes, he thought while he
waited for the water to become hot, the jumping back and forth
between worlds. That did something strange and extremely unpleasant
to his system. Both his body and his mind were rebelling against
something they were unaccustomed to.

But why was this happening? The
separate worlds were all real in his mind. Each had its own set of
memories, its own present, its own potential future. Could they
have originated with him? he wondered. Could he be
responsible for the world changes, generating them somehow through
the computer in his head? After all, each world was central to him.
Each one depended on the fulfillment of his personal fantasies.

Or did they? Could they depend instead on
someone else's fantasies, while his were merely coincidental?

There were no answers. He twisted the knob
that fed the shower head. The pounding water seemed to beat away
some of his fatigue.
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He felt considerably better after the shower.
He got dressed, then left his apartment and went down the hall to
Sylvia's. He knocked on the door and waited for her to answer,
wondering what he would say when she did.

The memory of catching them in bed together
floated to the surface, and he forced it down. That had happened in
another world, not in this one, he reminded himself.

"Who is it?" came Sylvia's deep voice,
muffled through the door.

"Steven," he said, "from down the hall."

"I'm not dressed. What do you want?"

He was sure that wasn't true. She simply
didn't want to let him in.

"I want to talk to Pamela," he said.

"She isn't here."

"I know better. Let me in."

The door came open a crack. Sylvia peeked
out. "She's not here," she repeated.

Steven pushed against the door. The security
chain was on. "Let me in, or I'll break it," he said. He pushed
harder and heard wood split.

"All right, damn it. Wait a minute."

The door closed, and he heard the chain slide
in its track. An instant later Sylvia swung the door open and waved
him in.

Steven stood in the doorway. She was dressed,
just as he had suspected. Blue jeans, a red and black flannel
shirt, the sleeves rolled midway up her forearms, and white deck
shoes without socks.

He had never noticed it before, but in a
strange way she was an attractive girl. Her hair floated about her
head in small brown ringlets, her eyes were soft and her mouth was
slightly pouting. Where Pamela's build was slim to the point of
near boyishness, Sylvia's body was full and ripe, but not the least
fat. Athletic, Steven thought.

Behind her was a faded red couch with
stuffing coming out in several places and a matching chair. An
empty telephone cable reel served as a table. Bed sheets for
curtains, brightly colored psychedelic posters on the walls. But
there was no one else in the room.

"Hurry up, damn it," she said. She took
Steven by the arm and pulled him into the room, then closed the
door part way and poked her head out to look quickly up and down
the hall. Then she closed the door, twisted the dead bolt and put
on the chain. Only then did she turn to Steven.

Balling up her fists, she planted them on her
hips and said, "Go ahead, if you want. Look around. Check the
bedroom and the bathroom." When he didn't move, she shouted, "Go
on, damn it!" There was an edge of hysteria in her voice.

He knew now he wouldn't find Pamela in this
apartment, but he had to check. He went to the bedroom. The large
brass poster bed was unmade, the sheet and blanket rumpled in its
middle, a pillow on the floor. He came out of the bedroom.

"Did you check the bathroom, behind the
shower curtain?" Sylvia asked. She was nearly in tears now.

"Where is she?" Steven put as much force as
he could into that question.

Sylvia looked around the room, confused. "I
don't know. I—" Standing in the middle of the room, she began to
cry.

Steven did not move for several seconds. He
stood watching her cry, her body shaking with the tears, and felt
himself enjoying her sudden vulnerability. The little he had seen
of her since he and Pamela had moved into the building nearly three
years ago had left him with the impression of a strong, cold
individual. Seeing her tears now brought him a faint glow of
satisfaction.

And yet, part of him felt sorry for her. She
was frustrated and hurt. Something was ripping her apart. Steven
went to her and held her. She buried her face in his chest and
sobbed while he stroked her hair, just as Pamela had done with him
in the 7-Eleven parking lot two days before, in another world.
Slowly, her breathing became regular, and after a few minutes she
lifted her head and stepped away from him.

"You know where she is," Steven said, "don't
you?"

Sylvia nodded. "You were right. We were
together last night. After she came home from the bar, I came over
to your place for a drink."

"And? Where is she now?"

"The police came. They took her away." Again
the hysteria grew in her voice.

"They what?"

Then he remembered. He remembered the
Emperor, living in the Walled City in San Diego. He remembered the
Emperor's police on every street corner of every city in what would
be called the United States of America in another world. He
remembered the constant surveillance of the populace, and that
every now and again someone was carried off in the middle of the
night, never to be heard from again.

He also remembered Pamela's militant stand
against the Emperor. He remembered her giving antigovernment talks
in parks and crowded department stores. He had tried to stop her,
telling her what would happen if she didn't stop. And that was
exactly what had happened.

One instant none of this was in his mind, and
the next instant it was. But he also remembered worlds where these
things had never happened; where men were free and unwatched and
there was no Emperor; where the government served the people, or at
least tried to in its bungling way.

"Why didn't you—" he began, then stopped. He
had been about to ask why she hadn't called him. She had known
where he was.

But of course she couldn't have called. Her
phone would be tapped, just as he was sure his and Pamela's was.
Pamela had learned her militancy from Sylvia.

"Where were you when they came to get her?"
he asked instead.

"I came over here to get a pamphlet I wanted
to show her."

"Not a State-approved publication, I'll
wager." Sylvia looked away. "Something printed by the underground?"
he said. She nodded. "That's what I thought."

"Look," Sylvia said, "I want Pamela back as
much as you do. I love her, too. When I got her involved in all
this, I never thought it would lead to her being arrested."

"What the hell did you think would
happen?"

She shrugged. "Being arrested is something
that happens to someone else, to those who aren't careful." She
took a long, shaky breath, then let it out slowly. Steven saw she
was battling back more tears.

"I know," he said, putting as much
understanding as possible into his voice. He was silent for several
seconds. Finally, "It's just that I don't know what to do. I don't
know how to get her back."

"I doubt we can. No one has ever come back
once the police have taken them.

"Then what can we do?"

"The Underground," Sylvia said firmly.

"Can they really help? Can they get her
back?"

Sylvia shook her head. "No, they can't do
that. But at least you can be helping a group fighting those who
took her from us. You can be fighting the Emperor. You can be
trying to stop this from happening to anyone else."

Steven shook his head. "I don't care about
anyone else. Besides, it would only get me arrested some day, like
it got Pamela arrested. And that wouldn't help anyone."

"So? What can you do?"

"I could try the proper channels. I could
make a few calls."

"To who?"

"The police."

"And what the hell do you think they'll tell
you?"

"I don't know," Steven said, going to the
door. "But I mean to find out."
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He returned to his own apartment and looked
up the number for the nearest police station. While the phone rang,
he asked himself what he would say when they answered. Before he
could decide someone picked up the phone on the other end.

"Fifth Precinct, Sergeant Williams," said a
female voice.

He hesitated. What could he say? Finally he
said, "I have a problem. Could you help me?"

"I'll try, citizen. Please state your name
and location for the record." Steven told her his name and address,
then she asked, "How may I help you, Citizen Collins?"

"A woman was taken from my apartment last
night. Is there any way I can get in touch with her?"

"Are you sure she was arrested by the
police?"

"Yes. They came around twelve-thirty, while I
was at work."

"There were no arrests made last night in
this precinct," she said.

"But there were. The police were seen taking
her away."

"Where did you get this information, Citizen
Collins?"

"From—" he stopped. If he mentioned Sylvia,
she'd be in as much trouble as he undoubtedly was. "I can't say,"
Steven said. "I just know."

"I see," the policewoman said. There was
sudden coldness in her voice. "Can you describe this woman you say
was taken from your apartment?"

"She's five five, about a hundred and ten
pounds. Long blonde hair and—"

Then he realized what the police sergeant was
doing. She had his address, and she was trying to keep him on the
line while others came for him. He slammed the receiver down into
its cradle.

Frantically, he looked around the room. He
had to get out of the building. But what should he take with him?
What could he use?

He stepped to the window and glanced out.
Damn! It was raining. A dull, dreary day, with no sunshine in
sight. He didn't want to go out into that, but since he had to he
might as well be as comfortable as possible.

He went to the closet and took down a ski
jacket. Putting it on, he zipped it up the front.

Then he went to the door and opened it,
looked out into the hallway. It was empty. He stepped out of the
room and pulled the door shut, then locked it. That would slow the
police up, and perhaps buy him some time.

He sprinted down the hall to Sylvia's door
and knocked. "Who is it?" she asked.

"It's me—Steven. Let me in."

"Just a second."

He heard the dead bolt slide, then the door
opened a crack. It was on the chain. Sylvia peered out.

"Just a minute," she said and closed the
door. All Steven could think about while she removed the chain was
that valuable seconds were being eaten away.

The door opened and Steven stepped in. Sylvia
closed it behind him.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"I called the police."

"And?"

"They're on their way over here. I'm sure of
it."

She shook her head. "You've done it now. It
won't be safe here for either of us."

"Then you're with me in this?"

"I don't have much choice. They know I have
contacts in the Underground. They can only assume that if the call
was made from this building, I had something to do with it." She
turned to the door.

"It's raining," Steven said.

"Great! Just what we need." She went past
him, into the bedroom. In a few seconds she emerged wearing a ski
jacket and a long wool scarf.

"Let's get out of here." Steven felt hot fear
building in his stomach.

"Right," she said, opening the door and
waving Steven out into the dark hall. "We'll go down the back way."
She followed him down the hallway, not even bothering to close the
apartment door.

"I forgot something," she called as they
started down the rickety stairs.

Steven turned around. Sylvia was running up
the stairs, back the way they had come. "We don't have time," he
said.

"Just meet me in the bushes across the
street," she said, not looking back. She disappeared inside.

Steven cursed under his breath, then turned
and continued down the stairs.
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Water dripped down the back of Steven's neck,
soaking his clothes beneath the ski jacket as he crouched in the
bushes on the other side of the street from the apartment house. He
had been watching for Sylvia to come out of the building for what
seemed a long time. He should have seen her come around the
building by now.

Movement in the brush only a few feet away
startled him, and he snapped his head to the left. Sylvia squatted
beside him, peering through the brush toward the apartment
house.

"Where the hell did you come from?" Steven
whispered.

"I went down the alley and around the block,
in case the building was being watched."

Steven shook his head. He had come around the
building's front, just as bold as you please. He turned and started
crawling deeper into the bushes, away from the apartment house.

"Hold up," Sylvia whispered behind him. He
stopped.

"What is it?"

"They're here."

He turned around. A police cruiser was coming
south down the street. It stopped a few buildings down the block
from their apartment house and waited at the curb.

"Let's get out of here," he said. When Sylvia
didn't move, he said, "Come on! If they catch us now—"

"They're more likely to spot us if we go
rattling through the bushes," she said.

She was right. Her survival instincts seemed
more sharply honed than his. Probably from her years in the
Underground, he thought.

Careful to disturb the brush around him as
little as possible, he crawled up beside her, squatting and
watching the activity across the street. Within seconds another
police cruiser followed the first one, parking closer to the target
building. Then another. Two others came up the street from the
other direction.

"There certainly are enough of them," he
said.

Sylvia nodded. "I've never seen this many
police sent out for a simple arrest," she whispered. "They're not
taking any chances."

They fell silent again as the police got out
of their cars and advanced on the old building. Each carried a
pistol holstered at his hip. Some carried rifles, while others
hefted grenade launchers.

"It looks like an assault force," Steven
said. Sylvia didn't respond.

The police spread out. Some went down between
the buildings to the back, while others stayed in front, remaining
a safe distance. They kept looking at their wristwatches. Finally,
one put his hand high in the air. He glanced at his watch, looked
up and down the line of cops, then looked at his watch again.

Before he could bring his hand down, they
began firing. The windows went first, glass tinkling for several
minutes around the sound of gunfire. When there was no longer glass
to be shot out, those carrying grenade launchers came up and fired
into the empty windows. But they were not tear-gas grenades, as
Steven had been expecting. They were explosives. Huge chunks of the
building blew out into the street, exposing portions of rooms. The
cops with guns fired into those ragged holes.

Less than five minutes after it had started,
the assault stopped. Steven and Sylvia crouched numbed and
unthinking in the bushes, the brutal force of the attack they had
just witnessed draining all feeling from them. Steven thought he
could hear an occasional moan of agony as the police advanced on
the shattered building.

It was only then that he realized the
building had been filled with innocent people.

Without a word, without even looking at
Steven, Sylvia turned around and made her way slowly through the
dense brush. Steven followed, crawling several feet behind her. The
bushes ended several houses down the block. Without looking back,
they stood and ran.
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Sylvia was a good runner. She had the long
and easy stride of an experienced marathoner. She kept her pace
down for Steven to keep up as they ran a crooked route out of
Boston's South End, hoping to lose anyone who might have followed.
Northwest along Massachusetts Avenue to Washington Street,
northeast to West Newton, northwest again to Tremont, the northeast
to Dartmouth.

A phone booth stood on the corner of Tremont
and Dartmouth, and Sylvia stopped. Steven was glad for the
rest.

"Who are you calling?" he panted as Sylvia
dug into her jeans and brought out a quarter.

"I have to let them know we're coming," she
said. She wasn't even breathing hard.

She stepped into the phone booth and punched
out a number while Steven leaned against the open door and tried to
catch his breath. She turned her back, and after a few seconds of
silence said, "This is Sylvia," into the receiver. "I have someone
who needs help."

There was a pause. Then she said, "Steven
Collins." Another pause. "Are you still there?" Then, "Yes.... Yes,
I understand. Okay...." She hung up and turned around slowly to
face Steven.

She didn't say anything for several seconds.
Her expression was unreadable. "Who are you?" she finally said.

"What do you mean?"

"Who are you?" she asked again.

"You know who I am. I'm Steven Collins. I've
lived down the hall with Pamela for—"

She shook her head. "Who are you to the
Underground?"

"To the Underground? No one. I've never met
anyone in the Underground—except you and Pamela." She didn't
believe him. It showed in her gaze.

"Keep your secret, then," she said coldly. "I
have orders to deliver you." She stepped out of the booth and began
running again.

"Where to?" he asked, struggling to keep
up.

"A safe place."
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On Dartmouth they headed nearly straight
north for several blocks, until they hit Columbus Avenue. There
they turned northeast again. It took them under the Massachusetts
Turnpike. At Berkeley Street they turned north again, until they
came to Commonwealth Avenue, where they headed northeast.

By this time the cold air burned in Steven's
lungs. His legs felt as if they were made of lead and a sharp pain
stabbed at his side. He thought his heart would burst, it thundered
so hard in his chest.

"Wait!" he called to Sylvia as he stopped.
She kept running for several steps, then stopped and turned
around.

"We can't stop," she said.

"I can't go any further," Steven gasped.

"Don't you realize what happened back there?
They were after you—and it wasn't because of those questions you
asked about Pamela. They want you dead bad enough to take out half
a dozen innocent people."

"I know." Steven placed his hands on his
knees and bent over, puffing hard. "But I can't go on. I have to
rest."

"Okay," she said. She walked to him. "But
we'll take no more than a minute."

Steven nodded. "Where are you taking me?"

"Like I said before, to a safe place."

"The Underground?"

"That's right. You really don't have a choice
anymore, and the Underground can keep you out of sight for at least
a few days."

She was right. He didn't have a choice. He
had to get into hiding now. The police had demonstrated they meant
business. For some reason they meant to kill him.

"How far?"

"Not far now."

Steven nodded. And, suddenly, he realized he
liked the girl standing before him. She had been his rival for
Pamela's attention for so long and she was a lesbian, but she was a
decent human being. She was helping him where many others wouldn't,
risking her life to bring him to safety.

For an instant he wondered if perhaps he
should tell her about what was happening to him. Even if she hadn't
experienced the world changes herself, she might understand.

No. How could she understand? Steven didn't
understand it himself. It would be asking too much to expect her to
fathom worlds where she might not exist. She would only think him
insane.

Perhaps he was.

"We'd better get moving," she said. "You can
be sure the police haven't stopped to rest." She turned and jogged
off down the sidewalk.

Steven straightened. He took a shaky breath
that hurt deep in his lungs. But it couldn't be helped. Sylvia was
right. If they were to stand any kind of chance, they would have to
keep moving.

* * *

The sun was setting at their backs as they
crossed Arlington Street and entered the Public Garden. Here they
were just another couple jogging along the paths that wound through
the wooded park. The wind was cold; the rain had turned to a fine
mist. There would be snow within the hour. They crossed Charles
Street and entered the Common. He was sure now they were heading
for the heart of the city. There would be many more people there,
and the traffic would be heavy. A few people going in and out of
this "safe place" would never be noticed.

Why were the police trying to kill him? he
asked himself as he ran. They had been after him, there was no
doubt of that. But why? Certainly not because he had inquired after
Pamela. Pamela couldn't possibly mean that much to them. Neither
could he, for that matter; he wasn't even a member of the
Underground.

Was it because he knew there were other
worlds? Was it because he remembered? And who would know he
remembered? He hadn't told anyone; not in this world; he hadn't
dared.

Then how did they know? And what had
that been about back at the phone booth? Sylvia had indicated he
was known by the Underground. But how?

He heard a sound behind him, a sound that was
all too familiar. It was the click of claws on pavement. Without
slackening his pace, he glanced over his shoulder. In the growing
dimness he could just make out a large dog six or seven yards
behind, and gaining fast. It was too dark to make out the animal's
breed.

Forcing a bit more out of his already
cramping legs, he quickened his pace and caught up to Sylvia.
"We've got company," he panted.

She took a quick glance back. Then she looked
at him questioningly.

"What are you talking about?"

"The dog."

She looked again, then again turned to
Steven. "There isn't any dog."

Steven looked back over his shoulder. The
animal was gone. It must have turned off the path somewhere, he
thought. But that wasn't natural behavior for a dog. The animal had
been gaining on them. Why would it simply disappear?

His headache pounded with renewed force.
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The path turned northwest, and they were
leaving the park, approaching Beacon Street. "Slow up," Sylvia said
when they hit the sidewalk. She slowed to a walk, and Steven did
the same. They walked east along Beacon Street, away from the
center of town.

"What's wrong?"

"We can't run along here. It would attract
too much attention."

Steven nodded. They had left the joggers in
the park. "Exactly where are we going?" he asked.

"Underground."

"I know, but where?"

Sylvia smiled. "The answer's the same," she
said.

"What are you talking about?"

"You'll see." She didn't say another word for
several minutes.

Finally, Steven said, "No games. You're
playing with my life here."

"You're right. I'm sorry."

"So, where are you taking me?"

"To the parking facility beneath the Common.
We jogged right over it."

"That's what you meant. Real cute."

"I thought so." She smiled again.

They walked in silence, each wrapped in
private thoughts. Steven thought about Sylvia. That had been so out
of character for her, joking and teasing him, as if she was an
entirely different girl from the one who had lived down the hall.
Suddenly Steven realized that she was different. In this
world—Sylvia was no longer gay.

"We're being followed," she whispered beside
him.

"What?"

"Behind us. A plainclothes cop in T-shirt and
jeans."

Steven began to turn around. "How do you
know?"

"Don't look!" Steven jerked his head back to
the front. "If they know we're on to them, they'll pick us up for
sure."

"How do you know he's a cop?" he
finished.

"I've been at this game quite a while. This
isn't the first time I've been followed."

Steven nodded. "What do we do?"

"When I give the word, run. Don't look back
and don't stop. Just run like hell."

"Right."

The seconds passed slowly. Steven could
almost feel the cop's gaze on the back of his neck. He wanted to
turn and face him, but Sylvia was right. If he did that, it would
be all over.

They approached the lighted entrance to the
underground parking garage. He knew they wouldn't go in; they
couldn't. Not now. That would only give away the "safe place."
Instead, they continued on past, down the sidewalk back toward
Charles Street. They were nearly to the corner when Sylvia gave the
signal.

"Now!" she said, scaring Steven, and she took
off like a shot. Steven sprinted after her, bumping into people and
shoving them out of the way at every step.

"Stop!" came a booming voice from behind.
"Stop or I'll shoot!"

Something in that voice told Steven he had
better do just that. He stopped.

Slowly, he turned around. Where only a few
seconds before the sidewalk had been packed with people, now the
crowd was lined up along the curb on one side and on the grass of
the Common on the other. They were careful not to look at him. He
was wanted by the police; he was a non-man.

Twenty feet down the sidewalk a man with a
dark beard, wearing a blue T-shirt and faded jeans, knelt down on
one knee. He held a wicked-looking pistol at arm's length in a
double-handed grip and sighted in on Steven.

"Just take it easy, buster," the man said. "I
don't want you to do anything both of us will regret."

"I don't intend to," Steven said.

"Now, put your hands up."

Steven complied as a police car pulled up
along the curb. Two uniformed policemen got out and pushed through
the people lined up along the curb, advancing toward Steven where
he stood shaking with his hands in the air.

It was over, he knew it. He would be arrested
and taken in. Then he, too, would become one of the non-people. He
only hoped Sylvia got away.

That thought was the last one he had before
all three policemen and the police car vanished. One instant they
were there, the next they were gone. Again the crowd swirled about
him, going about their business, as if nothing at all out of the
ordinary had happened.

The headache throbbed behind his eyes, more
intense than an instant before, forcing rational thought from his
mind. He blinked, trying to clear his blurred vision, and nausea
began to build in his stomach.

Steven staggered a few steps and stumbled
against Sylvia. She reached out and grabbed him around the waist.
He leaned on her, his breath coming in ragged pants and his entire
body trembling. Cold perspiration coated his forehead. His knees
were suddenly weak.

"Are you all right?" Sylvia asked.

"What?"

"I said, are you all right? You look sick."
She was amazingly strong; she supported nearly Steven's entire
weight.

He looked up into the girl's eyes. There was
concern, but no panic. "Didn't you see what just happened?" he
asked.

"No. What happened?"

"Are you kidding? The cops!"

"Cops!" There was sudden fear in her voice,
and her eyes were wide and round as she scanned up and down the
crowded street. "Where?"

"Right here, just a second ago," he said. She
looked at him strangely, questioningly. "You noticed them
first!"

"No, I didn't see any cops. Say, there is
something wrong, isn't there, Steven?"

"Yeah, I guess there is." Then he had an
idea. "Why did we pass by the underground garage?" he asked.

"Standard procedure," Sylvia said. "In case
anyone was following."

Steven nodded. It would do no good to try to
explain what had happened. She was like all the others. She didn't
see the changes. Somehow, he was the only one.

"We'd better get going," Sylvia said. "I
don't want to draw any attention.

"Right. I'll be okay." Sylvia frowned, but
turned him lose. He took a step and nearly fell.

"You'd better lean on me," the girl said,
again putting her arm around his waist. "Just until you get your
legs back."

Steven leaned on her again. The crowd ignored
them as they made their way slowly down the sidewalk, back toward
the underground garage's entrance.
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Steven tried to lean a bit less heavily on
Sylvia as they approached the garage's entrance. White light poured
out onto the sidewalk, casting everything in eerie shadows. The
light hurt Steven's eyes; it was now nearly completely dark.

A tall, well muscled man with coal-black hair
stepped out from behind the ticket booth immediately inside the
garage's entrance. The bulge under his jacket was obviously a
gun.

"I'm Fedderman," Sylvia said. "This is
Collins."

The man took a quick step backwards and
looked Steven up and down. "Follow me, please, Mr. Collins," he
said, ignoring Sylvia. There was a hint of fear in his voice. He
turned and led them into the garage.

"What's he afraid of?" Steven whispered to
Sylvia as they followed.

"Offhand, I'd say it's you," she said. Again
she gave him a strange look, like the one she had given him after
talking on the phone in the booth earlier.

Fluorescent lights hung from the low ceiling
inside the garage. The concrete walls showed graffiti and
groundwater seepage. There were few cars—it was Sunday evening, and
most of the shoppers who did come into the city on Sundays had left
for the suburbs more than an hour ago.

They waited in silence for the elevator,
their guide careful to keep Sylvia between himself and Steven. It
was Steven he was afraid of; he continually glanced in Steven's
direction, then quickly looked away when Steven tried to meet his
gaze.

The doors slid open and they entered the
elevator. The man made it a point to stand in the opposite corner
from Steven, facing him.

Steven felt a twist in his stomach as the
elevator descended. He watched the indicator beside the door. They
dropped three levels, then the door opened and a young man in blue
jeans and a sweat shirt stood before them. Steven knew him.

"Hansen!" Steven said, surprised, as Sylvia
helped him from the elevator. "I didn't expect to see you
here."

There was a look of puzzlement on the boy's
face. "Do you know me?" he asked.

"Of course I know you. Don't you
remember?"

"I don't know." Hansen cocked his head to one
side. "I guess I do remember something. But only an instant ago,
before I saw you, there was nothing." He turned to their guide and
said, "This is him, right?"

"That's what the girl says," the big man
answered. "But I don't know. Nothing happened on the way down
here."

"You wouldn't be aware of it," Hansen said,
and the other nodded.

"What's this all about?" Steven asked. "What
the hell are you talking about?"

"Please, Mr. Collins," Hansen said, "don't
get excited. Everything will be fine, and all will be explained
soon." There was fear in Hansen's voice, too.

"Explained by who?" Sylvia asked.

"You'd better get back up there, Phil,"
Hansen said to the other man, ignoring Sylvia's question. "They
might have been followed."

"Right," Phil said. He turned and stepped
back into the elevator, and the doors closed.

"Mr. Collins, if you will come with me—"
Hansen started to turn.

"Wait just a minute," Steven said. Hansen
snapped around as if expecting an attack from behind. Then he
almost cringed away from Steven, his eyes wide with terror.

"Please, Mr. Collins, don't do it! Just tell
me what you want to know." His voice was almost a whine.

Steven wanted to ask him why he was afraid,
and why Phil had been afraid, but he didn't dare. They assumed
something about him, something he wasn't even aware of. If they
found out he wasn't who they thought he was, he might not last long
enough to get to whomever was in charge. Better to play it safe, he
thought, and play along. At least for a while.

"Who are you taking us to?" Steven asked.

"Burton," Hansen said. "Hilborne Burton."

"You mean he's in charge here?"

"Yes," Hansen said.

"He's in charge of the Underground?"

"No. None of us are exactly part of the
Underground."

"What!" Sylvia screamed.

"But we're working closely with them on
this," Hansen added quickly.

"You're not with the police, are you?" Steven
asked.

"Again Hansen cringed away, as if expecting
Steven to hit him. When he spoke, his eyes darted about, and he
slobbered in a rush to get the words out.

"Of course we're not with the police. We have
the same goals as the Underground—the overthrow of the Emperor.
We're simply a bit better informed, is all."

"What do you mean, a bit better informed?"
Sylvia asked.

"Hilborne can explain that better than I can.
He's waiting for you now."

Steven nodded. "But you'd better not try
anything funny," he said, "or I'll do it." That was a phrase
he had borrowed from Hansen's own vocabulary, and it had the
desired effect.

"No, I won't," Hansen said, shaking his head.
"You can be sure I won't do anything to upset you, Mr.
Collins."

"See that you don't," Steven said.

Hansen led the way across the lowest parking
level, toward what Steven thought was the inside wall. Sylvia
slowed her pace as she supported Steven, until the boy was several
yards ahead. She wanted to talk.

"Who the hell do they think you are?" she
whispered softly enough so the boy wouldn't hear.

"I don't know. But I have a feeling the only
way we're going to get out of this is to play along. What did they
say on the phone back there in the booth?"

"When I gave them your name, they described
you and asked if the description matched."

"And you said what?"

"I said yes. They'd described you perfectly.
Then they said you were real important to the movement, and to get
you here to this garage fast."

"Were those their exact words? Real
important?"

"Does it matter?"

"It might. I want to know everything I might
be able to use before I meet Burton."

"Sounds like you've heard of this Burton
character."

"Haven't you?" Steven asked. Sylvia shook her
head. Then he realized that in this world Hilborne Burton didn't
have a television show. What he remembered was from another world.
An entirely different set of memories.

Then another thought hit him. "You're
supposed to know those in the Underground. How come you didn't
realize these people aren't part of your group?"

"Even if they had been, I wouldn't have
recognized them," she whispered. "No one knows more than five or
six others. The movement is broken up into small cells, with just
one person linking any two cells."

Steven nodded. It made sense. "Okay, what did
they say on the phone? Exactly?"

Sylvia was silent for a moment, biting on her
lower lip. Finally, she said, "It was, 'most important.' Wait. Wait
a minute." Again she was silent. Then, " 'The most important man in
the world.' That's it. 'The most important man in the world.'"

Steven's knees suddenly became weaker, and a
strange tightness began to form in his stomach. Now it was his turn
to be afraid.
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Hansen led them to a narrow set of steel
stairs against the inside wall. "Go carefully," he said as he
started down.

Steven gazed down into the rectangle of
darkness. There were no lights in the stairwell, and the
illumination from above became useless only a few feet from the
top. He didn't like it. Anyone could be waiting down there in the
dark.

He pushed that thought from his mind. He was
becoming paranoid. Although he couldn't imagine why, these people
considered him important. As long as they did, they wouldn't hurt
him.

Sylvia released him, and he motioned her
ahead. They would not be able to climb down the stairs together;
the space was simply too narrow. Steven would have to make it on
his own. Taking a deep breath, he grabbed the cold metal handrail
and followed Sylvia down.

Then, suddenly, there was light, revealing
the cramped stairwell. An electric cord ran along the walls from
top to bottom, a bulb encased in protective steel mesh positioned
every couple yards. Yet, as had been the case so often during the
past few days, Steven also remembered a world in which there were
no lights in this stairwell.

His head pounded with renewed pain, and he
had to stop and grab the handrail with both hands. He looked down
into the stairwell; it was three or four stories deep.\

Hansen stood on the first small landing and
looked up past Sylvia to Steven. "You did it just now, didn't you?"
the boy asked. "I don't know what you did, but I felt
something."

Steven didn't know how to respond. He simply
smiled in what he hoped was a knowing manner, and Hansen turned
around and continued down the stairs.

So, that's what Hansen had meant when he had
pleaded with Steven not to do it. He thought Steven was responsible
for the world changes. He actually thought Steven could adapt the
universe to his own whims. If only he knew the truth, Steven
thought, that I'm as much a victim of these changes as he is.

But it wouldn't be healthy to let Hansen know
that. Somehow, Steven found himself in a position of power, and
there was no telling what might happen if he gave up that position.
He had no intention of doing that. Not until he knew the rules of
this deadly game he was playing.

Their footsteps echoed loudly as they
descended the stairs in silence. Luckily, Sylvia said nothing to
give him away. She either realized what might happen if she spoiled
his bluff, or she believed it, too.

At the foot of the last flight of stairs
Hansen opened a door and stepped through. Hesitating only an
instant, Sylvia followed him, and Steven stumbled off the bottom
step to bring up the rear.

The room beyond was no more than fifteen feet
square. Wooden packing crates and cardboard boxes of various sizes
were strewn helter-skelter about the floor, and a thick layer of
dust and unidentifiable trash formed a cushiony carpet under foot.
A faded, green garden hose snaked through the rubbish. Steven
nearly tripped over a half-buried wooden ladder. Ten or twelve
rusted buckets lay scattered about the floor. The room was lighted
by a single naked bulb hanging from the high ceiling.

Steven saw movement to his left out of the
corner of his eye. He snapped his head around and gazed into a dim
corner. A large rat poked its nose out from behind a wooden
crate.

Set into the wall on the other side of the
room was another door, exactly like the one through which they had
entered. Hansen went to it and pulled it open.

A hulk of a man stood before them, barring
the doorway. He was dressed all in black and held an
expensive-looking hunting rifle diagonally across his barrel chest.
The weapon was of standard size, yet in his beefy hands it looked
like a child's toy. He wore his hair in a crew cut and his nose was
flattened out and misshapened, as if it had been broken many times.
A pink scar ran jaggedly from the outside corner of his right eye,
across the bridge of his nose to the left corner of his mouth and
down his cheek. It disappeared beneath the high collar of his black
turtleneck.

But what grabbed Steven's attention were the
man's eyes. There was a vague dullness about them, a total lack of
expression in their steel grayness. As if the mind behind them was
totally nonfunctional.

"It's all right, Hugo," Hansen said.

"Roger sure?" the large man asked.

"I'm sure." Hansen patted the giant's massive
forearm. "You can go up and get some air now. I won't let anything
happen to Hilborne."

"No. Hugo not go. Hugo stay. Hugo guard
Hilborne."

"Suit yourself," Hansen said, and started
past him.

The mountain of a man stepped aside, and
Hansen entered the room beyond. Sylvia followed. But Steven
hesitated, if only for an instant. Hugo's lip lifted slightly in a
silent snarl.

Not daring to take his eyes off the giant,
Steven edged past, into a cavernous room only dimly lighted by an
occasional naked bulb high up in the ceiling. He quickened his pace
to catch up to Sylvia, then glanced back over his shoulder. Hugo
followed five feet behind.

"I don't think he likes me," Steven whispered
as he came up beside the girl. He stumbled against her, and again
her arm went around his waist and her shoulder under his arm to
support him.

"It doesn't surprise me," she said, not
bothering to modulate her voice. "Sounds like he's responsible for
protecting this Hilborne character, and he takes his job seriously.
Considering the fear everyone has shown you so far, I don't think
I'd turn my back on him."

Steven nodded and again glanced behind. Hugo
hadn't taken his emotionless eyes off him.

A small black man sporting a neatly trimmed
Afro sat on the far side of the room behind a gray, metal desk in a
circle of dim light. His head was lowered, his face hidden as he
bent over a stack of papers on the desk top. A cube puzzle sat
beside the papers, its six colors jumbled in random confusion.

Hansen stopped before the desk and the black
man looked up. His features were basically what Steven had
expected. Delicate, almost feminine. On his upper lip was a slight,
nearly invisible mustache, and a small goatee covered his chin. His
brown eyes didn't quite look where he intended. The only feature
Steven hadn't expected was a livid purple birthmark the size and
shape of a butterfly on his right cheek.

"I am very glad to meet you, Mr. Collins,"
Burton said, standing and extending his hand. His usually thin lips
were turned up slightly at the corners in a knowing, gentle smile.
He was less than five feet tall, and he spoke with an unnatural
preciseness of language. Like the English spoken on certain
Caribbean islands, Steven thought.

This was Hilborne Burton, all right. Somehow,
he was a constant. He had been a popular television psychic in the
other three worlds Steven remembered. But in this world, he wasn't
a television personality, and he had a birthmark on his right cheek
that hadn't been present in any of those other worlds.

"Mr. Burton," Steven said. He disentangled
himself from Sylvia, then took several stumbling steps forward and
shook the other's hand.

"Please call me Hilborne." He waved Steven to
a folding chair beside the desk, and Steven gratefully sat.

"Call me Steven."

Burton nodded as he again took his seat.

What is this all about? Steven wondered.
Here, in these strange subterranean surroundings, the mundane
introductions seemed out of place.

Burton turned to Hansen and said, "Thank you
for showing Mr. Collins in, Roger. I wish to speak with him alone,
now. If you would please take the young lady out—"

"She stays," Steven said, putting as much
authority into the word as he could muster. These people feared
him, and that might be the only protection he could offer
Sylvia.

"She will come to no harm," Burton said.

"I don't care. She stays with me." He glanced
at Sylvia. She smiled gratefully.

"As you wish. That will be all, Roger. You
may go." The boy left without a word.

But Hugo remained. He stood to Steven's
right, just outside the dim circle of light, and his gaze never
left Steven.

"Now, Mr. Collins... uh, Steven, the time for
games is at an end."

"Games?" Steven asked. "What the hell do you
mean?" Again he tried to put threat into his words. The huge man to
his right brought the rifle down, aiming it at Steven's chest.

"No, Hugo," Burton said, his gaze never
leaving Steven. "Mr. Collins means me no harm. Do you, Steven?"

"No," Steven said without hesitation. The
rifle snapped back diagonally across the large man's chest.

"Yes, games," Burton said, "and you know
precisely what I am talking about. You may be able to pull off your
little bluff with all the others, but not with me. You see, I am
aware of exactly how much you know—or perhaps I should say how
little."

Steven remained silent for a moment. Finally,
when he could think of no way out, he said, "All right. What now?"
Then it hit him. "Wait a minute! You know about the changes?"

Burton nodded slowly. I know about them," he
said.

"Then what are they?"

"All in good time, Steven, all in good time."
He picked up the cube puzzle from the desk. "Now, Steven,"
he said, twisting the puzzle randomly, "we will learn your full
potential."

He turned to the huge man with the rifle
standing just outside the circle of light. "Hugo, come here,
please," he said, and Hugo lumbered up to the desk.

"Hilborne want Hugo?" the large man said.

"Yes. Just a minute." Burton turned back to
Steven and said, "What I am about to do, I do for a number of
reasons. First, I wish to prove to you that you are at least partly
responsible for the strange occurrences you have been experiencing.
Second, I wish to determine the strength of your abilities. And
finally, I mean to demonstrate my immunity to your powers."

"To my powers?" Steven said.

"That is correct."

Steven couldn't believe what he was hearing.
What could Burton possibly mean by Steven's "powers"? Did he
actually think Steven was in some way responsible for the world
changes going on around him?

"But—" Steven began, but Burton held up a
hand to stop him, then turned to Hugo standing beside the desk.

"Hugo," he said, his voice even and
unemotional, "this man is trying to kill me. I want you to point
your gun at him."

The large man complied. The rifle was again
leveled on Steven's chest.

Steven looked into Hugo's eyes. His
expression, like Burton's voice, lacked emotion.

"What the hell are you doing?" Steven
screamed, jumping to his feet. The folding chair clattered to the
floor, but Hugo's aim held steady.

"I know precisely what I am doing," Burton
said. "I am merely doing what must be done." Still his voice
betrayed not the slightest emotion.

"But that gun might go off," Sylvia said
behind Steven. "He might be killed!"

"Yes," Burton said, nodding. "In fact, he
most certainly will be killed." He turned back to the large man
holding the gun. "Hugo," he said calmly, "kill him."
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Panic raced through Steven's thoughts like
wildfire. His mouth went dry, and he felt nausea wrenching at his
stomach. He watched in horror as the large man's finger tightened
on the rifle's trigger. Closing his eyes, he waited for the
inevitable.

Nothing happened. After a few seconds he
opened his eyes.\

Hugo was no longer there. Before Steven had
closed his eyes, the large man had been standing before him,
pointing the rifle directly at his chest. Now both Hugo and the
rifle were gone.

And the headache pounded behind his eyes with
renewed intensity.

He looked around for Sylvia. She had been
standing only a few paces behind him an instant ago. Now she, too,
had vanished.

"I did not wish to do that," Burton said. He
was still sitting calmly behind his desk. But there was a subtle
change in his appearance: the birthmark on his right cheek was less
livid and a bit larger than it had been before.

"Then why did you do it?" Steven
demanded.

"I had no choice. You see, I had to
demonstrate what you are capable of. To do that, I was forced to
place your life in immediate jeopardy."

Steven did not respond for a few seconds. He
thought of the policeman who had tried to arrest him out on the
street less than half an hour ago. He thought of the dog in the
park before that. They had vanished, just as both Hugo and Sylvia
had.

"If what you're implying is true," Steven
finally said, "you just made me kill a man!"

Burton smiled. "You did not necessarily
kill him. He may simply no longer fill the niche in society
he once did. At least, not in this world. But I believe you have
already figured that out."

Suddenly, Steven knew what Burton said was
true. "But there's a chance he never existed here at all. And if
that's true, it's because of me."

"Good. At least you are beginning to admit it
to yourself."

"Admit what?"

"That you are changing the world
around us. That, subconsciously, you are altering its elements to
suit your whims."

Steven thought about that for a moment while
Burton fiddled with the cube puzzle in his hands. Was he
responsible for this world, for the police state and the need for
the Underground? But some things just didn't fit.

"Okay," he said, "for the sake of argument,
let's say I'm responsible, subconsciously, for the world changes.
Under these circumstances you might have tricked me into
eliminating Hugo. But why did Sylvia vanish, too? Even
subconsciously, I wouldn't have wished that."

"An interesting point," Burton said. At the
moment he seemed to be paying more attention to the cube puzzle
than to Steven.

"Then you agree—?"

"Burton put up a hand to stop Steven's words.
"Just because I find your logic interesting, you should not assume
I agree with anything you have to say. In fact, I believe I can
develop a plausible explanation for what happened to the girl."

Steven waited while Burton went back to
playing with the cube puzzle. After a few seconds Steven said,
"Well?"

"Oh, yes. I am sorry. This puzzle is
extremely absorbing, even somewhat addictive." He put the colorful
cube down on the desk top beside the stack of papers.

"So? What about Sylvia?" Steven demanded.

Burton nodded. "First we will assume, for the
sake of argument," he smiled, "that you would not consciously
eliminate the girl."

"That's a good assumption," Steven said
sarcastically. Burton smiled again, then continued.

"And we will further assume, again for the
sake of argument, that you would not do it even subconsciously."
Steven nodded. "But what, then, might happen if her existence was
somehow tied to a world where Hugo was my bodyguard?"

"Meaning?"
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