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Dougl as Adanms. Mstly harml ess

Anyt hi ng that happens, happens.

Anyt hing that, in happening, causes something else to
happen, causes sonething el se to happen

Anyt hing that, in happening, causes itself to happen again,
happens agai n.

It doesn't necessarily do it in chronol ogical order, though

1

The history of the Galaxy has got a little nuddled, for a

nunber of reasons: partly because those who are trying to keep
track of it have got a little muddl ed, but al so because sone very
nmuddl i ng things have been happeni ng anyway.

One of the problens has to do with the speed of |ight and

the difficulties involved in trying to exceed it. You can't. Nothing
travel s faster than the speed of light with the possible exception
of bad news, which obeys its own special |aws. The Hi ngefree

peopl e of Arkintoofle Mnor did try to build spaceships that were
powered by bad news but they didn't work particularly well and

were so extrenely unwel come whenever they arrived anywhere

that there wasn't really any point in being there.

So, by and large, the peoples of the Gal axy tended to | angui sh
in their own |ocal nuddles and the history of the Galaxy itself
was, for a long tine, largely cosnol ogi cal

Which is not to say that people weren't trying. They tried

sending off fleets of spaceships to do battle or business in

di stant parts, but these usually took thousands of years to get
anywhere. By the time they eventually arrived, other forms of

travel had been di scovered which nmade use of hyperspace to
circumvent the speed of light, so that whatever battles it was

that the slower-than-light fleets had been sent to fight had already
been taken care of centuries earlier by the tine they actually got
there .

This didn't, of course, deter their crews fromwanting to fight
the battles anyway. They were trained, they were ready, they'd
had a coupl e of thousand years' sleep, they'd come a | ong way
to do a tough job and by Zarquon they were going to do it.

This was when the first major nuddl es of Galactic history set

in, with battles continually re-erupting centuries after the issues
they had been fought over had supposedly been settled. However,
these nuddl es were as nothing to the ones which historians had
to try and unravel once tine-travel was di scovered and battles
started pre-erupting hundreds of years before the issues even
arose. Wien the Infinite Inprobability Drive arrived and whol e
pl anets started turning unexpectedly into banana fruitcake, the
great history faculty of the University of Maxi Megalon finally
gave up, closed itself down and surrendered its buildings to the
rapidly growing joint faculty of Divinity and Water Pol o, which
had been after them for years.
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Wiich is all very well, of course, but it alnost certainly

means that no one will ever know for sure where, for instance,

the Grebulons cane from or exactly what it was they wanted.

And this is a pity, because if anybody had known anythi ng about
them it is just possible that a nost terrible catastrophe would
have been averted - or at |east would have had to find a different
way to happen.

cdick, hum

The huge grey G ebul on reconnai ssance ship noved silently

through the black void. It was travelling at fabul ous, breath-
taki ng speed, yet appeared, against the glimrering background

of a billion distant stars to be noving not at all. It was just one
dark speck frozen against an infinite granularity of brilliant night.

On board the ship, everything was as it had been for mllennia,
deeply dark and Silent.

Cick, hum

At | east, al nost everything.

Cick, click, hum

Cick, hum click, hum click, hum
Cick, click, click, click, click, hum
Hnhmmm

A low | evel supervising programwoke up a slightly higher

| evel supervising programdeep in the ship's sem -sommol ent
cyberbrain and reported to it that whenever it went click all it
got was a hum

The hi gher |evel supervising programasked it what it was

supposed to get, and the | ow | evel supervising programsaid

that it couldn't remenber exactly, but thought it was probably

nmore of a sort of distant satisfied sigh, wasn't it? It didn't know
what this humwas. Cick, hum click, hum That was all it was
getting.

The hi gher |evel supervising program considered this and

didn't like it. It asked the low | evel supervising program what
exactly it was supervising and the | ow | evel supervising program
said it couldn't remenber that either, just that it was sonething
that was nmeant to go click, sigh every ten years or so, which
usual Iy happened without fail. It had tried to consult its error

| ook-up table but couldn't find it, which was why it had alerted
the higher |evel supervising programto the problem.

The hi gher |evel supervising programwent to consult one of
its own | ook-up tables to find out what the | ow | evel supervising
program was neant to be supervi sing.

It couldn't find the | ook-up table
add.

It | ooked again. Al it got was an error nessage. It tried
to look up the error nessage in its error nessage | ook-up table
and couldn't find that either. It allowed a couple of nanoseconds
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to go by while it went through all this again. Then it woke up its
sector function supervisor.

The sector function supervisor hit imrediate problens. It

called its supervising agent which hit problens too. Wthin a few
mllionths of a second virtual circuits that had |ain dormant, sone
for years, sone for centuries, were flaring into life throughout the
shi p. Somet hi ng, sonewhere, had gone terribly wong, but none

of the supervising prograns could tell what it was. At every |evel,
vital instructions were mssing, and the instructions about what to
do in the event of discovering that vital instructions were m ssing,
were al so m ssing.

Smal | nodul es of software - agents - surged through the

| ogi cal pat hways, grouping, consulting, re-grouping. They quickly
established that the ship's nmenory, all the way back to its centra
m ssion nodule, was in tatters. No anpbunt of interrogation could
determ ne what it was that had happened. Even the central m s-
sion nodule itself seened to be damaged.

Thi s made the whol e problemvery sinple to deal with.

Repl ace the central mission nodule. There was anot her one,

a backup, an exact duplicate of the original. It had to be
physically repl aced because, for safety reasons, there was no

I'i nk what soever between the original and its backup. Once the
central nission nodule was replaced it could itself supervise the
reconstruction of the rest of the systemin every detail, and al
woul d be well.

Robots were instructed to bring the backup central m ssion
modul e from the shielded strong room where they guarded it,
to the ship's logic chamber for installation

This involved the | engthy exchange of energency codes and
protocols as the robots interrogated the agents as to the authen-
ticity of the instructions. At last the robots were satisfied that
al |l procedures were correct. They unpacked t he backup centra

m ssion nodule fromits storage housing, carried it out of the
storage chanber, fell out of the ship and went spinning off into

t he voi d.

This provided the first major clue as to what it was that
was W ong.

Furt her investigation quickly established what it was that had
happened. A neteorite had knocked a large hole in the ship. The
ship had not previously detected this because the neteorite had
neatly knocked out that part of the ship's processing equi pnent
whi ch was supposed to detect if the ship had been hit by a
nmeteorite.

The first thing to do was to try to seal up the hole. This turned
out to be inpossible, because the ship's sensors couldn't see that
there was a hole, and the supervisors which should have said that
the sensors weren't working properly weren't working properly

and kept saying that the sensors were fine. The ship could only
deduce the existence of the hole fromthe fact that the robots
had clearly fallen out of it, taking its spare brain, which would
have enabled it to see the hole, with them

The ship tried to think intelligently about this, failed, and then
bl anked out conpletely for a bit. It didn't realise it had bl anked
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out, of course, because it had bl anked out. It was nerely surprised
to see the stars junp. After the third tine the stars junped the
ship finally realised that it nust be blanking out, and that it was
time to take sonme serious deci sions.

It rel axed.

Then it realised it hadn't actually taken the serious decisions
yet and panicked. It blanked out again for a bit. Wen it awoke
again it sealed all the bul kheads around where it knew the unseen
hol e must be.

It clearly hadn't got to its destination yet, it thought, fitfully,
but since it no longer had the faintest idea where its destina-
tion was or howto reach it, there seemed to be little point

in continuing. It consulted what tiny scraps of instructions it
could reconstruct fromthe tatters of its central m ssion nod-

ul e.

“Your rrporrrrr rrrtl o year mission is to !tibrorrrrrorrrrr rrrn

trrre e orrrrr et Jand rirrrrorrrrr 1t a safe distance it ot
............... e, land oo oo L

monitor it. trrrrorrerr ey

Al'l of the rest was conpl ete garbage.

Before it bl anked out for good the ship would have to pass
on those instructions, such as they were, to its nore printive
subsi di ary systens.

It nmust also revive all of its crew

There was another problem While the crew was in hibernation,

the minds of all of its nmenbers, their nmenories, their identities
and their understandi ng of what they had cone to do, had all

been transferred into the ship's central mssion nodule for safe
keepi ng. The crew woul d not have the faintest idea of who they
were or what they were doing there. Ch well.

Just before it blanked out for the final tinme, the ship realised
that its engi nes were beginning to give out too.

The ship and its revived and confused crew coasted on under
the control of its subsidiary automatic systens, which sinply
| ooked to | and wherever they could find to | and and nonitor
what ever they could find to nonitor.

As far as finding sonething to |l and on was concerned, they
didn't do very well. The planet they found was desol ately cold
and lonely, so achingly far fromthe sun that should warmit, that
it took all of the Envir-O Form machi nery and LifeSupport-O
Systens they carried with themto render it, or at |east enough
parts of it, habitable. There were better planets nearer in, but
the ship's Strateej-O Mat was obviously | ocked into Lurk node
and chose the nobst distant and unobtrusive planet and, further-
nmore, woul d not be gainsaid by anybody other than the ship's
Chief Strategic Oficer. Since everybody on the ship had | ost
their mnds no one knew who the Chief Strategic Oficer was

or, even if he could have been identified, how he was supposed
to go about gainsaying the ship's Strateej-O Mat.

As far as finding sonething to nonitor was concerned, though,
they hit solid gold.
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2

One of the extraordinary things about |ife is the sort of places
it's prepared to put up with living. Anywhere it can get sone
kind of a grip, whether it's the intoxicating seas of Santragi nus
V, where the fish never seemto care whatever the heck kind

of direction they swimin, the fire storns of Frastra where, they

say, life begins at 40,000 degrees, or just burrowi ng around in
the lower intestine of a rat for the sheer unadulterated hell of
it, life will always find a way of hangi ng on in sonewhere.

It will even live in New York, though it's hard to know why.
In the winter time the tenperature falls well bel ow the | ega
mnimum or rather it would do if anybody had the conmmon
sense to set a legal mninum The last tinme anybody nmade a
list of the top hundred character attributes of New Yorkers,
common sense shuck in at nunber 79

In the sutmmer it's too darn hot. It's one thing to be the sort

of life formthat thrives on heat and finds, as the Frastrans do,
that the tenperature range between 40,000 and 40,004 is very
equable, but it's quite another to be the sort of animal that has

to wap itself up in lots of other animals at one point in your

pl anet's orbit, and then find, half an orbit later, that your skin's
bubbl i ng.

Spring is over-rated. A lot of the inhabitants of New York

will honk on mghtily about the pleasures of spring, but if they
actually knew the first thing about the pl easures of spring they
woul d know of at |east five thousand ni ne hundred and ei ghty-
three better places to spend it than New York, and that's just
on the sane |atitude

Fall, though, is the worst. Few things are worse than fall in

New York. Sone of the things that live in the |lower intestines of
rats woul d di sagree, but nost of the things that live in the | ower
intestines of rats are highly disagreeabl e anyway, so their opinion
can and shoul d be discounted. When it's fall in New York, the air
snells as if someone's been frying goats init, and if you are keen
to breathe, the best plan is to open a wi ndow and stick your head
in a building.

Tricia MM Ilan | oved New York. She kept on telling herself
this over and over again. The Upper West Side. Yeah. Md Town.
Hey, great retail. SoHo. The East Village. O othes. Books. Sushi
Italian. Delis. Yo.

Movi es. Yo also. Tricia had just been to see Wody Allen's

new novi e which was all about the angst of being neurotic in New
York. He had nade one or two other novies that had expl ored

the same thenme, and Tricia wondered if he had ever considered
nmovi ng, but heard that he had set his face against the idea. So:
nore novi es, she guessed.

Tricia | oved New York because | oving New York was a good

career nmove. It was a good retail nove, a good cuisine nove,

not a good taxi nove or a great quality of pavenment nove, but
definitely a career nmove that ranked anpbngst the highest and the
best. Tricia was a TV anchor person, and New York was where

nmost of the world's TV was anchored. Tricia' s TV anchoring had
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been done exclusively in Britain up to that point: regional news,

then breakfast news, early evening news. She woul d have been

called, if the |l anguage allowed, a rapidly rising anchor, but..

hey, this is television, what does it matter? She was a rapidly rising
anchor. She had what it took: great hair, a profound understand-

ing of strategic lip gloss, the intelligence to understand the world
and a tiny secret interior deadness which neant she didn't care.
Everybody has their nmonment of great opportunity in life. If you

happen to m ss the one you care about, then everything else in

Iife becones eerily easy.

Tricia had only ever m ssed one opportunity. These days it
didn't even make her trenble quite so nuch as it used to to
think about it. She guessed it was that bit of her that had gone
dead.

NBS needed a new anchor. Mo Mnetti was | eaving the

US/ AM br eakfast show to have a baby. She had been offered a

m nd- bubbl i ng anbunt of noney to have it on the show, but she

had declined, unexpectedly, on grounds of personal privacy and
taste. Teans of NBS | awyers had sieved through her contract to

see if these constituted legitimate grounds, but in the end, reluc-
tantly, they had to let her go. This was, for them particularly
galling because normally “reluctantly letting soneone go' was an
expression that had its boot on quite another foot.

The word was out that naybe, just maybe, a British accent

would fit. The hair, the skin tone and the bridgework woul d have
to be up to Anerican network standards, but there had been a

|l ot of British accents up there thanking their nmothers for their
Cscars, a lot of British accents singing on Broadway, and somne
unusual |y big audiences tuning in to British accents in wigs on
Mast er pi ece Theatre. British accents were telling jokes on David
Letterman and Jay Leno. Nobody understood the jokes but they
were really responding to the accents, so nmaybe it was tine, just
maybe. A British accent on USSAM Well, hell.

That was why Tricia was here. This was why | ovi ng New
York was a great career nove

It wasn't, of course, the stated reason. Her TV conpany

back in the UK woul d hardly have stunped up the air fare

and hotel bill for her to go job hunting in Manhattan. Since

she was chasing sonething like ten tinmes her present salary, they
m ght have felt that she could have forked out her own expenses,
but she'd found a story, found a pretext, kept very qui et about
anything ulterior, and they'd stunped up for the trip. A business
class ticket, of course, but her face was known and she'd smled
hersel f an upgrade. The right noves had got her a nice room at
the Brentwood and here she was, wondering what to do next.

The word on the street was one thing, naking contact was

anot her. She had a coupl e of nanmes, a couple of nunbers, but all
it took was being put on indeterminate hold a couple of tinmes and
she was back at square one. She'd put out feelers, |eft nessages,
but so far none had been returned. The actual job she had cone

to do she had done in a norning; the imagi ned job she was after
was only shimering tantalisingly on an unreachabl e horizon

Shit.

She caught a cab fromthe novie theatre back to the Brent-
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wood. The cab couldn't get close to the kerb because a big stretch
lim was hogging all the avail abl e space and she had to squeeze

her way past it. She wal ked out of the fetid, goat-frying air and
into the blessed cool of the | obby. The fine cotton of her bl ouse
was sticking like grine to her skin. Her hair felt as if she'd bought
it at a fairground on a stick. At the front desk she asked if there
were any messages, grimy expecting none. There was one.

. ..
Good.

It had worked. She had gone out to the novie specifically
in order to nake the phone ring. She couldn't bear sitting in
a hotel room waiting.

She wondered. Shoul d she open the message down here?

Her clothes were itching and she longed to take themall off

and just lie on the bed. She had turned the air conditioning way
down to its bottomtenperature setting, way up to its top fan
setting. What she wanted nore than anything else in the world

at the nmonent was goose pinples. Then a hot shower, then a

cool one, then lying on a towel, on the bed again, drying in the
air conditioning. Then reading the nessage. Maybe nore goose

pi npl es. Maybe all sorts of things.

No. What she wanted nore than anything else in the world

was a job in American television at ten tines her current salary.
More than anything else in the world. In the world. Wat she
want ed nore than anything else at all was no longer a live issue.

She sat on a chair in the | obby, under a kentia palm and
opened the little cell ophane-w ndowed envel ope.

"Please call,' it said. "Not happy,' and gave a nunber. The
name was Gail Andrews.

Gai | Andrews.

It wasn't a name she was expecting. It caught her unawares.
She recognised it, but couldn't imrediately say why. WAs she
Andy Martin's secretary? Hlary Bass's assistant? Martin and
Bass were the two nmjor contact calls she had made, or tried
to nake, at NBS. And what did "~Not happy' nean?

“Not happy?'

She was conpletely bew | dered. Was this Wody Allen trying
to contact her under an assuned nane? It was a 212 area code
nunber. So it was soneone in New York. Who was not happy.
Well, that narrowed it down a bit, didn't it?

She went back to the receptionist at the desk

"l have a problemw th this message you just gave nme,' she
said. ~Sonmeone | don't know has tried to call ne and says she's
not happy.'

The receptionist peered at the note with a frown.
"Do you know this person? he said.

“No,"' Tricia said.
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Hmm ' said the receptionist. “~Sounds |ike she's not happy
about sonet hing.'

“Yes,' said Tricia.

"Looks like there's a nane here,' said the receptionist. ~Gi
Andrews. Do you know anybody of that nane?

"No,"' said Tricia.

“Any idea what she's unhappy about ?

"No,' said Tricia.

“Have you called the nunber? There's a nunber here.

"No,' said Tricia, "you only just gave nme the note. |'mjust
trying to get sone nore information before | ring back. Perhaps
I could talk to the person who took the call?

"Hmm ' said the receptionist, scrutinising the note carefully.
"l don't think we have anybody called Gail Andrews here.

"No, | realise that,' said Tricia. “| just -
I'mGil Andrews.'

The voice cane from behind Tricia. She turned round.
“I"msorry?

“I'"'mGail Andrews. You interviewed ne this norning.

"Ch. Oh good heavens yes,' said Tricia, slightly flustered.

"I Left the nessage for you a few hours ago. | hadn't heard
so | came by. | didn't want to miss you.'

"Ch. No. OF course,' said Tricia, trying hard to get up to speed

"l don't know about this,' said the receptionist, for whom
speed was not an issue. "Wwuld you like ne to try this nunber
for you now?

"No, that'll be fine, thanks,' said Tricia. I can handle it now.'

"l can call this room nunber here for you if that'll help,’
said the receptionist, peering at the note again.

"No, that won't be necessary, thanks,' said Tricia. "That's
my own room nunmber. |I'mthe one the nmessage was for.
think we've sorted this out now.'

“You have a nice day now,' said the receptionist.
Tricia didn't particularly want to have a nice day. She was busy.

She also didn't want to talk to Gail Andrews. She had a very

strict cut-off point as far as fraternising with the Christians was
concerned. Her colleagues called her interview subjects Chris-
tians and woul d often cross thensel ves when they saw one

wal ki ng i nnocently into the studio to face Tricia, particularly

if Tricia was smling warmy and showi ng her teeth.
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She turned and smiled frostily, wondering what to do.

Gail Andrews was a well grooned woman in her md-forties.

Her clothes fell within the boundaries defined by expensive good
taste, but were definitely huddled up at the floatier end of those
boundari es. She was an astrologer - a fanmobus and, if runour were
true, influential astrologer, having allegedly influenced a nunber
of decisions made by the | ate President Hudson, including every-
thing fromwhich flavour of creamwhip to have on which day of

the week, to whether or not to bonb Damascus.

Tricia had savaged her nore than sonewhat. Not on the

grounds of whether or not the stories about the President were
true, that was old hat now At the tine Ms Andrews had enphati -
cally deni ed advising President Hudson on anything other than
personal, spiritual or dietary matters, which did not, apparently
i nclude the bonbi ng of Damascus. ( NOTH NG PERSONAL

DAMASCUS! ' the tabl oids had hooted at the tine.)

No, this was a neat topical little angle that Tricia had come
up with about the whole issue of astrology itself. M Andrews
had not been entirely ready for it. Tricia, on the other hand,
was not entirely ready for a re-match in the hotel |obby. Wat
to do?

"I can wait for you in the bar, if you need a few mnutes,’
said Gail Andrews. "But | would like to talk to you, and I'm
| eaving the city tonight.'

She seened to be slightly anxi ous about sonething rather
than aggrieved or irate.

"COK,' said Tricia. "Gve ne ten m nutes.

She went up to her room Apart from anything el se, she

had so little faith in the ability of the guy on the nessage desk
at reception to deal with anything as conplicated as a nessage
that she wanted to be doubly certain that there wasn't a note
under the door. It wouldn't be the first tine that nessages at
the desk and nessages under the door had been conpletely at

odds with each other

There wasn't one.

The nessage light on the phone was fl ashing though.

She hit the nessage button and got the hotel operator

“You have a nessage from Gary Andress,' said the operator
"Yes?' said Tricia. An unfam liar name. ~What does it say.
"Not hippy,' said the operator

"Not what?' said Tricia.

“Hi ppy. What it says. Quy says he's not a hippy. | guess
he wanted you to know that. You want the numnber?'

As she started to dictate the nunber Tricia suddenly realised
that this was just a garbled version of the nmessage she had al ready
had.
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"OK, OK,' she said. "Are there any other nessages for ne?
" Room nunber ?

Tricia couldn't work out why the operator should suddenly
ask for her nunber this late in the conversation, but gave it
to her anyway.

" Nane?'

"MeM I lan, Tricia McMIlan.' Tricia spelt it, patiently.
"Not M MacManus?'

“No. '

"No nore nessages for you.' Cick

Tricia sighed and dialled again. This tine she gave her nane

and room nunber all over again, up front. The operator showed

not the slightest glimrer of recognition that they had been speak-
ing less than ten seconds ago.

"I'mgoing to be in the bar,' Tricia explained. "In the bar.
If a phone call cones through for ne, please would you put
it through to me in the bar?

" Nanme?'

They went through it all a couple nore tines till Tricia was
certain that everything that possibly could be clear was as clear
as it possibly could be.

She showered, put on fresh clothes and retouched her makeup
with the speed of a professional, and, |ooking at her bed with a
sigh, left the room again.

She had half a mnd just to sneak of f and hide.
No. Not really.

She had a | ook at herself in the mirror in the elevator |obby
whil e she was waiting. She | ooked cool and in charge, and if she
could fool herself she could fool anybody.

She was just going to have to tough it out with Gail Andrews.
K, she had given her a hard tine. Sorry but that's the gane
we're all in - that sort of thing. Ms Andrews had agreed to do
the interview because she had a new book out and TV exposure
was free publicity. But there's no such thing as a free | aunch
No, she edited that |ine out again.

What had happened was this:

Last week astronomers had announced that they had at |ast

di scovered a tenth planet, out beyond the orbit of Pluto. They
had been searching for it for years, guided by certain orbita
anomalies in the outer planets, and now they'd found it and they
were all terribly pleased, and everyone was terribly happy for
them and so on. The pl anet was named Persephone, but rapidly

ni cknamed Rupert after sone astrononer's parrot - there was

some tediously heart-warm ng story attached to this - and that
was all very wonderful and |ovely.
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Tricia had followed the story with, for various reasons, con-
siderabl e interest.

Then, while she had been casting around for a good excuse to
go to New York at her TV conpany's expense she had happened

to notice a press rel ease about Gail Andrews, and her new book,
You and Your Pl anets.

Gail Andrews was not exactly a househol d nane, but the

nmoment you nentioned President Hudson, cream whips and the
anput ati on of Damascus (the world had noved on from surgi-

cal strikes. The official termhad in fact been " Damascectony',
meani ng the “taking out' of Damascus), everyone renenbered

who you neant.

Tricia saw an angl e here which she quickly sold to her producer.

Surely the notion that great lunps of rock whirling in space
knew sonet hi ng about your day that you didn't nust take a bit
of a knock fromthe fact that there was suddenly a new | unp of
rock out there that nobody had known about before.

That nust throw a few cal cul ations out, nustn't it?

What about all those star charts and pl anetary notions and

so? W all knew (apparently) what happened when Neptune

was in Virgo, and so on, but what about when Rupert was

rising? Wuldn't the whole of astrol ogy have to be rethought?
Woul dn't now perhaps be a good tinme to own up that it was

all just a load of hogwash and instead take up pig-farmng, the
principles of which were founded on sone kind of rational basis?
If we'd known about Rupert three years ago, m ght President
Hudson have been eating the boysenberry flavour on Thursday

rat her than Friday? M ght Danmascus still be standing? That sort
of thing.
Gail Andrews had taken it all reasonably well. She was

just starting to recover fromthe initial onslaught, when she
made the rather serious mistake of trying to shake Tricia off by
tal ki ng snmoothly about diurnal arcs, right ascensions and sone
of the nore abstruse areas of three-di mensional trigononetry.

To her shock she di scovered that everything she delivered to

Tricia came right back at her with nore spin on it than she could
cope with. Nobody had warned Gail that being a TV binbo was,

for Tricia, her second stab at a role in life. Behind her Chanel lip
gl oss, her coupe sauvage and her crystal blue contact |enses lay a
brain that had acquired for itself, in an earlier, abandoned phase
of her life, a first class degree in mathematics and a doctorate in
ast r ophysi cs.

As she was getting into the elevator Tricia, slightly preoccupied,
realised she had | eft her bag in her room and wondered whet her

to duck back out and get it. No. It was probably safer where it
was and there wasn't anything she particularly needed in it. She

| et the door close behind her.

Besi des, she told herself, taking a deep breath, if life had
taught her anything it was this:

Never go back for your bag.
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As the el evator went down she stared up at the ceiling in

a rather intent way. Anyone who didn't know Tricia MM I an

better would have said that that was exactly the way people
sonetines stared upwards when they were trying to hold back

tears. She nust have been staring at the tiny security video canera
mounted up in the corner.

She marched rather briskly out of the elevator a nminute |ater,
and went up to the reception desk again.

"Now, I'mgoing to wite this out,' she said, " because
don't want anything to go wong.'

She wote her nane in large letters on a piece of paper,
then her room nunber, then "IN THE BAR and gave it to
the receptionist, who | ooked at it.

"That's in case there's a nessage for ne. OK?
The receptionist continued to ook at it.
“You want me to see if she's in her roon?' he said.

Two mnutes later, Tricia swivelled into the bar seat next to
Gail Andrews, who was sitting in front of a glass of white wi ne.

“You struck ne as the sort of person who preferred to sit
up at the bar rather than denurely at a table,' she said.

This was true, and caught Tricia a little by surprise.
"Vodka?' said Gail.

"Yes,' said Tricia, suspiciously. She just stopped hersel f asking,
“How did you know?' but Gail answered anyway.

"I asked the barman,' she said, with a kindly snile.

The barman had her vodka ready for her and slid it charningly
across the gl ossy nahogany.

"Thank you,' said Tricia, stirring it sharply.

She didn't know quite what to make out of all this sudden
ni ceness and was determined not to be wong-footed by it. People
in New York were not nice to each other w thout reason

"Ms Andrews,' she said, firmy, “I'"msorry that you' re not
happy. | know you probably feel | was a bit rough with you this
nmorni ng, but astrology is, after all, just popular entertainnment,

which is fine. It's part of showbiz and it's a part that you have
done well out of and good luck to you. It's fun. It's not a science
t hough, and it shouldn't be mistaken for one. | think that's sone-
thing we both nmanaged to denonstrate very successfully together
this norning, while at the sane tine generating sone popul ar
entertai nment, which is what we both do for a living. I'msorry

if you have a problemwith that.

“I'mperfectly happy,' said Gail Andrews.

“Ch,' said Tricia, not quite certain what to nmake of this.
"It said in your nessage that you were not happy.

"No,' said Gail Andrews. | said in ny nessage that | thought
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you were not happy, and | was just wondering why.

Tricia felt as if she had been kicked in the back of the
head. She bl i nked.

“What ?' she said quietly.

"To do with the stars. You seened very angry and unhappy

about sonmething to do with stars and planets when we were
havi ng our discussion, and it's been bothering ne, which is why
| came to see if you were all right.'

Tricia stared at her. "Ms Andrews - ' she started, and then
realised that the way she had said it sounded exactly angry and
unhappy and rat her undermnined the protest she had been trying
to make.

"Please call me Gail, if that's K
Tricia just | ooked bew | dered.

"I know that astrology isn't a science,' said Gail. “O course
it isn't. It's just an arbitrary set of rules |ike chess or tennis or,
what's that strange thing you British play?

“Er, cricket? Self-Ioathing?

“Parlianentary denocracy. The rules just kind of got there.

They don't make any kind of sense except in terns of them

sel ves. But when you start to exercise those rules, all sorts of
processes start to happen and you start to find out all sorts of
stuff about people. In astrology the rules happen to be about

stars and planets, but they could be about ducks and drakes for

all the difference it would make. It's just a way of thinking about
a problem which lets the shape of that problembegin to energe

The nore rules, the tinier the rules, the nore arbitrary they are,
the better. It's like throwing a handful of fine graphite dust on a
pi ece of paper to see where the hidden indentations are. It lets
you see the words that were witten on the piece of paper above

it that's now been taken away and hi dden. The graphite's not
important. It's just the neans of revealing their indentations. So
you see, astrology's nothing to do with astronony. It's just to do
wi t h peopl e thinking about people.

"So when you got so, | don't know, so enotionally focused

on stars and planets this norning, | began to think, she's not
angry about astrology, she really is angry and unhappy about
actual stars and planets. People usually only get that unhappy
and angry when they've |l ost sonething. That's all | could think
and | couldn't make any nore sense of it than that. So | cane
to see if you were OK.'

Tricia was stunned.

One part of her brain had already got started on all sorts

of stuff. It was busy constructing all sorts of rebuttals to do

wi th how ridi cul ous newspaper horoscopes were and the sort of
statistical tricks they played on people. But gradually it petered
out, because it realised that the rest of her brain wasn't |istening.
She had been conpl etely stunned.

She had just been told, by a total stranger, sonething she'd
kept conpletely secret for seventeen years.
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She turned to | ook at Gail.
b
She st opped.

A tiny security canmera up behind the bar had turned to

foll ow her novenent. This conpletely flumoxed her. Mst

peopl e woul d not have noticed it. It was not designed to be

noticed. It was not designed to suggest that nowadays even an
expensive and el egant hotel in New York couldn't be sure that

its clientele wasn't suddenly going to pull a gun or not wear a tie.
But carefully hidden though it was behind the vodka, it couldn't
deceive the finely honed instinct of a TV anchor person, which

was to know exactly when a canera was turning to | ook at her

“lI's sonething wong?' asked Gail.

"No, |I... | have to say that you've rather astonished ne,’

said Tricia. She decided to ignore the security canera. It was
just her imagination playing tricks with her because she had
television so much on her mnd today. It wasn't the first tine it
had happened. A traffic nonitoring camera, she was convinced,

had swung round to follow her as she wal ked past it, and a secu-
rity canera in Bl oom ngdal es had seened to make a particul ar
poi nt of watching her trying on hats. She was obviously going
dotty. She had even imagined that a bird in Central Park had
been peering at her rather intently.

She decided to put it out of her mind and took a sip of
her vodka. Soneone was wal ki ng round t he bar asking peopl e
if they were M MacManus.

"OK,' she said, suddenly blurting it out. "1 don't know how
you worked it out, but...'

I didn't work it out, as you put it. | just listened to what
you were saying.'

“What | lost, | think, was a whole other life.'

"Everybody does that. Every noment of every day. Every
singl e deci sion we nake, every breath we draw, opens sone
doors and cl oses nany others. Mst of themwe don't notice.
Sone we do. Sounds like you noticed one.'

"Ch yes, | noticed,' said Tricia. Al right. Here it is. It's
very sinple. Many years ago | met a guy at a party. He said he
was from another planet and did | want to go along with him |

said, yes, OK. It was that kind of party. | said to himto wait
while | went to get ny bag and then |'d be happy to go off to
anot her planet with him He said | wouldn't need ny bag. | said

he obvi ously cane froma very backward pl anet or he'd know
that a woman al ways needed to take her bag with her. He got a
bit inpatient, but | wasn't gong to be a conplete pushover just
because he said he was from anot her planet.

"I went upstairs. Took ne a while to find my bag, and then
there was soneone else in the bathroom Cane down and he
was gone.'

Tricia paused.

file:/l/F|/rah/New%20Folder/Mostly%20Harmless.txt (14 of 145) [1/14/03 11:52:10 PM]



file:///F|/rah/New%20Fol der/M ostly%20Harml ess.txt

"And...?' said Gail.

"The garden door was open. | went outside. There were

lights. Some kind of gleaming thing. | was just in tinme to see

it rise up into the sky, shoot silently up through the clouds and
di sappear. That was it. End of story. End of one |life, beginning
of another. But hardly a nonent of this life goes by that | don't
wonder about sonme other ne. A nme that didn't go back for her

bag. | feel like she's out there sonewhere and I'mwal king in

her shadow.'

A nmenber of the hotel staff was now goi ng round the bar
asking people if they were M M|l er. Nobody was.

“You really think this... person was from another pl anet?
asked Gail .

“Ch, certainly. There was the spacecraft. Ch, and al so he
had two heads.'

"Two? Didn't anybody el se notice?
"It was a fancy dress party.'
‘"l see...'

“And he had a bird cage over it, of course. Wth a cloth over

the cage. Pretended he had a parrot. He tapped on the cage and

it did alot of stupid "~"Pretty Polly'' stuff and squawki ng and so
on. Then he pulled the cloth back for a nonent and roared with

| aughter. There was another head in there, |aughing along with
him It was a worrying nonment | can tell you.'

"1 think you probably did the right thing, dear, don't you?
said Gail.

"No,' said Tricia. "No |l don't. And | couldn't carry on doing

what | was doing either. | was an astrophysicist, you see. You
can't be an astrophysicist properly if you' ve actually nmet soneone
from anot her planet who's got a second head that pretends to be

a parrot. You just can't do it. | couldn't at |east.

I can see it would be hard. And that's probably why you
tend to be a little hard on other people who tal k what sounds
| i ke conpl ete nonsense.

“Yes,' said Tricia. '| expect you're right. I'msorry.

“That's OK.'
“You're the first person |I've ever told this, by the way.'
I wondered. You married?

"Er, no. So hard to tell these days isn't it? But you're right

to ask because that was probably the reason. | cane very close

a fewtinmes, nostly because | wanted to have a kid. But every guy
ended up asking why | was constantly | ooking over his shoul der
What do you tell soneone? At one point | even thought | m ght
just go to a sperm bank and take pot |uck. Have sonebody's child
at random'

“You can't seriously do that, can you?
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Tricia | aughed. "“Probably not. | never quite went and found

out for real. Never quite did it. Story of ny life. Never quite
did the real thing. That's why I'min television | guess. Nothing
is real.'

"Excuse nme | ady, your name Tricia McMIIlan?'

Tricia | ooked round in surprise. There was a nman standi ng
there in a chauffeur's hat.

“Yes,' she said, instantly pulling herself back together again.

“Lady, | been | ooking for you for about an hour. Hotel said
they didn't have anybody of that name, but | checked back wth
M Martin's office and they said that this was definitely where
you staying. So | ask again, they still say they never heard of
you, so | get themto page you anyway and they can't find you.
In the end | get the office to FAX a picture of you through to
the car and have a | ook nyself.’

He | ooked at his watch.

"May be a bit late now, but do you want to go anyway?'
Tricia was stunned.

"M Martin? You nean Andy Martin at NBS?'

"That's correct, lady. Screen test for US/AM'

Tricia shot up out of her seat. She couldn't even bear to
think of all the messages she'd heard for M MacManus and
M Mller.

"Only we have to hurry,' said the chauffeur. “As | heard it M
Martin thinks it mght be worth trying a British accent. H s boss
at the network is dead against the idea. That's M Zw ngler, and

I happen to know he's flying out to the coast this evening because
I"'mthe one has to pick himup and take himto the airport.’

"CK,' said Tricia, ‘I'mready. Let's go.

"OK, lady. It's the biglinm out the front.'

Tricia turned back to Gail. "I'msorry,' she said.
"Go! Go!' said Gail. “And good luck. |'ve enjoyed neeting
you.'

Tricia made to reach for her bag for some cash.
"Damm,' she said. She'd left it upstairs.

"Drinks are on ne,' insisted Gail. "Really. It's been very
interesting.'

Tricia sighed.
“Look, I"'mreally sorry about this norning and...'

"Don't say another word. I'mfine. It's only astrology. It's
harmess. It's not the end of the world.'
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"Thanks.' On an inpulse Tricia gave her a hug.

“You got everything? said the chauffeur. "“You don't want
to pick up your bag or anything?

“If there's one thing that life's taught ne,' said Tricia, "it's
never go back for your bag.

Just a little over an hour later, Tricia sat on one of the pair of
beds in her hotel room For a few minutes she didn't nove. She
just stared at her bag, which was sitting innocently on top of the
ot her bed.

In her hand was a note from Gail Andrews, saying, Don't

be too disappointed. Do ring if you want to talk about it. If |
were you |I'd stay in at honme tonorrow night. Get some rest.

But don't mnd ne, and don't worry. It's only astrology. It's not
the end of the world. Gail."'

The chauffeur had been dead right. In fact the chauffeur

seened to know nore about what was going on inside NBS than

any other single person she had encountered in the organisation.
Martin had been keen, Zwi ngler had not. She had had her one
shot at proving Martin right and she had blown it.

Ch well. Onh well, oh well, oh well.

Time to go home. Tine to phone the airline and see if
she could still get the red-eye back to Heat hrow. tonight. She
reached for the big phone directory.

Oh. First things first.

She put down the directory again, picked up her handbag,

and took it through to the bathroom She put it down and took

out the snmall plastic case which held her contact |enses, without
whi ch she had been unable properly to read either the script or

t he aut ocue.

As she dabbed each tiny plastic cup into her eyes she refl ected
that if there was one thing life had taught her it was that there
are tinmes when you do not go back for your bag and other tines
when you do. It had yet to teach her to distinguish between the
two types of occasion.

3

The Hitch H ker's @Guide to the Gal axy has, in what we | aughingly
call the past, had a great deal to say on the subject of parallel
universes. Very little of this is, however, at all conprehensible
to anyone bel ow the | evel of Advanced God, and since it is

now wel | -established that all known gods came into existence

a good three mllionths of a second after the Universe began
rather than, as they usually clained, the previous week, they

al ready have a great deal of explaining to do as it is, and are
therefore not available for comment on matters of deep physics

at this tine.

One encouragi ng thing the Guide does have to say on the

subj ect of parallel universes is that you don't stand the renptest
chance of understanding it. You can therefore say ~Wat?' and
"Eh?' and even go cross-eyed and start to blither if you |like
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wi t hout any fear of making a fool of yourself.

The first thing to realise about parallel universes, the Quide
says, is that they are not parallel

It is also inportant to realise that they are not, strictly speaking,
universes either, but it is easiest if you try and realise that a little
|ater, after you've realised that everything you' ve realised up to

that nonment is not true.

The reason they are not universes is that any given universe

is not actually a thing as such, but is just a way of |ooking at
what is technically known as the WS0GW or Whol e Sort of

General M sh Mash. The Wole Sort of General M sh Mash

doesn't actually exist either, but is just the sumtotal of all the
different ways there would be of looking at it if it did.

The reason they are not parallel is the same reason that the

sea is not parallel. It doesn't nean anything. You can slice the
Whol e Sort of General M sh Mash any way you like and you will
generally come up with sonething that soneone will call hone.

Pl ease feel free to blither now.

The Earth with which we are here concerned, because of its
particular orientation in the Wwole Sort of General M sh Mash,
was hit by a neutrino that other Earths were not.

A neutrino is not a big thing to be hit by.

In fact it's hard to think of anything nuch smaller by which
one coul d reasonably hope to be hit. And it's not as if being
hit by neutrinos was in itself a particularly unusual event for
sonmet hing the size of the Earth. Far fromit. It would be an
unusual nanosecond in which the Earth was not hit by severa
billion passing neutrinos.

It all depends on what you nmean by " hit', of course, seeing as
matter consists alnost entirely of nothing at all. The chances of

a neutrino actually hitting sonething as it travels through all this
how i ng enptiness are roughly conparable to that of dropping a

bal | bearing at random froma cruising 747 and hitting, say, an

egg sandwi ch.

Anyway, this neutrino hit something. Nothing terribly inpor-

tant in the scale of things, you mght say. But the problemwth
saying sonething like that is that you would be tal king cross-
eyed badger spit. Once sonething actually happens somewhere

in something as wildly conplicated as the Universe, Kevin knows
where it will all end up - where “Kevin' is any randomentity that
doesn't know not hin' about nothin'

This neutrino struck an atom

The atomwas part of a nolecule. The nol ecul e was part

of a nucleic acid. The nucleic acid was part of a gene. The

gene was part of a genetic recipe for growing... and so on.

The upshot was that a plant ended up growing an extra leaf. In
Essex. Or what would, after a lot of palaver and local difficulties
of a geol ogi cal nature, beconme Essex.

The plant was a clover. It threwits weight, or rather its seed,
around extrenely effectively and rapidly becane the world's
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dom nant type of clover. The precise causal connection between
this tiny biological happenstance, and a few other mnor vari-
ations that exist in that slice of the Wiwole Sort of Genera

M sh Mash - such as Tricia McMIlan failing to | eave with
Zaphod Beebl ebrox, abnormally | ow sal es of pecan-flavoured

i ce-creamand the fact that the Earth On which all this occurred
did not get denolished by the Vogons to nake way for a new

hyper space bypass - is currently sitting at nunber 4,763, 984, 132
on the research project priority list at what was once the History
Department of the University of Maxi Megal on, and no one cur-
rently at the prayer neeting by the pool side appears to feel any
sense of urgency about the probl em

4

Tricia began to feel that the world was conspiring agai nst her
She knew that this was a perfectly nornmal way to feel after an
overnight flight going east, when you suddenly have a whol e
other nysteriously threatening day to deal with for which you
are not the least bit prepared. But still.

There were marks on her | awn.

She didn't really care about marks on her |awn very nuch.

Mar ks on her | awn could go and take a running junp as far as

she was concerned. It was Saturday norning. She had just got
home from New York feeling tired, crabby and paranoid, and

all she wanted to do was go to bed with the radio on quietly and
gradually fall asleep to the sound of Ned Sherrin being terribly
cl ever about sonet hing.

But Eric Bartlett was not going to let her get away wi th not
maki ng a thorough inspection of the marks. Eric was the old
gardener who came in fromthe village on Saturday nornings

to poke around at her garden with a stick. He didn't believe

in people coming in fromNew York first thing in the norning.
Didn't hold with it. Went against nature. He believed in virtually
everything el se, though

"Probably them space aliens,' he said, bending over and prod-
ding at the edges of the small indentations with his stick. "Hear
a | ot about space aliens these days. | expect it's them'

"Do you?' said Tricia, looking furtively at her watch. Ten

m nutes, she reckoned. Ten minutes she'd be able to stay

standi ng up. Then she would sinply keel over, whether she

was in her bedroomor still out here in the garden. That was

if she just had to stand. If she also had to nod intelligently and
say Do you?' fromtinme to tinme, it mght cut it down to five

"Ch yes,' said Eric. “~They cone down here, |and on your | awn,

and then buzz off again, sometimes with your cat. Ms WIIlians

at the Post Ofice, her cat - you know the ginger. one? - it got
abduct ed by space aliens. Course, they brought it back the next
day but it were in a very odd nood. Kept prow ing around all

nmorni ng, and then falling asleep in the afternoon. Used to be

the other way round, is the point. Sleep in the norning, prow in
the afternoon. Jet lag, you see, frombeing in an interplanetary
craft.’

"l see,' said Tricia.
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"They dyed it tabby, too, she says. These marks are exactly
the sort of marks that their |anding pods woul d probably make.'

“You don't think it's the | awn nower?' asked Trici a.

“If the marks were nore round, |'d say, but these are just
of f-round, you see. Altogether nore alien in shape.

“It's just that you nmentioned the | awmn nower was playing
up and needed fixing or it mght start gouging holes in the
| awn. '

I did say that, Mss Tricia, and | stand by what | said.
I"mnot saying it's not the lawm nmower for definite, |'mjust
sayi ng what seens to ne nore likely given the shapes of the

hol es. They cone in over these trees, you see, in their |anding
pods. ..

"Eric...,' said Tricia, patiently.

"Tell you what, though, Mss Tricia,' said Eric, "I will take a
| ook at the nower, like | meant to | ast week, and |eave you to
get on with whatever you' re wanting to.

“Thank you, Eric,' said Tricia. "I'mgoing to bed now, in
fact. Help yourself to anything you want in the kitchen.'

"Thank you, Mss Tricia, and good luck to you,' said Eric.
He bent over and picked sonmething fromthe | awn.

"There,' he said. “Three-leaf clover. Good |uck you see.'

He peered at it closely to check that it was a real three-|eaf
clover and not just a regular four-leaf one that one of the | eaves
had fallen off. "If | were you, though, 1'd watch for signs of alien
activity in the area.' He scanned the horizon keenly. “Particularly
fromover there in the Henley direction.

"Thank you, Eric,' said Tricia again. | wll.'

She went to bed and dreant fitfully of parrots and other birds.

In the afternoon she got up and prow ed around restlessly, not
certain what to do with the rest of the day, or indeed the rest of
her life. She spent at |east an hour dithering, trying to make up
her m nd whether to head up into town and go to Stavro's for the
evening. This was the currently fashi onabl e spot for high-flying
medi a people, and seeing a few friends there mght help her ease
hersel f back into the swing of things. She decided at |ast she would
go. It was good. It was fun there. She was very fond of Stavro

hi nsel f, who was a Greek with a German father - a fairly odd

combi nation. Tricia had been to the Al pha a couple of nights
earlier, which was Stavro's original club in New York, now run

by his brother Karl, who thought of hinself as a German with a

G eek nmother. Stavro would be very happy to be told that Karl

was meking a bit of a pig's ear of running the New York cl ub,

so Tricia would go and make hi m happy. There was little | ove

| ost between Stavro and Karl Muieller.

K. That's what she woul d do.

She then spent another hour dithering about what to wear.
At last she settled on a smart little black dress she'd got in New
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York. She phoned a friend to see who was likely to be at the
club that evening, and was told that it was closed this evening
for a private wedding party.

She thought that trying to live life according to any plan you
actually work out is like trying to buy ingredients for a recipe from
the supermarket. You get one of those trolleys which sinply wll

not go in the direction you push it and end up just having to buy
completely different stuff. What do you do with it? What do you

do with the recipe? She didn't know.

Anyway, that night an alien spacecraft |anded on her | awn.

5

She watched it coming in fromover the Henley direction with

mld curiosity at first, wondering what those |ights were. Living,
as she did, not a mllion mles fromHeathrow, she was used to
seeing lights in the sky. Not usually so late in the evening, or so
| ow, though, which was why she was mldly curious.

When whatever it was began to cone closer and cl oser her
curiosity began to turn to berusenent.

"Hmmm ' she thought, which was about as far as she could get

with thinking. She was still feeling dopey and jet-lagged and the
messages that one part of her brain was busy sending to another
were not necessarily arriving on tinme or the right way up. She |eft
the kitchen where she'd been fixing herself a coffee and went to
open the back door which Ied out to the garden. She took a deep
breath of cool evening air, stepped outside and | ooked up

There was sonething roughly the size of a |arge canper
van par ked about a hundred feet above her | awn.

It was really there. Hanging there. Al nost silent.
Sonet hi ng noved deep inside her.

Her arns dropped slowy down to her side. She didn't notice

the scal ding coffee slopping over her foot. She was hardly
breathing as slowy, inch by inch, foot by foot, the craft cane
downwards. Its lights were playing softly over the ground as if
probing and feeling it. They played over her

It seenmed beyond all hope that she should be given her

chance again. Had he found her? Had he conme back?

The craft dropped down and down until at last it had settled

quietly on her lawn. It didn't |ook exactly like the one she had
seen departing all those years ago, she thought, but flashing lights
in the night sky are hard to resolve into clear shapes.

Si | ence.
Then a click and a hum
Then another click and another hum dick hum click hum

A doorway slid open, spilling light towards her across the
| awn.

She waited, tingling.
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A figure stood silhouetted in the light, then another, and
anot her.

Wde eyes blinked slowy at her. Hands were slowy raised
in greeting.

"McM I lan?" a voice said at last, a strange, thin voice that
managed the syllables with difficulty. "Tricia McMIlan. Ms Tricia
MM | | an?'

“Yes,' said Tricia, alnmost soundl essly.

"W have been nonitoring you.

"M.. nonitoring? Me?

" Yes.

They | ooked at her for a while, their |arge eyes noving
up and down her very slowy.

“You |look smaller inreal life,' one said at | ast.

“What ?' said Tricia.

" Yes.

“I... | don't understand,' said Tricia. She hadn't expected any
of this, of course, but even for sonething she hadn't expected to
begin with it wasn't going the way she expected. At |ast she said,

"Are you... are you from.. Zaphod?

This question seened to cause a little consternati on anong the
three figures. They conferred with each other in sone skittering
| anguage of their own and then turned back to her

"We don't think so. Not as far as we know,' said one.

“Where is Zaphod?' said another, looking up into the night sky.
“I... | don't know, said Tricia, helplessly.

“Is it far fromhere? Wiich direction? W don't know '

Tricia realised with a sinking heart that they had no idea

who she was tal king about. Or even what she was tal ki ng about.
And she had no idea what they were tal ki ng about. She put her
hopes tightly away again and snapped her brain back into gear.
There was no point in being disappointed. She had to wake up

to the fact that she had here the journalistic scoop of the cen-
tury. What should she do? Go back into the house for a video
camera? Wuldn't they just be gone when she got back? She

was thoroughly confused as to strategy. Keep'emtalking, she
thought. Figure it out later.

“You' ve been nonitoring... nme?

"All of you. Everything on your planet. TV. Radio. Tele-
conmmuni cations. Conputers. Video circuitry. Wrehouses.

“What ?'
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“Car parks. Everything. W nonitor everything.'
Tricia stared at them
“That rmust be very boring, isn't it?" she blurted out.
“Yes.'
"So why...'
“Except...'
“Yes? Except what?

“Gane shows. W quite |ike ganme shows.'

There was a terribly long silence as Tricia | ooked at the
aliens and the aliens |ooked at her

"There's sonmething | would just like to get fromindoors,'
said Tricia very deliberately. “Tell you what. Wuld you, or
one of you, like to cone inside with me and have a | ook?

“Very much,' they all said, enthusiastically.

Al three of themstood, slightly awkwardly in her sitting room
as she hurried around picking up a video canera, a 35nmm caner a,

a tape recorder, every recordi ng medi um she could grab hold of.
They were all thin and, under donestic lighting conditions, a sort
of dimpurplish green

"I really won't be a second, guys,' Tricia said, as she rummaged
through sonme drawers for spare tapes and fil ns.

The aliens were | ooking at the shelves that held her CDs
and her old records. One of them nudged one of the others
very slightly.

“Look,' he said. “Elvis.
Tricia stopped, and stared at themall over again.
“You like Elvis? she said.

“Yes,' they said.

"Elvis Presley?

" Yes.

She shook her head in bew |l derment as she tried to stuff
a new tape into her video canera.

“Sonme of your people,' said one of her visitors, hesitantly,
“think that Elvis has been kidnapped by space aliens.

“What ?' said Tricia. "Has he?
"It is possible.’

"Are you telling ne that you have ki dnapped El vis?' gasped
Tricia. She was trying to keep cool enough not to foul up her
equi prent, but this was all al nbst too rmuch for her

"No. Not us,' said her guests. "Aliens. It is a very interesting
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possibility. We talk of it often.

I must get this down,' Tricia nuttered to herself. She checked
her video was properly | oaded and worki ng now. She pointed the
camera at them She didn't put it up to her eye because she didn't
want to freak them out. But she was sufficiently experienced to
be able to shoot accurately fromthe hip.

"CK,' she said. "Nowtell me slowy and carefully who you
are. You first,' she said to the one on the left. “Wat's your
name?'

"l don't know.'
“You don't know.'
"No. '

| see,' said Tricia. ~And what about you other two?'
"W don't know.'

"Good. OK. Perhaps you can tell nme where you are fron®?
They shook their heads.

“You don't know where you're fronf

They shook their heads again.

"So,"' said Tricia. "Wat are you... er..

She was fl oundering but, being a professional, kept the camera
steady while she did it.

"We are on a nmission,' said one of the aliens.
"A mssion? Amssion to do what?

"W do not know.'

Still she kept the canera steady.

"So what are you doing here on Earth, then?
"W have cone to fetch you.

Rock steady, rock steady. Could have been on a tripod. She
wondered if she should be using a tripod, in fact. She wondered
that because it gave her a nonent or two to digest what they had
just said. No, she thought, hand-held gave her nore flexibility.
She al so thought, help, what am| going to do?

“Wy,' she asked, calmy, “have you cone to fetch ne?
"Because we have | ost our m nds.
"Excuse ne,' said Tricia, 'I'mgoing to have to get a tripod.'

They seened happy enough to stand there doi ng nothing

while Tricia quickly found a tripod and nmounted the camera on
it. Her face was conpletely i mobile, but she did not have the
faintest idea what was going on or what to think about it.

"OK,' she said, when she was ready. ~Wy..."
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"We liked your interview w th the astrol oger.'
“You saw it?

"W see everything. W are very interested in astrol ogy.

W like it. It is very interesting. Not everything is interesting.
Astrology is interesting. Wat the stars tell us. Wat the stars
foretell. We could do with sone information like that.'

"But...'
Tricia didn't know where to start.

Omn up, she thought. There's no point in trying to second
guess any of this stuff.

So she said, "But | don't know anythi ng about astrol ogy.'
"W do.*
“You do?'

“Yes. We follow our horoscopes. W are very avid. W see
all your newspapers and your magazi nes and are very avid with
them But our |eader says we have a problem'’

“You have a | eader?’
“Yes.'
“What's his nane?'

"We do not know. '

“What does he say his nane is, for Christ's sake? Sorry
I"lI'l need to edit that. Wat does he say his nane is?'

"He does not know.'
"So how do you all know he's the | eader?’

"He seized control. He said sonmeone has to do sonething
round here.'

“Ah! | said Tricia, seizing on a clue. "Were is ~“here"'?
“Rupert.’

“What ?*

“Your people call it Rupert. The tenth planet from your

sun. We have settled there for many years. It is highly cold
and uninteresting there. But good for nonitoring.'

“Why are you nonitoring us?
"It is all we know to do.'

"OK,' said Tricia. "Right. Wat is the problemthat your
| eader says you have?'

“Triangul ation.'

"l beg your pardon?
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"Astrology is a very precise science. W know this.'
"Well..." said Tricia, then left it at that.

"But it is precise for you here on Earth.

"Ye... e... s..." She had a horrible feeling she was
getting a vague glinmrering of sonething.

"So when Venus is rising in Capricorn, for instance, that

is fromEarth. How does that work if we are out on Rupert?
What if the Earth is rising in Capricorn? It is hard for us to
know. Anpbngst the things we have forgotten, which we think

are many and profound, is trigononmetry.'

“Let nme get this straight,' said Tricia. ~You want ne to
cone with you to... Rupert...'

" Yes.

“To recal cul ate your horoscopes for you to take account of
the relative positions of Earth and Rupert?

" Yes.

"Do | get an excl usive?

" Yes.

“I'"myour girl,' said Tricia, thinking that at the very | east
she could sell it to the National Enquirer

As she boarded the craft that would take her off to the furthest
limts of the Solar System the first thing that net her eyes was
a bank of video nonitors across which thousands of images were
sweeping. A fourth alien was sitting watching them but was
focused on one particular screen that held a steady inage. It

was a replay of the inpromptu interview which Tricia had just
conducted with his three coll eagues. He | ooked up when he saw

her apprehensively clinbing in.

" Good evening, Ms McMIlan,' he said. "N ce canera work.'

6

Ford Prefect hit the ground running. The ground was about three
inches further fromthe ventilation shaft than he remenbered it
so he m sjudged the point at which he would hit the ground,
started running too soon, stunbled awkwardly and twi sted his
ankl e. Damm! He ran off down the corridor anyway, hobbling
slightly.

Al'l over the building, alarns were erupting into their usua
frenzy of excitement. He dived for cover behind the usual storage
cabi nets, glanced around to check that he was unseen, and started
rapidly to fish around inside his satchel for the usual things he
needed.

H s ankle, unusually, was hurting like hell.

The ground was not only three inches further fromthe ven-
tilation shaft than he renmenbered, it was also on a different
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pl anet than he renmenbered, but it was the three inches that

had caught himby surprise. The offices of the Hitch Hiker's
GQuide to the Galaxy were quite often shifted at very short

notice to another planet, for reasons of local climate, |oca
hostility, power bills or tax, but they were always reconstructed
exactly the sane way, alnost to the very nolecule. For many of
the company's enpl oyees, the layout of their offices represented
the only constant they knew in a severely distorted personal uni-
ver se.

Sonet hi ng, though, was odd.

This was not in itself surprising, thought Ford as he pulled

out his lightweight throwing towel. Virtually everything in his
life was, to a greater or |esser extent, odd. It was just that this
was odd in a slightly different way than he was used to things
bei ng odd, which was, well, strange. He couldn't quite get it into
focus i medi ately.

He got out his No.3 gauge prising tool

The alarms were going in the same old way that he knew

well. There was a kind of music to themthat he could al nost
hum al ong to. That was all very fanmiliar. The world outside had
been a new one on Ford. He had not been to Saquo-Pilia Hensha
before, and he had liked it. It had a kind of carnival atnosphere
toit.

He took fromhis satchel a toy bow and arrow which he
had bought in a street narket.

He had discovered that the reason for the carnival atnosphere

on Saquo-Pilia Hensha was that the | ocal people were cel ebrating
the annual feast of the Assunption of St Antwelm St Antwel m

had been, during his lifetinme, a great and popul ar ki ng who had
made a great and popul ar assunption. What King Antwel m had

assuned was that what everybody wanted, all other things being
equal, was to be happy and enjoy thensel ves and have the best
possible tinme together. On his death he had willed his entire per-
sonal fortune to financing an annual festival to rem nd everyone
of this, with lots of good food and dancing and very silly ganes
li ke Hunt the Wocket. Hi s Assunption had been such a brilliantly
good one that he was made into a saint for it. Not only that, but al
the peopl e who had previously been made saints for doing things

i ke being stoned to death in a thoroughly m serable way or living
upsi de down in barrels of dung were instantly denoted and were
now t hought to be rather enbarrassing.

The fam liar H shaped building of the Htch H ker's CGuide

of fices rose above the outskirts of the city, and Ford Prefect
had broken into it in the famliar way. He always entered via the
ventilation systemrather than the main | obby because the main

| obby was patrolled by robots whose job it was to quiz incom ng
enpl oyees about their expense accounts. Ford Prefect's expense
accounts were notoriously complex and difficult affairs and he had
found, on the whole, that the | obby robots were ill-equipped to
understand the argunments he wi shed to put forward in relation to
them He preferred, therefore, to make his entrance by another
route.

This nmeant setting off nearly every alarmin the building, but
not the one in the accounts department, which was the way that
Ford preferred it.
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He hunkered down behind the storage cabinet, he |licked
the rubber suction cup of the toy arrow, and then fitted it
to the string of the bow.

Wthin about thirty seconds a security robot the size of a
smal |l nelon cane flying down the corridor at about waist height,
scanning left and right for anything unusual as it did so.

Wth inpeccable timng Ford shot the toy arrow across its
path. The arrow fl ew across the corridor and stuck, wobbling,

on the opposite wall. As it flew, the robot's sensors | ocked on
to it instantly and the robot twi sted through ninety degrees to
followit, see what the hell it was and where it was goi ng.

Thi s bought Ford one precious second, during which the
robot was looking in the opposite direction fromhim He
hurled the towel over the flying robot and caught it.

Because of the various sensory protuberances with which the

robot was festooned, it couldn't manoeuvre inside the towel, and

it just twitched back and forth without being able to turn and face
its captor.

Ford hauled it quickly towards himand pinned it down to

the ground. It was beginning to whine pitifully. Wth one sw ft
and practised novenent, Ford reached under the towel with his

No. 3 gauge prising tool and flipped off the small plastic panel on
top of the robot which gave access to its logic circuits.

Now |l ogic is a wonderful thing but it has, as the processes
of evolution discovered, certain drawbacks.

Anything that thinks logically can be fooled by sonething

el se which thinks at least as logically as it does. The easi est
way to fool a conpletely logical robot is to feed it the sane
stimulus sequence over and over again so it gets locked in a

| oop. This was best denonstrated by the fanous Herring Sand-

wi ch experinents conducted m |l ennia ago at M SPWOSO (The

Maxi Megal on Institute of Slowy and Painfully Wrking Qut the
Sur prisingly Qovious).

A robot was programmed to believe that it |iked herring

sandwi ches. This was actually the nost difficult part of the
whol e experinment. Once the robot had been progranmed to

believe that it liked herring sandw ches, a herring sandwi ch was
placed in front of it. Wereupon the robot thought to itself, ~Ah!
A herring sandwi ch! | |ike herring sandw ches.'

It woul d then bend over and scoop up the herring sandw ch

inits herring sandwi ch scoop, and then straighten up again.
Unfortunately for the robot, it was fashioned in such a way that
the action of straightening up caused the herring sandwich to slip
straight back off its herring sandwi ch scoop and fall on to the fl oor
in front of the robot. Wereupon the robot thought to itself, " Ah!
A herring sandwich..., etc., and repeated the sane action over

and over and over again. The only thing that prevented the her-
ring sandwi ch fromgetting bored with the whol e damm busi ness

and crawing off in search of other ways of passing the tinme was
that the herring sandwi ch, being just a bit of dead fish between

a couple of slices of bread, was marginally less alert to what was
goi ng on than was the robot.
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The scientists at the Institute thus discovered the driving

force behind all change, devel opnent and innovation in life,

whi ch was this: herring sandwi ches. They published a paper

to this effect, which was widely criticised as being extrenely
stupid. They checked their figures and realised that what they
had actual ly di scovered was “boredom, or rather, the practica
function of boredom In a fever of excitement they then went

on to discover other enotions, Like “irritability', "depression'
“reluctance', “ickiness' and so on. The next big breakthrough came
when they stopped using herring sandw ches, whereupon a whol e

wel ter of new enotions becane suddenly avail able to themfor
study, such as “relief', “joy', “friskiness', “appetite', “satisfaction
and nost inportant of all, the desire for " happiness’

This was the biggest breakthrough of all

Vast wodges of conpl ex conputer code governing robot behav-

iour in all possible contingencies could be replaced very sinply.
Al'l that robots needed was the capacity to be either bored or
happy, and a few conditions that needed to be satisfied in order
to bring those states about. They would then work the rest out
for thensel ves.

The robot which Ford had got trapped under his towel was

not, at the noment a happy robot. It was happy when it could

move about. It was happy when it could see other things. It was
particul arly happy when it could see other things noving about,
particularly if the other things were noving about doing things
they shoul dn't do because it could then, w th considerabl e delight,
report them

Ford woul d soon fix that.

He squatted over the robot and held it between his knees. The

towel was still covering all of its sensory nmechanisns, but Ford

had now got its logic circuits exposed. The robot was whirring
grungily and pettishly, but it could only fidget, it couldn't actually
nmove. Using the prising tool, Ford eased a small chip out fromits
socket. As soon as it canme out, the robot went quiet and just sat
there in a cona.

The chip Ford had taken out was the one which contained

the instructions for all the conditions that had to be fulfilled in
order for the robot to feel happy. The robot woul d be happy

when a tiny electrical charge froma point just to the left of the
chip reached another point just to the right of the chip. The chip
det erm ned whet her the charge got there or not.

Ford pulled out a small Iength of wire that had been threaded
into the towel. He dug one end of it into the top left hole of the
chip socket and the other into the bottomright hole.

That was all it took. Now the robot woul d be happy whatever
happened.

Ford quickly stood up and whi sked the towel away. The
robot rose ecstatically into the air, pursuing a kind of wiggly
pat h.

It turned and saw Ford.

"M Prefect, sir! I'mso happy to see you!'
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"CGood to see you, little fella,' said Ford.

The robot rapidly reported back to its central control that
everything was now for the best in this best of all possible
worl ds, the alarns rapidly quelled thenmselves, and life returned
to normal

At | east, alnpbst to nornmal.
There was sonet hi ng odd about the place.

The little robot was gurgling with electric delight. Ford hurried
on down the corridor, letting the thing bob along in his wake
telling him how delicious everything was, and how happy it was

to be able to tell himthat.

Ford, however , was not happy.

He passed faces of people he didn't know They didn't | ook

like his sort of people. They were too well grooned. Their

eyes were too dead. Every tinme he thought he saw soneone

he recogni sed in the distance, and hurried along to say hell o,
it would turn out to be soneone else, with an altogether neater
hairstyle and a nmuch nore thrusting, purposeful |ook than, well,
than anybody Ford knew.

A staircase had been noved a few inches to the left. A

ceiling had been lowered slightly. A Lobby had been renodell ed.

Al'l these things were not worrying in thenmsel ves, though they

were a little disorienting. The thing that was worrying was the
decor. It used to be brash and glitzy. Expensive - because the

Qui de sold so well through the civilised and post-civilised Gal axy
- but expensive and fun. WIld ganes machines lined the corridors.

I nsanely painted grand pianos hung fromceilings, vicious sea
creatures fromthe planet Viv reared up out of pools in tree-filled
atria, robot butlers in stupid shirts roanmed the corridors seeking
whose hands they might press frothing drinks into. People used

to have pet vastdragons on | eads and pterospondes on perches in
their offices. People knew how to have a good time, and if they
didn't there were courses they could sign up for which would put
that right.

There was none of that now.

Sonebody had been through the place doi ng sone iniquitous
kind of taste job on it.

Ford turned sharply into a small al cove, cupped his hand
and yanked the flying robot in with him He squatted down
and peered at the burbling cybernaut.

“What's been happeni ng here?" he demanded.

"Ch just the nicest things, sir, just the nicest possible things.
Can | sit on your |ap, please?

"No,"' said Ford, brushing the thing away. It was overjoyed

to be spurned in this way and started to bob and burbl e and
swoon. Ford grabbed it again and stuck it firmy in the air a
foot in front of his face. It tried to stay where it was put but
couldn't help quivering slightly.
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" Sonet hing' s changed, hasn't it?" Ford hissed.

"Ch yes,' squealed the little robot, “in the nost fabul ous
and wonderful way. | feel so good about it.'

"Well what was it |ike before, then?
“Scrunptious.’
"But you like the way it's changed?' demanded Ford.

I like everything,' npaned the robot. “Especially when you
shout at ne like that. Do it again, please.

“Just tell ne what's happened!’
“Ch thank you, thank you!'
Ford si ghed

TOK, OK,' panted the robot. "The CGui de has been taken over
There's a new nanagenent. It's all so gorgeous | could just nelt.
The ol d managenent was al so fabul ous of course, though |I'm not
sure if | thought so at the tine.'

"That was before you had a bit of wire stuck in your head.

“How true. How wonderfully true. How wonderfully, bub-
blingly, frothingly, burstingly true. Wat a truly ecstasy-induc-
ingly correct observation.

“What' s happened?' insisted Ford. "Who is this new nan-

agenent ? When did they take over? |... oh, never nind,' he
added, as the little robot started to gibbet with uncontroll able
joy and rub itself against his knee. "I'Il go and find out for nyself.

Ford hurled hinself at the door of the editor-in-chief's office,
tucked himself into a tight ball as the frame splintered and

gave way, rolled rapidly across the floor to where the drinks
trolley laden with sone of the Gal axy's npbst potent and expen-
sive beverages habitually stood, seized hold of the trolley and,
using it to give hinself cover, trundled it and hinmself across the
mai n exposed part of the office floor to where the val uabl e and
extrenely rude statue of Leda and the Octopus stood, and took
shelter behind it. Meanwhile the little security robot, entering at
chest height, was suicidally delighted to draw gunfire away from
For d.

That, at |east, was the plan, and a necessary one. The current
editor-in-chief, Stagyar-zil-Doggo, was a dangerously unbal anced
man who took a homicidal view of contributing staff turning up in
his office w thout pages of fresh, proofed copy, and had a battery
of laser guided guns linked to special scanning devices in the door
frane to deter anybody who was nerely bringing extrenely good
reasons why they hadn't witten any. Thus was a high | evel of

out put mai nt ai ned.

Unfortunately the drinks trolley wasn't there.

Ford hurled hinmself desperately sideways and sonersaulted
towards the statue of Leda and the Octopus, which al so wasn't
there. He rolled and hurtled around the roomin a kind of random
panic, tripped, span, hit the wi ndow, which fortunately was built
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to withstand rocket attacks, rebounded, and fell in a bruised and
wi nded heap behind a smart grey crushed | eather sofa, which
hadn't been there before.

After a few seconds he slowy peeked up above the top of the
sofa. As well as there being no drinks trolley and no Leda and
the Cctopus, there had al so been a startling absence of gunfire.
He frowned. This was all utterly wong.

"M Prefect, | assune,' said a voice.

The voice canme froma snoot h-faced individual behind a

| arge cerano-teak-bonded desk. Stagyar-zil-Doggo may well have
been a hell of an individual, but no one, for a whole variety of
reasons, woul d ever have called hi msnooth-faced. This was not
St agyar - zi | - Doggo

"I assunme fromthe manner of your entrance that you do not

have new material for the, er, CGuide, at the noment,' said the
snoot h-faced individual. He was sitting with his el bows resting
on the table and holding his fingertips together in a manner

whi ch, inexplicably, has never been made a capital offence.

“I've been busy,' said Ford, rather weakly. He staggered

to his feet, brushing hinself down. Then he thought, what the
hel | was he saying things weakly for? He had to get on top of
this situation. He had to find out who the hell this person was,
and he suddenly thought of a way of doing it.

"Who the hell are you?, he demanded.

"I amyour new editor-in-chief. That is, if we decide to
retain your services. My nanme is Vann Harl.' He didn't put his
hand out. He just added, "“Wat have you done to that security
robot ?'

The little robot was rolling very, very slowy round the ceiling
and noaning quietly to itself.

“1've made it very happy,' snapped Ford. “It's a kind of
m ssion | have. Were's Stagyar? Mire to the point, where's
his drinks trolley?

"M zil-Doggo is no longer with this organisation. H's drinks
trolley is, | imagine, helping to console himfor this fact."'

“Organi sation?' yelled Ford. "“Organisation? Wat a bl oody
stupid word for a set-up like this!

“Precisely our sentinents. Under-structured, over-resourced,

under - managed, over-inebriated. And that,' said Harl, “was just
the editor.'

“I'll do the jokes,' snarled Ford.

"No,"' said Harl. “You will do the restaurant colum.'

He tossed a piece of plastic on to the desk in front of
him Ford did not nove to pick it up

“You what ?' said Ford.

"No. Me Harl. You Prefect. You do restaurant columm. M
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editor. Me sit here tell you you do restaurant columm. You get?

"Restaurant colum?' said Ford, too bew ldered to be really
angry yet.

" Siddown, Prefect,' said Harl. He swung round in his swve
chair, got to his feet, and stood staring out at the tiny specks
enjoying the carnival twenty-three stories bel ow.

"Time to get this business on its feet, Prefect,' he snapped.
"We at InfiniDmEnterprises are...'

"You at what ?'

“InfiniDimEnterprises. W have bought out the Guide.

"I nfini D n?

"We spent nmillions on that name, Prefect. Start liking it
or start packing.'

Ford shrugged. He had nothing to pack

"The Gal axy is changing,' said Harl. W' ve got to change
with it. Go with the market. The market is noving up. New
aspirations. New technol ogy. The future is...'

"Don't tell ne about the future,' said Ford. “I've been all over
the future. Spend half ny time there. It' s the sane as anywhere
el se. Anywhen el se. Whatever. Just the sanme old stuff in faster
cars and snellier air.'

"That's one future,' said Harl. "That's your future, if you

accept it. you' ve got to learn to think nulti-di nensionally.

There are linitless futures stretching out in every direction from
this noment - and fromthis monment and fromthis. Billions of

them bifurcating every instant! Every possible position of every
possi bl e el ectron balloons out into billions of probabilities! Bil-
lions and billions of shining, gleamng futures! you know what

t hat neans?’

“You' re dribbling down your chin.'
"Billions and billions of markets!
I see,' said Ford. "So you sell billions and billions of Guides.

"No,"' said Harl, reaching for his handkerchief and not finding
one. "“Excuse nme,' he said, "but this gets ne so excited.' Ford
handed him his towel.

"The reason we don't sell billions and billions of Guides,"'
continued Harl, after wiping his nmouth, “is the expense. Wit we
do is we sell one Guide billions and billions of tines. W exploit

the mul tidi mensi onal nature of the Universe to cut down on

manuf acturing costs. And we don't sell to penniless hitch hikers.

What a stupid notion that was! Find the one section of the narket
that, nore or less by definition, doesn't have any noney, and try

and sell to it. No. We sell to the affluent business traveller and

his vacationing wife in a billion, billion different futures . This is
the nost radical, dynam c and thrusting business venture in the

entire multidinensional infinity of space/tine/probability ever.
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"And you want nme to be its restaurant critic,' said Ford.
"W woul d val ue your input.’

"Kill!l' shouted Ford. He shouted it at his towel.

The towel |eapt up out of Harl's hands.

This was not because it had any notive force of its own,

but because Harl was so startled at the idea that it mght.

The next thing that startled himwas the sight of Ford Prefect
hurtling across the desk at himfists first. In fact Ford was just
lunging for the credit card, but you don't get to occupy the sort
of position that Harl occupied in the sort of organisation in

whi ch Harl occupied it without devel oping a healthily paranoid
view of life. He took the sensible precaution of hurling hinself
backwards, and striking his head a sharp bl ow on the rocket - proof
gl ass, then subsided into a series of worrying and hi ghly persona
dreans.

Ford | ay on the desk, surprised at how swi nmingly every-

thing had gone. He glanced quickly at the piece of plastic he

now held in his hand - it was a Dine-O Charge credit card with
hi s name al ready enbossed on it, and an expiry date two years

fromnow, and was possibly the single nost exciting thing Ford
had ever seen in his life - then he clanbered over the desk to
see to Harl.

He was breathing fairly easily. It occurred to Ford that he

m ght breathe nore easily yet without the weight of his wallet
bearing down on his chest, so he slipped it out of Harl's breast
pocket and flipped through it. Fair anmount of cash. Credit tokens.
U tragol f club nenbership. O her club nmenberships. Photos of
someone's wife and famly - presumably Harl's, but it was hard

to be sure these days. Busy executives often didn't have tinme

for a full-tinme wife and famly and would just rent themfor
weekends.

Ha!
He couldn't believe what he'd just found.

He slowmy drew out fromthe wallet a single and insanely
exciting piece of plastic that was nestling anongst a bunch of
receipts.

It wasn't insanely exciting to look at. It was rather dull in
fact. It was smaller and a little thicker than a credit card and
sem -transparent. |If you held it up to the Iight you could see

a |l ot of hol ographically encoded information and i mages buri ed
pseudo-i nches deep beneath its surface

It was an ldent-i-Eeze, and was a very naughty and silly

thing for Harl to have lying around in his wallet, though it was
perfectly understandable. There were so many different ways in

whi ch you were required to provi de absol ute proof of your iden-

tity these days that life could easily beconme extrenely tiresone
just fromthat factor alone, never nmind the deeper existentia

probl enms of trying to function as a coherent consci ousnhess in an

epi st enol ogi cal | y anbi guous physi cal universe. Just |ook at cash
poi nt machi nes, for instance. Queues of people standing around
waiting to have their fingerprints read, their retinas scanned, bits
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of skin scraped fromthe nape of the neck and undergoi ng instant
(or nearly instant - a good six or seven seconds in tedious
reality) genetic analysis, then having to answer trick questions
about nenbers of their fanmly they didn't even renmenber they

had, and about their recorded preferences for tabl ecl oth col ours.
And that was just to get a bit of spare cash for the weekend. If
you were trying to raise a loan for a jetcar, sign a nissile treaty
or pay an entire restaurant bill things could get really trying.

Hence the ldent-i-Eeze. This encoded every single piece of

i nformati on about you, your body and your life into one all-
pur pose machi ne-readabl e card that you could then carry around
in your wallet, and therefore represented technol ogy's greatest
triunph to date over both itself and plain conmon sense.

Ford pocketed it. A remarkably good idea had just occurred
to him He wondered how | ong Harl woul d renmai n unconsci ous.

"Hey!' he shouted to the little nmelon-sized robot still slobbering
with euphoria up on the ceiling. “You want to stay happy?

The robot gurgled that it did.
"Then stick with ne and do everything |I tell you without fail.'

The robot said that it was quite happy where it was up

on the ceiling thank you very nuch. It had never realised

bef ore how much sheer titillation there was to be got froma

good ceiling and it wanted to explore its feelings about ceilings
in greater depth.

“You stay there,' said Ford, “and you'll soon be recaptured
and have your conditional chip replaced. You want to stay
happy, conme now.'

The robot let out a long heartfelt sigh of inpassioned tristesse
and sank reluctantly away fromthe ceiling.

“Listen,' said Ford, “can you keep the rest of the security
system happy for a few m nutes?

"One of the joys of true happiness,' trilled the robot, "is
sharing. | brim | froth, | overflowwth...

"OK,' said Ford. “Just spread a little happiness around the
security network. Don't give it any information. Just make it
feel good so it doesn't feel the need to ask for any.'

He picked up his towel and ran cheerfully for the door
Life had been a little dull of late. It showed every sign now
of becom ng extrenely froody.

7

Arthur Dent had been in some hell-holes in his life, but he had
never before seen a spaceport which had a sign saying, "“Even
travel ling despondently is better than arriving here.' To wel cone
visitors the arrivals hall featured a picture of the President of
Nowwhat, smling. It was the only picture anybody could find

of him and it had been taken shortly after he had shot hinself
so al though the photo had been retouched as well as could be
managed the smle it wore was rather a ghastly one. The side
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of his head had been drawn back in in crayon. No repl acenent
had been found for the photograph because no repl acenent had
been found for the President. There was only one anbition which
anyone on the planet ever had, and that was to | eave.

Arthur checked hinself into a small notel on the outskirts of

town, and sat glumy on the bed, which was danp, and fli pped
through the little information brochure, which was al so danp. It
said that the planet of Nowhat had been naned after the open-

ing words of the first settlers to arrive there after struggling across
light years of space to reach the furthest unexpl ored outreaches of
the Galaxy. The main town was called ChwWell. There weren't any
other towns to speak of. Settlement on Nowhat had not been

a success and the sort of people who actually wanted to live on
Nowwhat were not the sort of people you would want to spend

tine wth.

Tradi ng was nentioned in the brochure. The nmain trade that

was carried out was in the skins of the Nowhatti an boghog but

it wasn't a very successful one because no one in their right nmnds
woul d want to buy a Nowwhattian boghog skin. The trade only

hung on by its fingernails because there was al ways a significant
nunber of people in the Gal axy who were not in their right m nds.
Arthur had felt very unconfortable |ooking around at sone of

the ot her occupants of the small passenger conpartnent of the

shi p.

The brochure described sone of the history of the planet.

Whoever had witten it had obviously started out trying to drum
up a little enthusiasmfor the place by stressing that it wasn't
actually cold and wet all the tinme, but could find little positive
to add to this so the tone of the piece quickly degenerated into
savage irony.

It tal ked about the early years of settlenment. It said that the
maj or activities pursued on Nowhat were those of catching,

ski nning and eating Nowwhatti an boghogs, which were the only
extant formof animal |ife on Nowhat, all other having | ong
ago di ed of despair. The boghogs were tiny, vicious creatures,
and the small margin by which they fell short of being completely
i nedi ble was the margin by which life on the planet subsi sted.
So what were the rewards, however snall, that made life on
Nowwhat worth living? Well, there weren't any. Not a one.

Even naki ng yoursel f sone protective clothing out of boghog
skins was an exercise in disappointnent and futility, since the
skins were unaccountably thin and | eaky. This caused a | ot of
puzzl ed conj ecture anongst the settlers. Wat was the boghog's
secret of keeping warn? |f anyone had ever |earnt the |anguage
t he boghogs spoke to each other they would have di scovered

that there was no trick. The boghogs were as cold and wet as
anyone el se on the planet. No one had had the slightest desire
to learn the | anguage of the boghogs for the sinple reason that
these creatures communi cated by biting each other very hard on
the thigh. Life on Nowhat being what it was, nost of what a
boghog m ght have to say about it could easily be signified by
t hese means.

Arthur flipped through the brochure till he found what he

was | ooking for. At the back there were a few maps of the

pl anet. They were fairly rough and ready because they weren't
likely to be of nuch interest to anyone, but they told hi mwhat
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he wanted to know.

He didn't recognise it at first because the maps were the

other way up fromthe way he woul d have expected and | ooked,
therefore thoroughly unfamliar. O course, up and down, north
and south, are absolutely arbitrary designations, but we are used
to seeing things the way we are used to seeing them and

Arthur had to turn the maps upsi de-down to make sense of

t hem

There was one huge | andnass of f on the upper | eft-hand

side of the page which tapered down to a tiny waist and then
bal | ooned out again like a large comma. On the right-hand side

was a collection of large shapes junbled famliarly together. The
outlines were not exactly the sane, and Arthur didn't knowif this
was because the map was so rough, or because the sea-level was

hi gher or because, well, things were just different here. But the
evi dence was i narguabl e.

This was definitely the Earth.
O rather, it nost definitely was not.

It merely |looked a lot |ike the Earth and occupi ed the sane
co-ordinates in space/tinme. What co-ordinates it occupied in
Probability was anybody's guess.

He si ghed.

This, he realised, was about as close to home as he was
likely to get. Wich nmeant that he was about as far from hone
as he could possibly be. @umy he slapped the brochure shut
and wondered what on earth he was going to do next.

He al |l owed hinself a holl ow | augh at what he had just

t hought. He | ooked at his old watch, and shook it a bit to windit.
It had taken him according to his own tine-scale, a year of hard
travelling to get here. A year since the accident in hyperspace in
whi ch Fenchurch had conpl etely vani shed. One mi nute she had

been sitting there next to himin the SlunpJet; the next mnute
the ship had done a perfectly nornmal hyperspace hop and when

he had next | ooked she was not there. The seat wasn't even

warm Her nane wasn't even on the passenger |ist.

The spacel i ne had been wary of hi mwhen he had conpl ai ned.

A lot of awkward things happen in space travel, and a |ot of them
make a | ot of noney for |awers. But when they had asked him

what Gal actic Sector he and Fenchurch had been from and he

had said ZZ9 Plural Z Al pha they had rel axed conpletely in a

way that Arthur wasn't at all sure he liked. They even | aughed
alittle, though sympathetically, of course. They pointed to the
clause in the ticket contract which said that the entities whose
|ifespans had originated in any of the Plural zones were advised
not to travel in hyperspace and did so at their own risk. Every-
body, they said, knew that. They tittered slightly and shook their
heads.

As Arthur had left their offices he found he was trenbling
slightly. Not only had he | ost Fenchurch in the nost conplete
and utter way possible, but he felt that the nore time he spent
away out in the Galaxy the nore it seenmed that the nunber of
things he didn't know anythi ng about actually increased.
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Just as he was lost for a noment in these nunb nenories a

knock came on the door of his notel room which then opened

i medi ately. A fat and dishevelled man cane in carrying Arthur's
one small case.

He got as far as, "Were shall | put -' when there was

a sudden violent flurry and he col |l apsed heavily agai nst the

door, trying to beat off a small and mangy creature that had

| eapt snarling out of the wet night and buried its teeth in his
thigh, even through the thick |ayers of |eather padding he wore
there. There was a brief, ugly confusion of jabbering and thrash-
ing. The man shouted frantically and pointed. Arthur grabbed a
hefty stick that stood next to the door expressly for this purpose
and beat at the boghog with it.

The boghog suddenly di sengaged and | i nped backwards, dazed

and forlorn. It turned anxiously in the corner of the room its tai
tucked up right under its back |egs, and stood | ooki ng nervously

up at Arthur, jerking its head awkwardly and repeatedly to one

side. Its jaw seened to be dislocated. It cried a little and scraped
its danp tail across the floor. By the door, the fat man with
Arthur's suitcase was sitting and cursing, trying to staunch the
flow of blood fromhis thigh. H's clothes were already wet from

the rain.

Arthur stared at the boghog, not know ng what to do. The

boghog | ooked at himquestioningly. It tried to approach him
waki ng mournful little whinpering noises. It noved its jaw pain-
fully. It made a sudden leap for Arthur's thigh, but its dislocated
jaw was too weak to get a grip and it sank, whining sadly, down

to the floor. The fat man junped to his feet, grabbed the stick,
beat the boghog's brains into a sticky, pulpy ness on the thin
carpet, and then stood there breathing heavily as if daring the
animal to nmove again, just once.

A single boghog eyeball sat |ooking reproachfully at Arthur
fromout of the mashed ruins of its head.

"What do you think it was trying to say?' asked Arthur
in a small voice.

“Ah, nothing nuch,' said the man “Just its way of trying
to be friendly. This is just our way of being friendly back,"
he added, gripping the stick

"When's the next flight out? asked Arthur
“Thought you'd only just arrived,' said the man.

“Yes,' said Arthur. "It was only going to be a brief visit.
I just wanted to see if this was the right place or not. Sorry.

“You nmean you're on the wong planet?' said the man | ugu-
briously. “Funny how nmany people say that. Specially the people
who live here.' He eyed the remmins of the boghog with a deep,
ancestral resentnent.

"Ch no,' said Arthur, '"it's the right planet all right.' He

pi cked up the danp brochure lying on the bed and put it in

his pocket. "It's OK thanks, |I'lIl take that,' he said, taking his
case fromthe nman. He went to the door and | ooked out into

the cold, wet night.
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“Yes, it's the right planet, all right,' he said again. "R ght
pl anet, wong universe.'

A single bird wheeled in the sky above him as he set off
back for the spaceport.

8

Ford had his own code of ethics. It wasn't nuch of one, but it

was his and he stuck by it, nore or less. One rule he made was
never to buy his own drinks. He wasn't sure if that counted as an
ethic, but you have to go with what you've got. He was also firmy
and utterly opposed to all and any fornms of cruelty to any animals
what soever except geese. And furthernore he woul d never stea
fromhis enpl oyers

Well, not exactly steal

If his accounts supervisor didn't start to hyperventil ate and

put out a seal-all-exits security alert when Ford handed in his
expenses claimthen Ford felt he wasn't doing his job properly.
But actually stealing was another thing. That was biting the hand
that feeds you. Sucking very hard on it, even nibbling it in an
af fectionate kind of a way was OK, but you didn't actually bite
it. Not when that hand was the Guide. The Cui de was sonething
sacred and speci al .

But that, thought Ford as he ducked and weaved his way

down t hrough the building, was about to change. And they

had only thenselves to blane. Look at all this stuff. Lines of

neat grey office cubicles and executive workstation pods. The

whol e place was dreary with the hum of menos and m nutes of

meetings flitting through its electronic networks. Qut in the street
they were playing Hunt the Wocket for Zark's sake, but here in

the very heart of the Guide offices no one was even reckl essly

ki cking a ball around the corridors or wearing inappropriately

col oured beachware

“InfiniDbmEnterprises,' Ford snarled to hinself as he stal ked
rapi dly down one corridor after another. Door after door magi-
cally opened to himw thout question. Elevators took himhappily
to places they should not. Ford was trying to pursue the nost
tangl ed and conplicated route he could, heading generally down-
wards through the building. His happy little robot took care of
everyt hing, spreadi ng waves of acquiescent joy through all the
security circuits it encountered.

Ford thought it needed a nane and decided to call it Emily
Saunders, after a girl he had very fond nenories of. Then he
thought that Enily Saunders was an absurd nanme for a security
robot, and decided to call it Colin instead, after Enily's dog.

He was noving deep into the bowels of the buil ding now,

into areas he had never entered before, areas of higher and

hi gher security. He was beginning to encounter puzzled | ooks
fromthe operatives he passed. At this level of security you
didn't even call them people anynore. And they were probably
doing stuff that only operatives would do. Wen they went hone
to their fanmilies in the evening they becane peopl e again, and
when their little children | ooked up to themw th their sweet
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shi ning eyes and said " Daddy, what did you do all day today?
they just said, | perfornmed ny duties as an operative,' and |eft
it at that.

The truth of the matter was that all sorts of highly dodgy

stuff went on behind the cheery, happy-go-lucky front that the
Quide liked to put up - or used to like to put up before this new
Infini DimEnterprises bunch marched in and started to make the
whol e thing highly dodgy. There were all kinds of tax scanms and
rackets and graft and shady deal s supporting the shining edifice,
and down in the secure research and dat a-processing | evels of

the building was where it all went on

Every few years the Guide would set up its business, and
indeed its building on a new world, and all would be sunshine
and | aughter for a while as the GQuide would put down its roots
in the local culture and econony, provide enploynent, a sense
of glanour and adventure and, in the end, not quite as much
actual revenue as the |ocals had expected.

When the Guide noved on, taking its building with it, it

left alittle like a thief in the night. Exactly like a thief in
the night in fact. It usually left in the very early hours of
the norning, and the followi ng day there al ways turned out

to be a very great deal of stuff missing. Wwole cultures and
economies would collapse in its wake, often within a week,

| eavi ng once thriving planets desol ate and shel | -shocked but
still sonmehow feeling they had been part of sone great adven-
ture.

The "operatives' who shot puzzled glances at Ford as he

mar ched on into the depths of the building' s nost sensitive
areas were reassured by the presence of Colin, who was flying
along with himin a buzz of enotional fulfilment and easing his
path for himat every stage.

Alarnms were starting to go off in other parts of the building.

Per haps that neant that Vann Harl had al ready been di scover ed,

whi ch mght be a problem Ford had been hopi ng he woul d be

able to slip the Ident-i-Eeze back into his pocket before he cane
round. Well, that was a problemfor later, and he didn't for the
monent have the faintest idea how he was going to solve it. For
the nmonent he wasn't going to worry. \Wherever he went with

little Colin, he was surrounded by a cocoon of sweetness and
light and, nost inportantly, wlling and acqui escent el evators
and positively obsequi ous doors.

Ford even began to whistle, which was probably his m stake.
Nobody |ikes a whistler, particularly not the divinity that shapes
our ends.

The next door woul dn't open.

And that was a pity, because it was the very one that Ford
had been making for. It stood there before him grey and
resolutely closed with a sign on it saying:

\ begi n{center}
NO ADM TTANCE
NOT EVEN TO AUTHORI SED PERSONNEL.
YOU ARE WASTI NG YOUR Tl ME HERE.
GO AVAY.

file:/l/F|/rah/New%20Folder/Mostly%20Harmless.txt (40 of 145) [1/14/03 11:52:11 PM]



file:///F|/rah/New%20Fol der/M ostly%20Harml ess.txt

\end{center}
Colin reported that the doors had been getting generally a
I ot grimmer down in these | ower reaches of the building.

They were about ten stories bel ow ground | evel now. The

air was refrigerated and the tasteful grey hessian wall-weave

had given way to brutal grey bolted steel walls. Colin's ranpant
euphoria had subsided into a kind of determ ned cheeriness. He
said that he was beginning to tire a little. It was taking all his
energy to punp the slightest bonhom e what soever into the doors
down here

Ford ki cked at the door. It opened.

"M xture of pleasure and pain,' he nmuttered. Al ways does
the trick.'

He wal ked in and Colin flewin after him Even with a
wire stuck straight into his pleasure el ectrode his happi ness
was a nervous kind of happi ness. He bobbed around a little.

The room was snall, grey and hunm ng.
This was the nerve centre of the entire Quide.

The conputer terminals that lined the grey walls were w n-

dows on to every aspect of the Guide's operations. Here, on the

| eft-hand side of the room reports were gathered over the Sub-

Et ha-Net fromfield researchers in every corner of the Gal axy,

fed straight up into the network of sub-editor's offices where they
had all the good bits cut out by secretaries because the sub-editors
were out having lunch. The remai ning copy would then be shot

across to the other half of the building - the other leg of the "H
- which was the |l egal department. The | egal departnment woul d

cut out anything that was still even renotely good from what

remai ned and fire it back to the offices of the executive editors,
who were al so out at lunch. So the editors' secretaries would read
it and say it was stupid and cut nost of what was left.

When any of the editors finally staggered in fromlunch they

woul d exclaim What is this feeble crap that X - where X was

the nane of the field researcher in question - “has sent us from
hal f-way across the bl oody Gal axy? What's the point of having
sonebody spending three whol e orbital periods out in the bl oody
Gagrakacka M nd Zones, with all that stuff going on out there,

if this | oad of anaemi c squitter is the best he can be bothered to
send us. Disallow his expenses!

"What shall we do with the copy? the secretary woul d ask

“Ah, put it out over the network. Got to have sonething
going out there. 1've got a headache, |I'm going hone.'

So the edited copy would go for one last slash and burn
through the | egal departnent, and then be sent back down
here where it woul d be broadcast out over the Sub-Etha- Net
for instantaneous retrieval anywhere in the Gl axy. That was
handl ed by equi pment which was nonitored and control |l ed by
the terminals on the right-hand side of the room

Meanwhi |l e the order to disallow the researcher's expenses
was relayed down to the conputer termnal stuck off in the
right-hand corner, and it was to this ternmnal that Ford Prefect
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now swiftly nade his way.

(I'f you are reading this on planet Earth then
\ begi n{descri ption}
\iten{}
a) Good luck to you. There is an awful |ot of stuff you
don't know anythi ng about, but you are not alone in this. It's
just that in your case the consequences of not know ng any of
this stuff are particularly terrible, but then, hey, that's just the
way the cookie gets conpletely stonped on and obliterated.
\iten{}
b) Don't inmagi ne you know what a conputer termnal is.
\ end{descri ption}
A conputer terminal is not sone clunky old television with
a typewiter in front of it. It is an interface where the mind and
body can connect with the universe and nove bits of it about.)

Ford hurried over to the termnal, sat in front of it and
qui ckly dipped hinself into its universe.

It wasn't the normal universe he knew. It was a universe of
densely enfol ded worlds, of wld topographies, towering noun-

tain peaks, heart stopping ravines, of noons shattering off into
sea horses, hurtful blurting crevices, silently heaving oceans and
bottom ess hurtling hooping funts.

He held still to get his bearings. He controlled his breathing,
cl osed his eyes and | ooked agai n.

So this was where accountants spent their tine. There was
clearly nmore to themthan nmet the eye. He | ooked around
carefully, trying not to let it all swell and swi m and overwhel m
hi m

He didn't know his way around this universe. He didn't

even know the physical |aws that determi ned its dinensiona
extents or behaviours, but his instinct told himto | ook for the
nost out standi ng feature he could detect and nmake towards it.

Way of f in sone indistinguishable distance - was it a mle

or amllion or a note in his eye? - was a stunning peak that
overarched the sky, clinbed and clinbed and spread out in
flowering aigrettes 1, agglonmerates 2, and arch inmandrites 3.

He weltered towards it, hooling and thurling, and at |ast
reached it in a meaninglessly |long unthingth of tinme.

He clung to it, arns outspread, gripping tightly onto its
roughly gnarled and pitted surface. Once he was certain that
he was secure he made the hi deous ni stake of | ooking down.

Wi |l e he had been weltering, hooling and thurling, the distance
beneat h hi m had not bot hered hi munduly, but now that he was
\ begi n{ enuner at e}

\item An ornanental tuft of plunes.

\item A junbl ed nass.

\item A cleric ranking bel ow a bi shop.
\ end{ enuner at e}
gripping, the distance made his heart wilt and his brain bend.
Hs fingers were white with pain and tension. H s teeth were
grinding and twi sting agai nst each other beyond his control. Hi's
eyes turned inwards with waves fromthe willowing extremties
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of nausea.

Wth an i mrense effort of will and faith he sinply let go
and pushed.

He felt hinself float. Away. And then, counter-intuitively,
upwar ds. And upwards.

He threw his shoul ders back, let his arms drop, gazed upwards
and let hinself be drawn | oosely, higher and higher.

Bef ore | ong, insofar as such terms had any meaning in this
virtual universe, a |edge | ooned up ahead of himon which he
could grip and on to which he could cl anber.

He rose, he gripped, he clanbered.
He panted a little. This was all a little stressful

He held tightly on to the | edge as he sat. He wasn't certain if
this was to prevent hinmself fromfalling down off it or rising up
fromit, but he needed something to grip on to as he surveyed

the world in which he found hinself.

The whirling, turning height span himand twi sted his brain
in upon itself till he found hinself, eyes closed, whinpering and
huggi ng t he hideous wall of towering rock

He sl owy brought his breathing back under control again.

He told hinself repeatedly that he was just in a graphic rep-
resentation of a world. A virtual universe. Asimnmulated reality.
He coul d snap back out of it at any nonent.

He snapped back out of it.

He was sitting in a blue leatherette foamfilled sw vel -seated
office chair in front of a conmputer terninal

He rel axed.

He was clinging to the face of an inpossibly high peak perched
on a narrow | edge above a drop of brain-sw velling dinensions.

It wasn't just the | andscape being so far beneath him -
he wi shed it would stop undul ati ng and wavi ng.

He had to get a grip. Not on the rock wall - that was an
illusion. He had to get a grip on the situation, be able to | ook
at the physical world he was in while drawing hinself out of it
enotional | y.

He clenched inwardly and then, just as he had let go of the
rock face itself, he let go of the idea of the rock face and |et
hinself just sit there clearly and freely. He | ooked out at the
worl d. He was breathing well. He was cool. He was in charge

agai n.

He was in a four-dinmensional topological nodel of the CGuide's
financial systens, and sonebody or sonething would very shortly
want to know why.

And here they cane.

Swoopi ng through virtual space towards him canme a snal
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flock of mean and steely-eyed creatures with pointy little heads,
penci| noustaches and querul ous denands as to who he was,

what he was doing there, what his authorisation was, what the

aut hori sation of his authorising agent was, what his inside |eg
measur enent was and so on. Laser light flickered all over him

as if he was a packet of biscuits at a supermarket check-out. The
heavi er duty | aser guns were held, for the noment, in reserve

The fact that all of this was happening in virtual space nmade no
difference. Being virtually killed by a virtual laser in virtual space
is just as effective as the real thing, because you are as dead as
you think you are.

The | aser readers were becom ng very agitated as they flickered

over his fingerprints, his retina and the follicle pattern where his
hair line was receding. They didn't |ike what they were finding at
all. The chattering and screeching of highly personal and insol ent
questions was rising in pitch. Alittle surgical steel scraper was
reachi ng out towards the skin at the nape of his neck when

Ford, holding his breath and praying very slightly, pulled Vann
Harl's ldent-i-Eeze out of his pocket and waved it in front of

t hem

Instantly every laser was diverted to the little card and Swept
backwards and forwards over it and in it, exam ning and reading
every nol ecul e.

Then, just as suddenly, they stopped.
The entire flock of little virtual inspectors snapped to attention

"Nice to see you, M Harl,' they said in smarmy uni son
“I's there anything we can do for you?

Ford smled a slow and vicious smle.

Do you know,' he said, | rather think there is?
Five mnutes | ater he was out of there.

About thirty seconds to do the job, and three mnutes thirty

to cover his tracks. He could have done anything he liked in
the virtual structure, nore or |less. He could have transferred
ownership of the entire organisation into his own nanme, but he
doubted if that would have gone unnoticed. He didn't want it
anyway. |t woul d have neant responsibility, working late nights
at the office, not to nention nassive and tinme-consumng fraud
investigations and a fair amount of tine in jail. He wanted
sonet hi ng that nobody other than the conputer would notice:
that was the bit that took thirty seconds.

The thing that took three minutes thirty was program ng
the computer not to notice that it had noticed anything.

It had to want not to know about what Ford was up to, and

then he could safely | eave the conputer to rationalise its own
def ences against the information ever emerging. It was a pro-
grammi ng techni que that had been reverse-engi neered fromthe
sort of psychotic mental blocks that otherw se perfectly normal
peopl e had been observed invariably to devel op when elected to
hi gh political office

The other minute was spent discovering that the conputer
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system al ready had a nental bl ock. A big one.

He woul d never have discovered it if he hadn't been busy

engi neering a nental block hinmself. He came across a whol e

sl ew of snooth and pl ausi bl e deni al procedures and diversionary
subroutines exactly where he had been planning to install his
own. The conputer denied all know edge of them of course,

then blankly refused to accept that there was anything even to
deny know edge of, and was generally so convincing that even
Ford al most found himsel f thinking he nust have made a m st ake.

He was i npressed.

He was so inpressed, in fact, that he didn't bother to instal

his own nental block procedures, he just set up calls to the ones
that were already there, which then called thensel ves when ques-
tioned, and so on.

He quickly set about debugging the little bits of code he had
installed hinself, only to discover they weren't there. Cursing,
he searched all over for them but could find no trace of them
at all.

He was just about to start installing themall over again when
he realised that the reason he couldn't find themwas that they
wer e wor ki ng al ready.

He grinned with satisfaction

He tried to discover what the computer's other nental bl ock

was all about, but it seemed, not unnaturally, to have a nmenta

bl ock about it. He could no longer find any trace of it at all, in
fact; it was that good. He wondered if he had been i magini ng

it. He wondered if he had been imagining that it was something

to do with sonething in the building, and sonething to do with

the nunber 13. He ran a few tests. Yes, he had obviously been
imagining it.

No tinme for fancy routes now, there was obviously a nmjor

security alert in progress. Ford took the elevator up to the ground
floor to change to the express elevators. He had sonehow to get

the ldent-i-Eeze back into Harl's pocket before it was m ssed.

How, he didn't know.

The doors of the elevator slid open to reveal a | arge posse of
security guards and robots poised waiting for it and brandi shing
filthy | ooking weapons.

They ordered hi mout.

Wth a shrug he stepped forward. They all pushed rudely
past himinto the el evator which took them down to continue
their search for himon the | ower |evels.

This was fun, thought Ford, giving Colin a friendly pat.

Colin was about the first genuinely useful robot Ford had ever
encountered. Colin bobbed along in the air in front of himin a
| at her of cheerful ecstasy. Ford was glad he'd nanmed him after
a dog.

He was highly tenpted just to | eave at that point and hope
for the best, but he knew that the best had a far greater chance
of actually occurring if Harl did not discover that his Ident-i-Eeze
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was m ssing. He had somehow, surreptitiously, to return it.
They went to the express el evators.
"Hi,' said the elevator they got into.
"Hi,' said Ford.
"Where can | take you fol ks today?' said the el evator.
"Floor 23,' said Ford.
"Seens to be a popular floor today,' said the el evator

"Hmm ' thought Ford, not liking the sound of that at all

The elevator lit up the twenty-third floor on its floor display
and started to zoom upwards. Sonething about the floor display
tweaked at Ford's mind but he couldn't catch what it was and
forgot about it. He was nore worried about the idea of the floor
he was going to being a popul ar one. He hadn't really thought
through how he was going to deal with whatever it was that was
happeni ng up there because he had no i dea what he was going

to find. He would just have to busk it.

They were there.
The doors slid open
Qri nous qui et .
Enpty corridor.

There was the door to Harl's office, with a slight |ayer of

dust around it. Ford knew that this dust consisted of billions of
tiny nolecular robots that had crawl ed out of the woodwork,

built each other, rebuilt the door , disassenbled each other and
then crept back into the woodwork again and just waited for
damage. Ford wondered what kind of |ife that was, but not for

| ong because he was a | ot nore concerned about what his own

life was |like at that nonent.

He took a deep breath and started his run

9

Arthur felt at a bit of a loss. There was a whol e Gal axy of stuff
out there for him and he wondered if it was churlish of himto
complain to hinself that it |acked just two things: the world he
was born on and the woman he | oved.

Dam it and blast it, he thought, and felt the need of sone

gui dance and advice. He consulted the Hitch H ker's Guide to
the Gal axy. He | ooked up "“guidance' and it said " See under

ADVI CE'. He | ooked up "advice' and it said "see under GU DANCE
It had been doing a lot of that kind of stuff recently and

he wondered if it was all it was cracked up to be.

He headed to the outer Eastern Rim of the Gal axy where, it

was said, wisdomand truth were to be found, nost particularly
on the planet Hawalius, which was a planet of oracles and seers
and soot hsayers and al so take-away pizza shops, because npst
mystics were conpl etely incapabl e of cooking for thensel ves.
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However it appeared that sonme sort of calamity had befallen

this planet. As Arthur wandered the streets of the village where
the major prophets lived, it had something of a crestfallen air.
He came across one prophet who was clearly shutting up shop

in a despondent kind of way and asked hi mwhat was happeni ng.

"No call for us any nore,' he said gruffly as he started to
bang a nail into the plank he was hol di ng across the w ndow of
hi s hovel

“Ch? Wiy's that?
"Hold on to the other end of this and I'Il show you.'

Arthur held up the unnailed end of the plank and the old
prophet scuttled into the recesses of his hovel, returning a
moment or two later with a small Sub-Etha radio. He turned it
on, fiddled with the dial for a noment and put the thing on the
smal | wooden bench that he usually sat and prophesied on. He
then took hold of the plank again and resuned hammreri ng.

Arthur sat and |istened to the radio.

...be confirnmed,' said the radio.

“Tonmorrow,' it continued, “the Vice-President of Poffla Vigus,
Roopy Ga Stip, will announce that he intends to run for Presi-
dent. In a speech he will give tomorrow at...'

"Find anot her channel,' said the prophet. Arthur pushed the
preset button.

“...refused to Coment,' said the radio. "~Next week's jobless
totals in the Zabush sector, it continued, "will be the worst since
records began. A report published next nmonth says...'

“Find another,' barked the prophet, crossly. Arthur pushed
the button again.

“...denied it categorically,' said the radio. “Next nonth's
Royal Weddi ng between Prince G d of the Soofling Dynasty

and Princess Hooli of Raui Al pha will be the npbst spectacul ar
cerenony the Bjanjy Territories has ever w tnessed. Qur reporter
Trillian Astra is there and sends us this report.'

Art hur blinked.

The sound of cheering crowds and a hubbub of brass bands
erupted fromthe radio. A very famliar voice said, "Wll Krart,
the scene here in the mddle of next nonth is absolutely incred-
ible. Princess Hooli is looking radiant in a...

The prophet swi ped the radio off the bench and on to the
dusty ground, where it squawked |like a badly tuned chicken

" See what we have to contend with?' grunbled the prophet.
"Here, hold this. Not that, this. No, not like that. This way up
O her way round, you fool.

"I was listening to that,' conplained Arthur, grappling hel p-
lessly with the prophet's hanmer.

"So does everybody. That's why this place is |like a ghost
town.' He spat into the dust.
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"No, | nean, that sounded |ike someone | knew. '

"Princess Hooli? If | had to stand around saying hello to
everybody who's known Princess Hooli |'d need a new set of
| ungs.'

"Not the Princess,' said Arthur. "The reporter. Her nane's
Trillian. | don't know where she got the Astra from She's from
the same planet as nme. | wondered where she'd got to.

"Ch, she's all over the continuumthese days. W can't get

the tri-d TV stations out here of course, thank the Geat G een
Arkl esei zure, but you hear her on the radio, gallivanting here
and there through space/time. She wants to settle down and find
herself a steady era that young |l ady does. It'Il all end in tears.
Probably already has.' He swung with his hamer and hit his

thunb rather hard. He started to speak in tongues.

The village of oracles wasn't nuch better

He had been told that when | ooking for a good oracle it

was best to find the oracle that other oracles went to, but he
was shut. There was a sign by the entrance saying, | just don't
know any nore. Try next door, but that's just a suggestion, not
formal oracul ar advice.'

"Next door' was a cave a few hundred yards away and Arthur

wal ked towards it. Snoke and steam were rising from respec-
tively, a small fire and a battered tin pot that was hangi ng over
it. There was also a very nasty snell coming fromthe pot. At

| east Arthur thought it was coming fromthe pot. The distended

bl adders of some of the local goat-like things were hanging from
a propped-up line drying in the sun, and the snell could have been
coming fromthem There was also, a worryingly small distance
away, a pile of discarded bodies of the |local goat-like things and
the snmell could have been coming fromthem

But the snell could just as easily have been com ng from

the old | ady who was busy beating flies away fromthe pile

of bodies. It was a hopel ess task because each of the flies was
about the size of a winged bottle top and all she had was a table
tennis bat. Al so she seened half blind. Every now and then, by
chance, her wild thrashing would connect with one of the flies
with a richly satisfying thunk, and the fly would hurtle through
the air and smack itself open against the rock face a few yards
fromthe entrance to her cave

She gave every inpression, by her demeanour, that these
were the nonments she lived for

Arthur watched this exotic performance for a while from

a polite distance, and then at last tried giving a gentle cough
to attract her attention. The gentle cough, courteously neant,
unfortunately involved first inhaling rather nore of the loca

at mosphere than he had so far been doing and as a result, he
erupted into a fit of raucous expectoration, and coll apsed agai nst
the rock face, choking and streanming with tears. He struggled for
breath, but each new breath nade things worse. He vonited,

hal f - choked again, rolled over his vomt, kept rolling for a few
yards, and eventually made it up on to his hands and knees and
crawl ed, panting, into slightly fresher air.
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"Excuse me,' he said. He got sone breath back. "I really

am nost dreadfully sorry. | feel a conplete idiot and...' He
gestured hel plessly towards the small pile of his own vomt |ying
spread around the entrance to her cave.

"What can | say?' he said. “What can | possibly say?

This at | east had gai ned her attention. She | ooked round
at himsuspiciously, but, being half blind, had difficulty finding
himin the blurred and rocky | andscape.

He waved, helpfully. "Hello!' he call ed.

At | ast she spotted him grunted to herself and turned back
to whacking flies.

It was horribly apparent fromthe way that currents of air
moved when she did, that the nmajor source of the snell was

in fact her. The drying bladders, the festering bodies and the
noxi ous potage may all have been making violent contributions
to the atnosphere, but the major ol factory presence was the
woman hersel f.

She got another good thwack at a fly. It smacked agai nst
the rock and dribbled its insides down it in what she clearly
regarded, if she could see that far, as a satisfactory manner.

Unsteadily, Arthur got to his feet and brushed hinself down

with a fistful of dried grass. He didn't know what else to do by
way of announcing hinself. He had half a mnd just to wander

of f again, but felt awkward about leaving a pile of his vom't

in front of the entrance to the wonan's hone. He wondered

what to do about it. He started to pluck up nore handsfu

of the scrubby dried grass that was to be found here and

there. He was worried, though, that if he ventured nearer

to the vomt he mght sinply add to it rather than clear it

up.

Just as he was debating with hinmself as to what the right
course of action was he began to realise that she was at | ast
sayi ng sonething to him

"l beg your pardon?' he called out.

"I said, can | help you?' she said, in a thin, scratchy voice
that he could only just hear

“Er, | canme to ask your advice,' he called back, feeling
a bit ridicul ous.

She turned to peer at him myopically, then turned back,
swi ped at a fly and m ssed.

“What about ?' she said.
"I beg your pardon?' he said.
1 said, what about?' she al nbst screeched.

"Well,' said Arthur. “Just sort of general advice, really. It
said in the brochure -

“Ha! Brochure!' spat the old wonan. She seened to be
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wavi ng her bat nore or |ess at random now.

Arthur fished the crunpl ed-up brochure from his pocket.

He wasn't quite certain why. He had already read it and she,

he expected, wouldn't want to. He unfolded it anyway in order

to have sonmething to frown thoughtfully at for a nonent or

two. The copy in the brochure wittered on about the ancient
mystical arts of the seers and sages of Hawalius, and wild-

Iy over-represented the |evel of accommopdation available in
Hawal i on. Arthur still carried a copy of The Hitch Hiker's

GQuide to the Galaxy with himbut found, when he consulted

it, that the entries were beconing nore abstruse and paranoid
and had lots of x's and j's and {'s in them Something was w ong
sonewhere. Whether it was in his own personal unit, or whether
it was sonething or soneone going terribly am ss, or perhaps just
hal l uci nating, at the heart of the Cuide organisation itself, he
didn't know. But one way or another he was even |ess inclined

to trust it than usual, which meant that he trusted it not one
bit, and nostly used it for eating his sandwi ches of f when he
was sitting on a rock staring at something.

The woman had turned and was wal king slowy towards him
now. Arthur tried, without making it too obvious, to judge the
wi nd direction, and bobbed about a bit as she approached.

“Advice,' she said. “Advice, eh?
"Er, yes,' said Arthur. "Yes, that is -'

He frowned again at the brochure, as if to be certain that

he hadn't msread it and stupidly turned up on the wong pl anet
or sonmething. The brochure said “The friendly local inhabitants
will be glad to share with you the know edge and w sdom of

the ancients. Peer with theminto the swirling nysteries of past
and future tinme!' There were some coupons as well, but Arthur
had been far too enbarrassed actually to cut themout or try to
present themto anybody.

“Advice, eh,' said the old woman again. “Just sort of genera
advi ce, you say. On what? What to do with your life, that sort
of thing?

"Yes,' said Arthur. "That sort of thing. Bit of a problem!l
sonetines find if |1'mbeing perfectly honest.' He was trying
desperately, with tiny darting novenents, to stay upw nd of
her. She surprised him by suddenly turning sharply away from
hi m and headi ng of f towards her cave.

“You'll have to help ne with the photocopier, then,' she said.
“What ?* said Arthur

" The photocopi er,' she repeated, patiently. “You'll have to
help ne drag it out. It's solar-powered. | have to keep it in
the cave, though, so the birds don't shit on it.

"l see,' said Arthur.

“I'd take a few deep breaths if | were you,' nuttered the
ol d woman, as she stonped into the gl oomof the cave nouth.

Arthur did as she advised. He al nbst hyperventilated in fact.
When he felt he was ready, he held his breath and foll owed her
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in.

The photocopier was a big old thing on a rickety trolley.

It stood just inside the dimshadows of the cave. The wheels
were stuck obstinately in different directions and the ground
was rough and stony.

"CGo ahead and take a breath outside,' said the old woran.
Arthur was going red in the face trying to help her nove the
t hi ng.

He nodded in relief. If she wasn't going to be enbarrassed

about it then neither, he was determ ned, would he. He stepped
outside and took a few breaths, then came back in to do nore
heavi ng and pushing. He had to do this quite a fewtines till at
| ast the machi ne was outsi de.

The sun beat down on it. The old wonan di sappeared back

into her cave again and brought with her sone nottled netal
panel s, which she connected to the nachine to collect the sun's
energy.

She squinted up into the sky. The sun was quite bright,
but the day was hazy and vague.

“It'1l take a while,' she said.
Arthur said he was happy to wait.

The ol d woman shrugged and stonped across to the fire.
Above it, the contents of the tin can were bubbling away. She
poked about at themw th a stick

“You won't be wanting any |lunch?' she enquired of Arthur
“I've eaten, thanks,' said Arthur. "No, really. |'ve eaten.

“I'"msure you have,' said the old | ady. She stirred with

the stick. After a few mnutes she fished a | unp of some-
thing out, blewon it to cool it alittle, and then put it in
her nout h.

She chewed on it thoughtfully for a bit.

Then she hobbled slowy across to the pile of dead goat-Ilike

things. She spat the lunmp out on to the pile. She hobbled slowy
back to the can. She tried to unhook it fromthe sort of tripod-Ilike
thing that it was hanging from

"Can | help you?' said Arthur, junping up politely. He hurried
over.

Toget her they disengaged the tin fromthe tripod and carried

it awkwardly down the slight slope that | ed downwards from her
cave and towards a |line of scrubby and gnarled trees, which

mar ked the edge of a steep but quite shallow gully, from which
a whol e new range of offensive snells was enmanating.

"Ready?' said the old Lady.
"Yes...' said Arthur, though he didn't know for what.

"One,' said the old I ady.
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"Two, ' she said.
“Three,' she added.

Arthur realised just in time what she intended. Toget her
they tossed the contents of the tin into the gully.

After an hour or two of uncomunicative silence, the old

worman deci ded that the sol ar panel s had absorbed enough
sunlight to run the photocopi er now and she di sappeared to
runmage i nside her cave. She energed at last with a few sheaves
of paper and fed themthrough the machi ne.

She handed the copies to Arthur

"This is, er, this your advice then, is it?" said Arthur, |eafing
t hrough them uncertainly.

"No,"' said the old lady. "It's the story of my life. You see,
the quality of any advice anybody has to offer has to be judged
against the quality of life they actually |lead. Now, as you | ook

through this document you'll see that |'ve underlined all the major
decisions | ever nade to nmake them stand out. They're all indexed
and cross-referenced. See? Al | can suggest is that if you take

deci sions that are exactly opposite to the sort of decisions that
I'"ve taken, then maybe you won't finish up at the end of your
life...' she paused, and filled her lungs for a good shout,

in a snmelly old cave like this!

She grabbed up her table tennis bat, rolled up her sleeve,
stonped off to her pile of dead goat-like things, and started
to set about the flies with vim and vi gour

The last village Arthur visited consisted entirely of extrenely
hi gh poles. They were so high that it wasn't possible to tell
fromthe ground, what was on top of them and Arthur had to
climb three before he found one that had anything on top of it
at all other than a platform covered with bird droppi ngs.

Not an easy task. You went up the poles by clinmbing on

the short wooden pegs that had been hammered into themin

slow y ascending spirals. Anybody who was a |l ess diligent tourist
than Arthur woul d have taken a couple of snapshots and sl oped
right off to the nearest Bar \& Gill, where you also could buy a
range of particularly sweet and gooey chocol ate cakes to eat in
front of the ascetics. But, largely as a result of this, nost of the
ascetics had gone now. In fact they had nostly gone and set up
lucrative therapy centres on sone of the nore affluent worlds

in the North West ripple of the Gal axy, where the living was
easier by a factor of about seventeen nillion, and the chocol ate
was just fabul ous. Most of the ascetics, it turned out, had not
known about chocol ate before they took up asceticism Mst of

the clients who came to their therapy centres knew about it all
too well.

At the top of the third pole Arthur stopped for a breather. He
was very hot and out of breath, since each pole was about fifty or
sixty feet high. The world seened to swing vertiginously around
him but it didn't worry Arthur too nuch. He knew that, logically.
he could not die until he had been to Stavronula Beta 4, and had
therefore managed to cultivate a nerry attitude towards extrene
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personal danger. He felt a little giddy perched fifty feet up in the
air on top of a pole, but he dealt with it by eating a sandwi ch. He
was just about to enbark on reading the photocopied life history

of the oracle, when he was rather startled to hear a slight cough
behi nd him

He turned so abruptly that he dropped his sandw ch, which
turned downwards through the air and was rather small by the
time it was stopped by the ground.

About thirty feet behind Arthur was anot her pole, and, al one
anongst the sparse forest of about three dozen poles, the top of
it was occupied. It was occupied by an old man who, in turn,
seened to be occupi ed by profound thoughts that were nmaking

hi m scow .

"Excuse nme,' said Arthur. The man ignored him Perhaps he
couldn't hear him The breeze was noving about a bit. It was
only by chance that Arthur had heard the slight cough

“Hell 0?' called Arthur. “Hell o!

The man at |ast glanced round at him He seened surprised
to see him Arthur couldn't tell if he was surprised and pl eased
to see himor just surprsised.

“Are you open?' called Arthur.

The man frowned in inconprehension. Arthur couldn't tel
if he couldn't understand or couldn't hear.

4 See Life, the Universe and Everything, {\bf Chapter 18}.
“I'1l pop over,' called Arthur. “Don't go away.'

He cl ambered off the small platformand clinbed quickly
down the spiralling pegs, arriving at the bottomquite dizzy.

He started to nmake his way over to the pole on which

the old man was sitting, and then suddenly realised that he
had di soriented hinself on the way down and didn't know for
certain which one it was.

He | ooked around for | andmarks and wor ked out which was
the right one.

He clinbed it. It wasn't.

“Damm,' he said. “Excuse ne!' he called out to the old nman
again, who was now straight in front of himand forty feet away.
"CGot lost. Be with you in a mnute.' Down he went again, getting
very hot and bot hered.

When he arrived, panting and sweating, at the top of the
pol e that he knew for certain was the right one he realised that
the man was, sonehow or other, nucking hi mabout.

“What do you want?' shouted the old man crossly at him He
was now sitting on top of the pole that Arthur recogni sed was
the one that he had been on hinself when eating his sandw ch.

"How did you get over there?' called Arthur in bew | der-
nent .
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“You think 1"'mgoing to tell you just like that what it took
me forty springs, sunmers and autumms of sitting on top of a
pole to work out?

“What about winter?
“What about winter?
"Don't you sit on the pole in the winter?

“Just because | sit up a pole for nost of nmy life,' said the
man, “doesn't nmean |'man idiot. | go south in the winter. Got
a beach house. Sit on the chi mey stack.'

"Do you have any advice for a traveller?
“Yes. Get a beach house.'
"l see.'

The nan stared out over the hot, dry scrubby | andscape.
From here Arthur could just see the old woman, a tiny speck
in the distance, dancing up and down swatting flies.

"You see her?' called the old man, suddenly.
"Yes,' said Arthur. | consulted her in fact.'

"Fat | ot she knows. | got the beach house because she turned
it dowmn. What advice did she give you?

"Do exactly the opposite of everything she's done.'

“In other words, get a beach house.’

"l suppose so,' said Arthur. "Well, naybe I'Il get one.'
" Hhmm !

The horizon was swimrng in a fetid heat haze.

"Any ot her advice?' asked Arthur. "CGher than to do with
real estate?

"A beach house isn't just real estate. It's a state of mnd,'
said the man. He turned and | ooked at Arthur.

ddly, the man's face was now only a couple of feet away.

He seened in one way to be a perfectly nornmal shape, but his

body was sitting cross-legged on a pole forty feet away while his
face was only two feet fromArthur's. Wthout noving his head,

and wi thout seemng to do anything odd at all, he stood up and
stepped on to the top of another pole. Either it was just the heat,
t hought Arthur, or space was a different shape for him

" A beach house,' he said, "doesn't even have to be on the
beach. Though the best ones are. We all like to congregate,"’
he went on, “at boundary conditions.'

"Real | y?' said Arthur.

“Where | and neets water. Where earth neets air. Wiere
body neets mind. Were space neets tinme. W like to be
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on one side, and | ook at the other.

Arthur got terribly excited. This was exactly the sort of
thing he'd been pronised in the brochure. Here was a man who
seenmed to be noving through sone kind of Escher space saying
really profound things about all sorts of stuff.

It was unnerving though. The man was now stepping from

pole to ground, fromground to pole, frompole to pole, from
pole to horizon and back: he was naking conpl ete nonsense of
Arthur's spatial universe. "Please stop!' Arthur said, suddenly.

"Can't take it, huh?' said the man. Wthout the slightest
movenent he was now back, sitting cross-1egged, on top of the
pole forty feet in front of Arthur. "You cone to ne for advice,
but you can't cope with anything you don't recogni se. Hmm

So we'll have to tell you sonething you al ready know but mnake
it sound like news, eh? Well, business as usual | suppose.' He
si ghed and squinted nmournfully into the distance.

“Where you from boy? he then asked.

Arthur decided to be clever. He was fed up with being

m staken for a conplete idiot by everyone he ever net. " Tel
you what,' he said. “You're a seer. Wiy don't you tell ne?

The old man sighed again. "I was just,' he said, passing his
hand round behi nd his head, "~naking conversation.' Wen he
brought his hand round to the front again, he had a gl obe of the
Earth spinning on his up-pointed forefinger. It was unm stakabl e.
He put it away again. Arthur was stunned.

“How did you -
I can't tell you.'

"Way not? |'ve cone all this way.'

“You cannot see what | see because you see what you see.

You cannot know what | know because you know what you

know. What | see and what | know cannot be added to what

you see and what you know because they are not of the sane
kind. Neither can it replace what you see and what you know,
because that would be to replace you yourself.

"Hang on, can | wite this dowmn?' said Arthur, excitedly
fumbling in his pocket for a pencil

“You can pick up a copy at the spaceport,' said the old
man . "~ They've got racks of the stuff.'

“Ch,' said Arthur, disappointed. "Well, isn't there anything
that's perhaps a bit nore specific to ne?

"Everything you see or hear or experience in any way at
all is specific to you. You create a universe by perceiving it,
so everything in the universe you perceive is specific to you.'

Arthur | ooked at himdoubtfully. "Can | get that at the
spaceport, too?' he said.

“Check it out,' said the old man.

"It says in the brochure,' said Arthur, pulling it out of his
pocket and looking at it again, "that | can have a special prayer,
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individually tailored to ne and ny special needs.

"Ch, all right,' said the old man. “Here's a prayer for you
CGot a pencil?'

“Yes,' said Arthur

"It goes like this. Let's see now. " Protect nme from know ng what
I don't need to know. Protect nme from even knowi ng that there

are things to know that | don't know. Protect ne from know ng
that | decided not to know about the things that | decided not to
know about. Amen.'' That's it. It's what you pray silently inside
yoursel f anyway, so you nay as well have it out in the open.

"Hmm ' said Arthur. “Well, thank you -'

"There's another prayer that goes with it that's very i npor-
tant,' continued the old man, "so you'd better jot this down,
too.'

o

"It goes, ““Lord, lord, lord..."" It's best to put that bit

in, just in case. You can never be too sure "“Lord, lord, |ord.
Protect me fromthe consequences of the above prayer. Amen...''
And that's it. Mdst of the trouble people get into in life cones
frommssing out that last part.'

"Ever heard of a place called Stavronula Beta?' asked Arthur
"No. '
“Well, thank you for your help,' said Arthur.

"Don't nention it,' said the man on the pole, and vani shed.

10

Ford hurled hinself at the door of the editor-in-chief's office,
tucked hinself into a tight ball as the frame splintered and gave
way once again, rolled rapidly across the floor to where the snart
grey crushed | eather sofa was and set up his strategic operationa
base behind it.

That, at |east, was the plan.
Unfortunately the smart grey crushed | eather sofa wasn't there.

Wy, thought Ford, as he twisted hinself round in nmd-air,

| urched, dived and scuttled for cover behind Harl's desk, did
peopl e have this stupid obsession with rearranging their office
furniture every five mnutes?

Wiy, for instance, replace a perfectly serviceable if rather
mut ed grey crushed | eather sofa with what appeared to be a
smal | tank?

And who was the big guy with the nobile rocket |auncher

on his shoul der? Someone from head office? Couldn't be. This
was head office. At least it was the head office of the Cuide
Where these InfiniDimEnterprises guys came from Zarquon
knew. Nowhere very sunny, judging fromthe slug-1like col our
and texture of their skins. This was all wong, thought Ford.
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Peopl e connected with the Guide should come from sunny
pl aces.

There were several of them in fact, and all of them seened

to be nore heavily arnmed and arnoured than you normally
expected corporate executives to be, even in today's rough and
tumbl e busi ness worl d.

He was nmaking a | ot of assunptions here, of course. He

was assum ng that the big, bull-necked, slug-like guys were

in some way connected with InfiniDimEnterprises, but it was

a reasonabl e assunption and he felt happy about it because

they had | ogos on their arnour-plating which said “InfiniDm
Enterprises’ on them He had a naggi ng suspicion that this was
not a busi ness neeting, though. He also had a nagging feeling
that these slug-like creatures were fanmliar to himin sone way.
Fam liar, but in an unfamliar guise.

Well, he had been in the roomfor a good two and a half
seconds now, and thought that it was probably about time to
start doing sonething constructive. He could take a hostage.
That woul d be good.

Vann Harl was in his swivel chair, |ooking alarmed, pale
and shaken. Had probably had some bad news as well as a
nasty bang to the back of his head. Ford leapt to his feet and
made a running grab for him

Under the pretext of getting himinto a good solid double
under pi nned el bow | ock, Ford managed surreptitiously to slip
the ldent-i-Eeze back into Harl's inner pocket.

Bi ngo!

He' d done what he cane to do. Now he just had to talk
his way out of here.

"OK,' he said. "Il..." He paused.

The big guy with the rocket |auncher was turning towards
Ford Prefect and pointing it at him which Ford couldn't help
feeling was wildly irresponsibl e behavi our

“I..." he started again, and then on a sudden inpul se
deci ded to duck.

There was a deafening roar as flames | eapt fromthe back
of the rocket |auncher and a rocket leapt fromits front.

The rocket hurtled past Ford and hit the | arge plate-gl ass

wi ndow, which billowed outwards in a shower of a mllion

shards under the force of the expl osion. Huge shock waves of

noi se and air pressure reverberated around the room sweeping

a couple of chairs, a filing cabinet and Colin the security robot
out of the w ndow.

Ah! So they're not totally rocket-proof after all, thought Ford
Prefect to hinself. Sonmeone should have a word with sonebody
about that. He disentangled hinself fromHarl and tried to work
out which way to run

He was surrounded.

The big guy with the rocket |auncher was noving it up
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into position for another shot.
Ford was conmpletely at a loss for what to do next.

"Look,' he said in a stern voice. But he wasn't certain how far
saying things like "Look' in a stern voice was necessarily going to
get him and time was not on his side. What the hell, he thought,
you're only young once, and threw hinmself out of the w ndow

That woul d at | east keep the el enent of surprise on his side.

11

The first thing Arthur Dent had to do, he realised resignedly,
was to get hinself a life. This neant he had to find a pl anet
he coul d have one on. It had to be a planet he coul d breathe
on, where he could stand up and sit down w t hout experiencing
gravitational disconfort. It had to be somewhere where the acid
|l evel s were low and the plants didn't actually attack you

"I hate to be anthropic about this,' he said to the strange
thing behind the desk at the Resettl enent Advice Centre on
Pintleton Alpha, "but I'd quite like to |live sonewhere where
the people | ook vaguely like ne as well. You know. Sort of
human. '

The strange thing behind the desk waved sone of its stranger

bits around and seened rather taken aback by this. It oozed and
gl opped of f its seat, thrashed its way slowy across the floor,
ingested the old netal filing cabinet and then, with a great

bel ch, excreted the appropriate drawer. |t popped out a couple

of glistening tentacles fromits ear, renoved sone files fromthe
drawer, sucked the drawer back in and vom ted up the cabinet
again. It thrashed its way back across the floor, slined its way
back up on to the seat and slapped the files on the table.

“See anything you fancy?' it asked.

Arthur | ooked nervously through sone grubby and danp

pi eces of paper. He was definitely in sonme backwater part of

the Gal axy here, and sonmewhere off to the left as far as the

uni verse he knew and recogni sed was concerned. In the space
where his own hone shoul d have been there was a rotten hick

pl anet, drowned with rain and inhabited by thugs and boghogs.
Even The Hitch Hi ker's Quide to the Gal axy seened to work

only fitfully here, which was why he was reduced to nmaki ng these
sorts of enquiries in these sorts of places. One place he al ways
asked after was Stavronul a Beta, but no one had ever heard of
such a pl anet.

The avail abl e worl ds | ooked pretty grim They had little

to offer himbecause he had little to offer them He had

been extrenely chastened to realise that although he originally
came froma world which had cars and conputers and ballet and
armagnac he didn't, by hinself, know how any of it worked. He
couldn't do it. Left to his own devices he couldn't build a toaster
He coul d just about make a sandwi ch and that was it. There was

not a lot of denmand for his services.

Arthur's heart sank. This surprised him because he thought

it was already about as low as it could possibly be. He closed
his eyes for a nonment. He so much wanted to be hone. He

so much wanted his own honme world, the actual Earth he had
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grown up on, not to have been denolished. He so nuch wanted

none of this to have happened. He so much wanted that when he
opened his eyes again he would be standing on the doorstep of his
little cottage in the west country of England, that the sun woul d
be shining over the green hills, the post van woul d be going up
the lane, the daffodils would be bloonming in his garden, and in
the di stance the pub woul d be opening for |unch. He so nuch
wanted to take the newspaper down to the pub and read it over

a pint of bitter. He so nuch wanted to do the crossword. He so
much wanted to be able to get conpletely stuck on 17 across.

He opened his eyes.

The strange thing was pulsating irritably at him tapping
sonme kind of pseudopodia on the desk

Arthur shook his head and | ooked at the next sheet of paper
Gim he thought. And the next.

Very grim And the next.

Oh... Now that | ooked better

It was a world called Bartledan. It had oxygen. It had green
hills. It even, it seemed, had a renowned literary culture. But
the thing that nost aroused his interest was a photograph of a
smal | bunch of Bartl edani an people, standing around in a village
square, smling pleasantly at the camera

“Ah,' he said, and held the picture up to the strange thing
behi nd the desk.

Its eyes squirnmed out on stalks and roiled up and down
the piece of paper, leaving a glistening trail of sline all over
it.

"Yes,' it said with distaste. “~They do | ook exactly |ike you.

Arthur noved to Bartl edan and, using sonme noney he had

made by selling sonme toenail clippings and spit to a DNA
bank, he bought hinself a roomin the village featured in the
picture. It was pleasant there. The air was bal my. The people
| ooked |i ke himand seened not to mind himbeing there. They
didn't attack himw th anything. He bought sone clothes and a
cupboard to put themin.

He had got himself a life. Now he had to find a purpose in it

At first he tried to sit and read. But the literature of Bartl edan,
famed though it was throughout this sector of the Galaxy for its
subtl ety and grace, didn't seemto be able to sustain his interest.
The problemwas that it wasn't actually about human bei ngs after
all. It wasn't about what human bei ngs wanted. The peopl e of

Bartl edan were remarkably |ike human beings to | ook at, but

when you said " Good evening' to one, he would tend to | ook

around with a slight sense of surprise, sniff the air and say that,
yes, he supposed that it probably was a goodi sh eveni ng now t hat
Arthur cane to nmention it.

"No, what | neant was to wi sh you a good evening,' Arthur
woul d say, or rather, used to say. He soon |l earned to avoid these
conversations. | nean that | hope you have a good evening,' he

file:/l/F|/rah/New%20Folder/Mostly%20Harmless.txt (59 of 145) [1/14/03 11:52:11 PM]



file:///F|/rah/New%20Fol der/M ostly%20Harml ess.txt
woul d add.
More puzzl enent.
"Wsh?' the Bartl edanian would say at last, in polite bafflenent.

"Er, yes,' Arthur would then have said. "|'mjust expressing
the hope that...'

" Hope?"

" Yes.
“What is hope?

Good question, thought Arthur to hinmself, and retreated
back to his roomto think about things.

On the one hand he could only recognise and respect what he

| earnt about the Bartl edani an view of the universe, which was
that the universe was what the universe was, take it or leave it.
On the other hand he could not help but feel that not to desire
anything, not ever to. wish or to hope, was just not natural

Natural. There was a tricky word.

He had long ago realised that a ot of things that he had

t hought of as natural, l|ike buying people presents at Christnas,
stopping at red lights or falling at a rate of 32 feet/second/second,
were just the habits of his own world and didn't necessarily work
the sane way anywhere else; but not to wish - that really couldn't

be natural, could it? That would be Iike not breathing.

Breat hi ng was another thing that the Bartl edani ans didn't

do, despite all the oxygen in the atnosphere. They just stood
there. COccasionally they ran around and played netball and stuff
(wi thout ever wishing to win though, of course - they would just
pl ay, and whoever won, won), but they never actually breathed.
It was, for sone reason, unnecessary. Arthur quickly | earned
that playing netball with themwas just too spooky. Though they
| ooked |i ke humans, and even noved and sounded |i ke humans,

they didn't breathe and they didn't wi sh for things.

Breat hi ng and wi shing for things, on the other hand, was

just about all that Arthur seened to do all day. Sonetines

he woul d wi sh for things so nuch that his breathing would get
quite agitated, and he would have to go and lie down for a bit.
On his owm. In his snmall room So far fromthe world which had
given birth to himthat his brain could not even process the sort
of nunbers invol ved w thout just going |inp.

He preferred not to think about it. He preferred just to sit

and read - or at least he would prefer it if there was anything
worth readi ng. But nobody in Bartl edanian stories ever wanted
anything. Not even a glass of water. Certainly, they would fetch
one if they were thirsty, but if there wasn't one avail able, they
woul d think no nore about it. He had just read an entire book

in which the main character had, over the course of a week, done
some work in his garden, played a great deal of netball, hel ped
mend a road, fathered a child on his wife and then unexpectedly
died of thirst just before the last chapter. In exasperation Arthur
had combed his way back through the book and in the end had

found a passing reference to sone problemw th the plunmbing in
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Chapter 2. And that was it. So the guy dies. It just happens.

It wasn't even the clinmax of the book, because there wasn't

one. The character died about a third of the way through the
penul timate chapter of the book, and the rest of it was just nore
stuff about road-nendi ng. The book just finished dead at the one
hundred t housandth word, because that was how | ong books were

on Bartl edan.

Arthur threw the book across the room sold the room and

left. He started to travel with wild abandon, trading in nore
and nore spit, toenails, fingernails, blood, hair, anything that
anybody wanted, for tickets. For senen, he discovered, he could
travel first class. He settled nowhere, but only existed in the
hermetic, twilight world of the cabins of hyperspatial starships,
eating, drinking, sleeping, watching novies, only stopping at
spaceports to donate nore DNA and catch the next |ong-haul

ship out. He waited and waited for another accident to happen

The trouble with trying to make the right accident happen

is that it won't. That is not what "accident' means. The acci -
dent that eventually occurred was not what he had pl anned

at all. The ship he was on blipped in hyperspace, flickered
horribly between ninety-seven different points in the Gal axy
si mul t aneously, caught the unexpected gravitational pull of an
uncharted planet in one of them becanme ensnared in its outer
at nrosphere and began to fall, screanming and tearing, into it.

The ship's systenms protested all the way down that everything

was perfectly normal and under control, but when it went into a
final hectic spin, ripped wildly through half a mle of trees and
finally exploded into a seething ball of flame it became cl ear that
this was not the case.

Fire engulfed the forest, boiled into the night, then neatly

put itself out, as all unscheduled fires over a certain size are
now required to do by law. For a short while afterwards, other
small fires flared up here and there as odd pieces of scattered
debris exploded quietly in their own tinme. Then they too died
away.

Arthur Dent, because of the sheer boredom of endless inter-
stellar flight, was the only one on board who had actual ly
famliarised hinself with the ship's safety procedures in case

of an unschedul ed | andi ng, and was therefore the sole survivor.

He | ay dazed, broken and bleeding in a sort of fluffy pink plastic
cocoon with "Have a nice day' printed in over three thousand
different |anguages all over it.

Bl ack, roaring silences swam sickeningly through his shattered
m nd. He knew with a kind of resigned certainty that he would
survive, because he had not yet been to Stavromnul a Beta.

After what seenmed an eternity of pain and darkness, he
becane aware of qui et shapes noving around him
12

Ford tunbled through the open air in a cloud of glass splinters
and chair parts. Again, he hadn't really thought things through,
really, and was just playing it by ear, buying tine. At tines of
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maj or crisis he found it was often quite helpful to have his life
flash before his eyes. It gave hima chance to reflect on things,

see things in sonme sort of perspective, and it sonetines furnished
himwith a vital clue as to what to do next.

There was the ground rushing up to neet himat 30 feet
per second per second, but he would, he thought, deal with
that probl emwhen he got to it. First things first.

Ah, here it came. His childhood. Hum drum stuff, he'd

been through it all before. Inmages flashed by. Boring tines on
Bet el geuse Five. Zaphod Beebl ebrox as a kid. Yes he knew all
that. He wi shed he had sone kind of fast forward in his brain.
Hi s seventh birthday party, being given his first towel. Cone on,
come on.

He was twi sting and turning downwards, the outside air at
this height a cold shock to his lungs. Trying not to inhale glass.

Early voyages to other planets. Oh for Zark's sake, this
was |ike sone sort of bloody travel ogue docunentary before
the main feature. First beginning to work for the Guide.

Ah!

Those were the days. They worked out of a hut on the

Bwenel li Atoll on Fanalla before the Ri ktanarqgals and the
Danqueds vertled it. Half a dozen guys, sone towels, a handfu
of highly sophisticated digital devices, and nost inportantly a
|l ot of dreanms. No. Most inportantly a |ot of Fanallan rum To
be completely accurate, that Q' Janx Spirit was the absolute
nmost i nmportant thing, then the Fanallan rum and al so sone of
the beaches on the Atoll where the local girls would hang out,
but the dreans were inportant as well. Watever happened to

t hose?

He couldn't quite remenber what the dreams were in fact,

but they had seemed i mensely inportant at the tine. They

had certainly not involved this huge towering office block he was
now falling down the side of. Al of that had come when sone of

the original teamhad started to settle down and get greedy, while
he and others had stayed out in the field, researching and hitch

hi ki ng, and gradually becom ng nore and nore isolated fromthe
corporate nightmare the Guide had inexorably turned into, and

the architectural nonstrosity it had come to occupy. \Were were

the dreans in that? He thought of all the corporate | awers who
occupi ed half of the building, all the “operatives' who occupied the
| ower levels, and all the sub-editors and their secretaries and their
secretaries' lawers and their secretaries' |awers' secretaries, and
worst of all the accountants and the nmarketing departnent.

He had half a mind just to keep on falling. Two fingers
to the lot of them

He was just passing the seventeenth floor now, where the

mar keti ng departnment hung out. Load of tosspots all arguing

about what col our the Guide should be and exercising their

infinitely infallible skills of being wise after the event. If any of
them had chosen to | ook out of the wi ndow at that nonment they

woul d have been startled by the sight of Ford Prefect dropping

past themto his certain death and flicking V-signs at them
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Si xteenth floor. Sub-editors. Bastards. What about all that
copy of his they'd cut? Fifteen years of research he'd filed
fromone planet alone and they'd cut it to two words. “~Mstly
Harm ess.' V-signs to themas well.

Fifteenth floor. Logistical Adm nistration, whatever that was
about. They all had big cars. That, he thought, was what that
was about .

Fourteenth floor. Personnel. He had a very shrewd suspicion

that it was they who had engineered his fifteen-year exile while
the Gui de net anorphosed into the corporate nonolith (or

rather, duolith - mustn't forget the lawers) it had becone.

Thirteenth floor. Research and devel opnent.
Hang about .
Thirteenth fl oor.

He was having to think rather fast at the nonent because
the situation was becoming a little urgent.

He suddenly remenbered the floor display panel in the el eva-

tor. It hadn't had a thirteenth floor. He'd thought no nore about
it because, having spent fifteen years on the rather backward

pl anet Earth where they were superstitious about the number
thirteen, he was used to being in buildings that nunbered their
floors without it. No reason for that here, though.

The wi ndows of the thirteenth floor, he could not help noticing
as he flashed swiftly by them were darkened.

What was going on in there? He started to renenber al

the stuff that Harl had been tal king about. One, new, nulti-

di mensi onal QGui de spread across an infinite nunber of universes.

It had sounded, the way Harl had put it, like wild nmeaningl essness
dreaned up by the nmarketing departnment with the backing of the
accountants. If it was any nore real than that then it was a very
wei rd and dangerous idea. Was it real ? What was goi ng on behind

t he darkened wi ndows of the sealed-off thirteenth floor?

Ford felt a rising sense of curiosity, and then a rising sense

of panic. That was the conplete list of rising feelings he had. In
every other respect he was falling very rapidly. He really ought
to turn his mind to wonderi ng how he was going to get out of

this situation alive

He gl anced down. A hundred feet or so bel ow hi m peopl e
were mlling around, sone of them beginning to | ook up expect-
antly. Clearing a space for him Even tenporarily calling off the
wonder ful and conpletely fatuous hunt for wockets.

He woul d hate to disappoint them but about two feet bel ow
him he hadn't realised before, was Colin. Colin had obviously
been happily dancing attendance and waiting for himto decide
what he wanted to do

“Colin!" Ford baw ed.

Colin didn't respond. Ford went cold. Then he suddenly
realised that he hadn't told Colin his nane was Colin.

“Cone up here!' Ford baw ed.
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Colin bobbed up beside him Colin was enjoying the ride
down i mrensely and hoped that Ford was, too.

Colin's world went unexpectedly dark as Ford's towel suddenly
enveloped him Colin immrediately felt hinself get much, nuch
heavier. He was thrilled and delighted by the chall enge that Ford
had presented himw th. Just not sure if he could handle it, that
was all.

The towel was slung over Colin. Ford was hanging fromthe

towel, gripping to its seans. O her hitch hikers had seen fit to
modi fy their towels in exotic ways, weaving all kinds of esoteric
tools and utilities and even conputer equipnment into their fabric.
Ford was a purist. He liked to keep things sinple. He carried

a regular towel froma regular domestic soft furnishings shop

It even had a kind of blue and pink floral pattern despite his
repeated attenpts to bleach and stone wash it. It had a couple

of pieces of wire threaded into it, a bit of flexible witing stick,
and al so sone nutrients soaked into one of the corners of the
fabric so he could suck it in an energency, but otherwise it was
a sinple towel you could dry your face on.

The only actual nodification he had been persuaded by a
friend to make to it was to reinforce the seans.

Ford gripped the seans |ike a maniac.

They were still descending, but the rate had sl owed.
“Up, Colin!" he shouted.

Not hi ng.

“Your name,' shouted Ford, "is Colin. So when | shout " Up,
Colin!"* | want you, Colin, to go up. OK? Up, Colin!

Not hing. O rather a sort of nuffled groaning sound from

Colin. Ford was very anxious. They were descendi ng very sl ow

Iy now, but Ford was very anxi ous about the sort of people he
coul d see assenbling on the ground beneath him Friendly,

| ocal, wocket-hunting types were dispersing, and thick, heavy,

bul | - necked, slug-like creatures with rocket |aunchers were, it
seenmed, sliding out of what was usually called thin air. Thin

air, as all experienced Galactic travellers well know, is, in fact,
extrenmely thick with rmulti-di mensional conplexities.

“Up,' bellowed Ford again. “Up! Colin, go up!'

Colin was straining and groani ng. They were now nore or
| ess stationary in the air. Ford felt as if his fingers were breaking.

“Upt
They stayed put.
“Up, up, up!’

A slug was preparing to | aunch a rocket at him Ford couldn't
believe it. He was hanging froma towel in md-air and a slug
was preparing to fire rockets at him He was running out of
anyt hing he coul d think of doing and was begi nning to get
seriously al arned.
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This was the sort of predicament that he usually relied on
havi ng the Guide available for to give advice, however infuriating
or glib, but this was not a monent for reaching into his pocket.
And the CGuide seemed to be no longer a friend and ally but was
now itself a source of danger. These were the Cuide offices he
was hangi ng outside, for Zark's sake, in danger of his life from
the peopl e who now appeared to own the thing. What had becomne

of all the dreams he vaguely remenbered having on the Bwenell
Atoll? They should have let it all be. They shoul d have stayed
there. Stayed on the beach. Loved good wonen. Lived on fish.

He shoul d have known it was all wong the nonent they started
hangi ng grand pi anos over the sea-nonster pool in the atrium

He began to feel thoroughly wasted and m serable. His fingers
were on fire with clenched pain. And his ankle was still hurting.

Oh thank you, ankle, he thought to hinself bitterly. Thank

you for bringing up your problens at this tine. | expect you'd
like a nice warmfootbath to nmake you feel better, wouldn't you?
O at least you'd like ne to..

He had an idea

The arnoured slug had hoi sted the rocket |auncher up on to
its shoul der. The rocket was presumably designed to hit anything
inits path that noved.

Ford tried not to sweat because he could feel his grip on
the seans of his towel slipping.

Wth the toe of his good foot he nudged and prised at
the heel of the shoe on his hurting foot.

"Go up, dam you!' Ford nmuttered hopelessly to Colin, who
was cheerily straining away but unable to rise. Ford worked away
at the heel of his shoe.

He was trying to judge the timng, but there was no point.
Just go for it. He only had one shot and that was it. He had
now eased the back of his shoe down off his heel. H's tw sted
ankle felt a little better. Wll that was good, wasn't it?

Wth his other foot he kicked at the heel of the shoe. It slipped
off his foot and fell through the air. About half a second later a
rocket erupted up fromthe nmuzzle of its |auncher, encountered

the shoe falling through its path, went straight for it, hit it, and
expl oded with a great sense of satisfaction and achi evenent.

Thi s happened about fifteen feet fromthe ground.

The main force of the explosion was directed downwards.

Where, a second earlier, there had been a squad of InfiniD m
Enterprises executives with a rocket |auncher standing on an

el egant terraced plaza paved with large sl abs of |ustrous stone
cut fromthe ancient al abastrum quarries of Zental quabul a there
was now, instead, a bit of a pit with nasty bits init.

A great wunp of hot air welled up fromthe expl osion throw ng

Ford and Colin violently up into the sky. Ford fought desperately
and blindly to hold on and failed. He turned hel pl essly upwards
through the sky, reached the peak of a parabola, paused and

then started to fall again. He fell and fell and fell and suddenly
wi nded hinself badly on Colin, who was still rising.
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He cl asped hinself desperately on to the snall spherica

robot. Colin slewed wildly through the air towards the tower of
the Guide offices, trying delightedly to control hinself and sl ow
down.

The worl d span sickeningly round Ford's head as they span
and tw sted round each other and then, equally sickeningly,
everyt hi ng suddenly stopped.

Ford found hinself deposited dizzily on a w ndow | edge.
H's towel fell past and he grabbed at it and caught it.
Colin bobbed in the air inches away from him

Ford | ooked around hinself in a bruised, bleeding and breath-
| ess daze. The | edge was only about a foot wi de and he was
perched precariously on it, thirteen stories up

Thirteen.

He knew they were thirteen stories up because the w ndows

were dark. He was bitterly upset. He had bought those shoes

for sone absurd price in a store on the Lower East Side in New
York. He had, as a result, witten an entire essay on the joys of
great footwear, all of which had been jettisoned in the “Mstly
harm ess' debacl e. Danmn everyt hi ng.

And now one of the shoes was gone. He threw his head
back and stared at the sky.

It wouldn't be such a grimtragedy if the planet in question
hadn't been denolished, which neant that he wouldn't even be
able to get another pair.

Yes, given the infinite sideways extension of probability there
was, of course, an alnost infinite multiplicity of planets Earth,
but, when you canme down to it, a nmajor pair of shoes wasn't
somet hi ng you coul d just replace by mucking about in nulti-

di mensi onal space/tine.

He si ghed.

Ch well, he'd better make the best of it. At least it had
saved his life. For the tine being.

He was perched on a foot-wi de |ledge thirteen stories up the
side of a building and he wasn't at all sure that that was worth
a good shoe.

He stared in woozily through the darkened gl ass.
It was as dark and silent as the tonb.

No. That was a ridiculous thing to think. He'd been to
some great parties in tonbs.

Coul d he detect some novenent? He wasn't quite sure. It

seened that he could see sone kind of weird, flapping shad-

ow. Perhaps it was just blood dribbling over his eyel ashes . He
wiped it away. Boy, he'd |l ove to have a farm sonewhere, keep
sonme sheep. He peered into the wi ndow again, trying to make
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out what the shape was, but he had the feeling, so common in
today's universe, that he was | ooking into sone kind of optica
illusion and that his eyes were just playing silly buggers with him

Was there a bird of some kind in there? Was that what

they had hi dden away up here on a conceal ed fl oor behind

dar kened, rocket-proof glass? Soneone's aviary? There was
certainly sonmething flapping about in there, but it seemed |ike
not so nuch a bird, nore a kind of bird-shaped hole in space.

He cl osed his eyes, which he'd been wanting to do for a bit
anyway. He wondered what the hell to do next. Junp? dinb?

He didn't think there was going to be any way of breaking in. K
the supposedly rocket-proof glass hadn't stood up, when it cane
toit, to an actual rocket, but then that had been a rocket that
had been fired at very short range frominside, which probably
wasn't what the engineers who designed it had had in mnd. It
didn't mean he was going to be able to break the w ndow here

by wapping his fist in his towel and punching. What the hell, he
tried it anyway and hurt his fist. It was just as well he couldn't
get a good swing fromwhere he was sitting or he m ght have

hurt it quite badly. The building had been sturdily reinforced
when it was conpletely rebuilt after the Frogstar attack, and

was probably the npost heavily arnoured publishing conpany in

the business, but there was al ways, he thought, sone weakness

in any system designed by a corporate commttee. He had al ready
found one of them The engi neers who desi gned the wi ndows had

not expected themto be hit by a rocket fromshort range from
the inside, so the wi ndow had fail ed.

So, what woul d the engi neers not be expecting sonmeone
sitting on the | edge outside the windowto do?

He wracked his brains for a noment or so before he got it.

The thing they wouldn't be expecting himto do was to be

there in the first place. Only an absolute idiot would be sitting
where he was, so he was wi nning already. A common nistake

that peopl e nmake when trying to design sonething conpletely

fool proof is to underestinmate the ingenuity of conplete fools.

He pulled his newly acquired credit card from his pocket,

slidit into a crack where the wi ndow net its surroundi ng frane,
and did sonething a rocket would not have been able to do. He
wiggled it around a bit. He felt a catch slip. He slid the w ndow
open and al nost fell backwards off the |edge |aughing, giving
thanks as he did so for the Great Ventilation and Tel ephone

Riots of SrDt 3454.

The Great Ventilation and Tel ephone Riots of SrDt 3454 had
started off as just a lot of hot air. Hot air was, of course, the
probl em that ventilation was supposed to solve and generally it
had sol ved the probl emreasonably well up to the point when
someone invented air-conditioning, which solved the probl em

far more throbbingly.

And that was all well and good provided you could stand

the noise and the dribbling until sonmeone else canme up with
sonet hing even sexier and snmarter than air-conditioning which
was called in-building climte control

Now t hi s was quite sonething.
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The major differences fromjust ordinary air-conditioning were
that it was thrillingly nore expensive, involved a huge anmount of
sophi sticated neasuring and regul ati ng equi prent which was far
better at know ng, noment by monent, what kind of air people
wanted to breathe than mere peopl e did.

It also neant that, to be sure that nere people didn't nuck

up the sophisticated cal cul ati ons which the system was naki ng

on their behalf, all the windows in the buildings were built seal ed
shut. This is true.

Wil e the systens were being installed, a nunber of people

who were going to work in the buildings found thensel ves having
conversations with Breathe-o-Snart systens fitters which went
sonething like this:

"But what if we want to have the w ndows open?

“You won't want to have the wi ndows open with new Breat he-
o-Smart.'

“Yes but supposing we just wanted to have them open for
alittle bit?

“You won't want to have them open even for a little bit.
The new Breat he-o-Smart systemw || see to that.'

" Hmm !
“Enj oy Breathe-o-Smart!'’

"OK, so what if the Breathe-o-Smart breaks down or goes
wrong or sonething?

"Ah! One of the smartest features of the Breathe-o-Smart is
that it cannot possibly go wong. So. No worries on that score.
Enj oy your breathing now, and have a nice day.

(I't was, of course, as a result of the Great Ventilation and

Tel ephone Riots of SrDt 3454, that all nmechanical or electri-

cal or quantum mechani cal or hydraulic or even w nd, steam

or piston-driven devices, are now requited to have a certain

| egend enbl azoned on them somewhere. It doesn't matter how

smal |l the object is, the designers of the object have got to find
a way of squeezing the |legend in sonewhere, because it is their
attention which is being drawn to it rather than necessarily that
of the user's.

The legend is this:

“The major difference between a thing that m ght go wong

and a thing that cannot possibly go wong is that when a thing
that cannot possibly go wong goes wong it usually turns out to
be inpossible to get at or repair."')

Maj or heat waves started to coincide, with al nbst magica
precision, with major failures of the Breathe-o-Snart systens.
To begin with this nerely caused sinmering resentnment and only
a few deat hs from asphyxi ati on.

The real horror erupted on the day that three events happened
si mul taneously. The first event was that Breathe-o-Smart |nc.
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issued a statenment to the effect that best results were achi eved
by using their systens in tenperate clinates.

The second event was the breakdown of a Breathe-o-Smart

systemon a particularly hot and hunmid day with the resulting
evacuati on of many hundreds of office staff into the street where
they met the third event, which was a ranpagi ng nob of | ong-

di stance tel ephone operators who had got so twi sted with having
to say, all day and every day, "~Thank you for using BS\&S' to
every single idiot who picked up a phone that they had finally
taken to the streets with trash cans, megaphones and rifl es.

In the ensui ng days of carnage every single windowin the city,
rocket - proof or not, was smashed, usually to acconpanying cries

of "Get off the line, asshole! | don't care what nunber you want,
what extension you're calling from Go and stick a firework up
your bottom Yeeehaah! Hoo Hoo Hoo! Vel ooooom Squawk!'

and a variety of other aninmal noises that they didn't get a chance
to practise in the normal line of their work.

As a result of this, all tel ephone operators were granted a
constitutional right to say "Use BS\&S and die!' at |east once
an hour when answering the phone and all office buildings were
required to have wi ndows that opened, even if only a little bit.

Anot her, unexpected result was a dramatic | owering of the

suicide rate. Al sorts of stressed and rising executives who had
been forced, during the dark days of the Breathe-o-Smart tyr-
anny, to junp in front of trains or stab themsel ves, could now
just clanber out on to their own wi ndow | edges and | eap off at
their leisure. What frequently happened, though, was that in the
monent or two they had to | ook around and gather their thoughts
they woul d suddenly discover that all they had really needed was
a breath of air and a fresh perspective on things, and maybe al so
a farmon which they could keep a few sheep.

Anot her conpl etely unl ooked for result was that Ford Prefect,
stranded thirteen stories up a heavily arnoured buil ding arnmed
with nothing but a towel and a credit card was neverthel ess able
to clanber through a supposedly rocket-proof w ndow to safety.

He cl osed the wi ndow neatly after him having first allowed
Colin to follow himthrough, and then started to | ook around
for this bird thing.

The thing he realised about the wi ndows was this: because

they had been converted into openable wi ndows after they had
first been designed to be inpregnable, they were, in fact, nuch
| ess secure than if they had been desi gned as openabl e wi ndows
in the first place.

Hey ho, it's a funny old life, he was just thinking to hinself,
when he suddenly realised that the roomhe had gone to all this
trouble to break into was not a very interesting one.

He stopped in surprise.

Were was the strange flappi ng shape? Wiere was anyt hi ng
that was worth all this palaver - the extraordinary veil of secrecy
that seened to lie over this roomand the equally extraordinary

sequence of events that had seemed to conspire to get himinto
it?
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The room like every other roomin this building now, was
done out in sone appallingly tasteful grey. There were a few
charts and drawi ngs on the wall. Mst of them were neani ngl ess

to Ford, but then he came across sonething that was obviously
a mock-up for a poster of some kind.

There was a kind of bird-like logo on it, and a sl ogan which said
"The Hitch Hi ker's GQuide to the Galaxy Mk Il: the single nost
astoundi ng thing of any kind ever. Com ng soon to a di nension
near you.' No nore information than that.

Ford | ooked around again. Then his attention was gradually
drawn to Colin, the absurdly over-happy security robot, who was
cowering in a corner of the room gi bbering with what seened
strangely like fear

Qdd, thought Ford. He | ooked around to see what it was that
Colin mght have been reacting to. Then he saw sonething that
he hadn't noticed before, lying quietly on top of a work bench

It was circular and bl ack and about the size of a snall side
plate. Its top and its bottomwere snoothly convex so that it
resenbled a small |ightweight throw ng discus.

Its surfaces seened to be conpletely snooth, unbroken and
featurel ess.

It was doi ng not hi ng.

Then Ford noticed that there was sonething witten on it.
Strange. There hadn't been anything witten on it a nonent

ago and now suddenly there was. There just didn't seemto have
been any observable transition between the two states.

Al it said, in small, alarnmng letters was a single word:

\ begi n{center}
PANI C

\end{center}
A nmonent ago there hadn't been any marks or cracks in
its surface. Now there were. They were grow ng.

Panic, the Guide Mk |l said. Ford begin to do as he was

told. He had just renmenbered why the slug-like creatures | ooked
fam liar. Their colour scheme was a kind of corporate grey, but
in all other respects they | ooked exactly |ike Vogons.

13

The ship dropped quietly to land on the edge of the w de
clearing, a hundred yards or so fromthe village.

It arrived suddenly and unexpectedly but with a m ni num of

fuss. One monment it was a perfectly ordinary late afternoon in

the early autumm - the | eaves were just beginning to turn red and
gold, the river was beginning to swell again with the rains fromthe
mountains in the north, the plumage of the pikka birds was begin-
ning to thicken in anticipation of the coming winter frosts, any day
now the Perfectly Normal Beasts would start their thunderous

m gration across the plains, and A d Thrashbarg was begi nni ng
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to nutter to hinself as he hobbled his way around the vill age,

a nuttering which neant that he was rehearsing and el aborating
the stories that he would tell of the past year once the evenings
had drawn in and people had no choice but to gather round the
fire and listen to himand grunble and say that that wasn't how
they renmenbered it - and the next monent there was a spaceship
sitting there, gleami ng in the warm autumm sun.

It hunmed for a bit and then stopped.

It wasn't a big spaceship. If the villagers had been experts

on spaceshi ps they woul d have known at once that it was a

pretty nifty one, a small sleek Hrundi four-berth runabout

with just about every optional extra in the brochure except
Advanced Vectoid Stabilisis, which only winps went for. You

can't get a good tight, sharp curve round a tri-lateral tinme axis
with Advanced Vectoid Stabilisis. Al right, it's a bit safer, but
it makes the handling go all soggy.

The villagers didn't know all that, of course. Mst of them here

on the renote planet of Lanuella had never seen a spaceship,
certainly not one that was all in one piece, and as it shone warmy
in the evening light it was just the nost extraordinary thing they
had come across since the day Kirp caught a fish with a head at
bot h ends.

Everybody had fallen silent.

Whereas a nmonent before two or three dozen peopl e had

been wandering about, chattering, choppi ng wood, carrying

wat er, teasing the pikka birds, or just amiably trying to stay
out of AOd Thrashbarg's way, suddenly all activity died away
and everybody turned to | ook at the strange object in amazenent.

O, not quite everybody. The pikka birds tended to be anmazed

by conpletely different things. A perfectly ordinary |leaf |ying
unexpectedly on a stone would cause themto skitter off in par-
oxysns of confusion; sunrise took themconpletely by surprise
every norning, but the arrival of an alien craft from another
world sinply failed to engage any part of their attention. They
continued to kar and rit and huk as they pecked for seeds on the
ground; the river continued with its quiet, spacious burbling.

Al so, the noise of loud and tunel ess singing fromthe |ast
hut on the left continued unabat ed.

Suddenly, with a slight click and a hum a door folded itself
outwards and downwards fromthe spaceship. Then, for a mnute
or two, nothing further seened to happen, other than the |oud
singing fromthe last hut on the left, and the thing just sat there.

Sone of the villagers, particularly the boys, began to edge
forward a little bit to have a closer |Iook. Ad Thrashbarg tried
to shoo them back. This was exactly the sort of thing that AQd
Thrashbarg didn't like to have happening. He hadn't foretold it,
not even slightly, and even though he would be able to westle
the whole thing into his continuing story sonehow or other, it
really was all getting a bit nmuch to deal with.

He strode forward, pushed the boys back, and raised his arns
and his ancient knobbly staff into the air. The |ong warm i ght
of the evening sun caught himnicely. He prepared to wel cone
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what ever gods these were as if he had been expecting them al
al ong.

Still nothing happened.

Gradual ly it becane clear that there was sone kind of argunent
going on inside the craft. Tinme went by and O d Thrashbarg's
arns were beginning to ache.

Suddenly the ranp fol ded itself back up again.

That nmade it easy for Thrashbarg. They were denpons and

he had repul sed them The reason he hadn't foretold it was that
prudence and nodesty forbade.

Al nmost inmrediately a different ranp folded itself out on the
other side of the craft fromwhere Thrashbarg was standi ng, and
two figures at last energed on it, still arguing with each other
and ignoring everybody, even Thrashbarg, whomthey woul dn't

even have noticed fromwhere they were standing.

A d Thrashbarg chewed angrily on his beard.

To continue to stand there with his arns uprai sed? To knee

with his head bowed forward and his staff held out pointing at
then? To fall backwards as if overcone in sone titanic inner
struggl e? Perhaps just to go off to the woods and live in a tree
for a year wi thout speaking to anyone?

He opted just to drop his arnms smartly as if he had done
what he neant to do. They were really hurting so he didn't
have nmuch choice. He made a small, secret sign he had just

i nvented towards the ranp which had cl osed and then made
three and a half steps backwards, so he could at |east get a
good | ook at whoever these people were and then deci de what
to do next.

The taller one was a very good | ooki ng woman weari ng

soft and crunply clothes. Od Thrashbarg didn't know this, but
they were made of Rynplon TM a new synthetic fabric which was
terrific for space travel because it |ooked its absol ute best when
it was all creased and sweaty.

The shorter one was a girl. She was awkward and sull en

| ooki ng, and was wearing cl othes which | ooked their absolute
wor st when they were all creased and sweaty, and what was
nmore she al nost certainly knew it.

Al'l eyes watched them except for the pikka birds, which
had their own things to watch.

The worman stood and | ooked around her. She had a purposefu

air about her. There was obviously sonething in particular she
want ed, but she didn't know exactly where to find it. She gl anced
fromface to face anong the villagers assenbl ed curiously around
her wi thout apparently seeing what she was | ooking for

Thrashbarg had no idea how to play this at all, and deci ded

to resort to chanting. He threw back his head and began to
wai |, but was instantly interrupted by a fresh outbreak of song
fromthe hut of the Sandwi ch Maker: the | ast one on the left.
The wonman | ooked round sharply, and gradually a snile cane

over her face. Wthout so nuch as a glance at A d Thrashbarg
she started to wal k towards the hut.
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There is an art to the business of making sandw ches which

it is given to few ever to find the tine to explore in depth.

It is a sinple task, but the opportunities for satisfaction are
many and profound: choosing the right bread for instance. The
Sandwi ch Maker had spent nmany nonths in daily consultation

and experinment with Garp the baker and eventually they had

bet ween them created a | oaf of exactly the consistency that was
dense enough to slice thinly and neatly, while still being Iight,
moi st and having that fine nutty flavour which best enhanced

the savour of roast Perfectly Normal Beast flesh

There was al so the geonetry of the slice to be refined: the
preci se rel ati onshi ps between the wi dth and hei ght of the slice
and also its thickness which would give the proper sense of bul k
and weight to the finished sandwi ch: here again, |ightness was

a virtue, but so too were firmess, generosity and that prom se
of succul ence and savour that is the hallmark of a truly intense
sandwi ch experi ence.

The proper tools, of course, were crucial, and many were

the days that the Sandwi ch Maker, when not engaged with the
Baker at his oven, would spend with Strinder the Tool WMaker,
wei ghi ng and bal anci ng knives, taking themto the forge and
back agai n. Suppl eness, strength, keenness of edge, |ength and
bal ance were all enthusiastically debated, theories put forward,
tested, refined, and many was the eveni ng when the Sandwi ch
Maker and the Tool Maker could be seen sil houetted agai nst

the light of the setting sun and the Tool Mker's forge naking
sl ow sweepi ng novenents through the air trying one knife after
anot her, conparing the weight of this one with the bal ance of
anot her, the suppleness of a third and the handl e binding of a
fourth.

Three knives altogether were required. First there was the

knife for the slicing of the bread: a firm authoritative bl ade

whi ch i nposed a clear and defining will on a loaf. Then there

was the butter-spreading knife, which was a whippy little nunber

but still with a firm backbone to it. Early versions had been a little
t oo whi ppy, but now the conbination of flexibility with a core of
strength was exactly right to achi eve the maxi mum snoot hness

and grace of spread.

The chi ef anongst the knives, of course, was the carving

knife. This was the knife that would not nerely inpose its wll

on the medi um through which it nmoved, as did the bread knife;

it must work with it, be guided by the grain of the neat, to

achi eve slices of the npst exquisite consistency and transl ucency,
that would slide away in filnmy folds fromthe main hunk of neat.
The Sandwi ch Maker would then flip each sheet with a snooth

flick of the wist on to the beautifully proportioned | ower bread
slice, trimit with four deft strokes and then at last performthe
magi ¢ that the children of the village so | onged to gather round
and watch with rapt attention and wonder. Wth just four nore
dexterous flips of the knife he would assenble the trimm ngs

into a perfectly fitting jigsaw of pieces on top of the primary
slice. For every sandw ch the size and shape of the trimings
were different, but the Sandwi ch Maker woul d al ways effortlessly
and without hesitation assenble theminto a pattern which fitted
perfectly. A second | ayer of meat and a second | ayer of trimrngs,
and the main act of creation would be acconpli shed.
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The Sandwi ch Maker woul d pass what he had made to his

assi stant who would then add a few slices of newcunber and
fladi sh and a touch of splagberry sauce, and then apply the
topnost | ayer of bread and cut the sandwich with a fourth

and al together plainer knife. It was not that these were not al so
skil ful operations, but they were lesser skills to be performed by
a dedi cated apprentice who woul d one day, when the Sandw ch

Maker finally laid down his tools, take over fromhim It was

an exalted position and that apprentice, Drinple, was the envy

of his fellows. There were those in the village who were happy
choppi ng wood, those who were content carrying water, but to

be the Sandw ch Maker was very heaven.

And so the Sandwi ch Maker sang as he worked.

He was using the last of the year's salted neat. It was a little
past its best now, but still the rich savour of Perfectly Normal
Beast neat was sonet hi ng unsurpassed in any of the Sandw ch
Maker's previous experience. Next week it was anticipated that
the Perfectly Normal Beasts woul d appear again for their regu-
lar migration, whereupon the whole village would once again be
plunged into frenetic action: hunting the Beasts, killing perhaps
si X, maybe even seven dozen of the thousands that thundered

past. Then the Beasts nust be rapidly butchered and cl eaned,

with nost of the nmeat salted to keep it through the wi nter nonths
until the return nmigration in the spring, which would replenish
their supplies.

The very best of the meat woul d be roasted straight away

for the feast that marked the Autumm Passage. The cel ebrations
woul d Iast for three days of sheer exuberance, dancing and stories
that A d Thrashbarg would tell of how the hunt had gone, stories
that he woul d have been busy sitting nmaking up in his hut while
the rest of the village was out doing the actual hunting.

And then the very, very best of the neat would be saved

fromthe feast and delivered cold to the Sandwi ch Maker. And

t he Sandwi ch Maker woul d exercise on it the skills that he

had brought to themfromthe gods, and nake the exquisite

Sandwi ches of the Third Season, of which the whole village would
partake before beginning, the next day, to prepare thenselves for
the rigours of the com ng winter.

Today he was just making ordinary sandw ches, if such deli -
cacies, so lovingly crafted, could ever be called ordinary. Today
his assistant was away so the Sandwi ch Maker was applying his

own garni sh, which he was happy to do. He was happy with just
about everything in fact.

He sliced, he sang. He flipped each slice of nmeat neatly on to

a slice of bread, trimed it and assenbled all the trimrmings into
their jigsaw. Alittle salad, a little sauce, another slice of bread,
anot her sandw ch, another verse of Yellow Subnarine.

"Hello , Arthur.’
The Sandwi ch Maker al nbst sliced his thunmb off.

The villagers had watched in consternation as the woman had
mar ched boldly to the hut of the Sandwi ch Maker. The Sandw ch
Maker had been sent to them by Al mghty Bob in a burning fiery
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chariot. This, at |east, was what Thrashbarg said, and Thrashbarg
was the authority on these things. So, at |east, Thrashbarg

cl ai ned, and Thrashbarg was... and so on and so on. It

was hardly worth arguing about.

A few vill agers wondered why Al m ghty Bob woul d send

his onlie begotten Sandwi ch Maker in a burning fiery chari ot

rat her than perhaps in one that m ght have | anded quietly

wi t hout destroying half the forest, filling it with ghosts and al so
injuring the Sandwi ch Maker quite badly. A d Thrashbarg said

that it was the ineffable will of Bob, and when they asked him

what ineffable meant he said |ook it up

This was a probl em because A d Thrashbarg had the only
dictionary and he wouldn't |et themborrow it. They asked him
why not and he said that it was not for themto know the will

of Al m ghty Bob, and when they asked hi mwhy not again he

sai d because he said so. Anyway, sonebody sneaked into Od
Thrashbarg's hut one day while he was out having a swi m and

| ooked up “ineffable'. “Ineffable' apparently neant ~unknowabl e,
i ndescri babl e, unutterable, not to be known or spoken about'. So
that cleared that up.

At | east they had got the sandw ches.

One day A d Thrashbarg said that Al mghty Bob had decreed
that he, Thrashbarg, was to have first pick of the sandw ches.
The vill agers asked hi mwhen this had happened, exactly, and
Thrashbarg said it had happened yesterday, when they weren't

| ooki ng. "Have faith,' dd Thrashbarg said, “or burn!'

They let himhave first pick of the sandw ches. It seened

easi est.

And now this woman had just arrived out of nowhere, and gone
straight for the Sandwi ch Maker's hut. His fane had obviously
spread, though it was hard to know where to since, according to
A d Thrashbarg, there wasn't anywhere el se. Anyway, wherever

it was she had cone from presumably somewhere ineffable, she
was here now and was in the Sandw ch Maker's hut. Who was

she? And who was the strange girl who was hangi ng around
outside the hut noodily and kicking at stones and show ng every
sign of not wanting to be there? It seened odd that someone
should cone all the way from sonewhere ineffable in a chari ot
that was obviously a vast inprovenent on the burning fiery one
whi ch had brought themthe Sandwi ch Maker, if she didn't even
want to be here?

They all | ooked to Thrashbarg, but he was on his knees
munbl i ng and | ooking very firmy up into the sky and not
catching anybody else's eye until he'd thought of sonething.

"Trillian!' said the Sandw ch Maker, sucking his bl eeding thunb.
“What...? Who...? Wen...? Were...?

"Exactly the questions | was going to ask you,' said Trillian,

| ooking around Arthur's hut. It was neatly laid out with his

kitchen utensils. There were sonme fairly basic cupboards and

shel ves, and a basic bed in the corner. A door at the back of

the roomled to something Trillian couldn't see because the door

was closed. "Nice,' she said, but in an enquiring tone of voice. She
couldn't quite nmake out what the set-up was.
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“Very nice,' said Arthur. “Wonderfully nice. | don't know
when |'ve ever been anywhere nicer. |'m happy here. They
like me, | nake sandwi ches for them and... er, well that's

it really. They like me and | make sandwi ches for them'
“Sounds, er...'

“ldyllic,' said Arthur, firmly. "It is. It really is. | don't expect
you'd like it very nuch, but for ne it's, well, it's perfect. Look, sit
down, please, nmake yourself confortable. Can | get you anything,

er, a sandw ch?'

Trillian picked up a sandwi ch and | ooked at it. She sniffed
it carefully.

“Try it," said Arthur, "it's good.'

Trillian took a nibble, then a bite and nmunched on it thought-
fully.

"It is good,' she said, looking at it.

"My life's work,' said Arthur, trying to sound proud and
hopi ng he didn't sound like a conplete idiot. He was used
to being revered a bit, and was having to go through sone
unexpect ed nmental gear changes.

"What's the neat in it?" asked Trillian.

“Ah yes, that's, um that's Perfectly Nornal Beast.'

“It's what?'

"Perfectly Normal Beast. It's a bit like a cow, or rather

a bull. Kind of like a buffalo in fact. Large, charging sort
of animal.'

"So what's odd about it?

"Nothing, it's Perfectly Normal .'

'l see.!

“It's just a bit odd where it cones from'
Tricia frowed, and stopped chew ng.

“Where does it cone fron?' she asked with her nouth full.
She wasn't going to swallow until she knew.

"Well it's not just a matter of where it cones from it's also

where it goes to. It's all right, it's perfectly safe to swallow. |'ve
eaten tons of it. It's great. Very succulent. Very tender. Slightly
sweet flavour with a long dark finish.'

Trillian still hadn't swall owed.
“Where,' she said, “does it cone from and where does it go to?

"They conme froma point just slightly to the east of the

Hondo Mountains. They're the big ones behind us here, you

nmust have seen them as you canme in, and then they sweep in

their thousands across the great Anhondo plains and, er, well
that's it really. That's where they conme from That's where they
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go.

Trillian frowned. There was sonething she wasn't quite getting
about this.

I probably haven't nade it quite clear,' said Arthur. ~Wen

| say they cone froma point to the east of the Hondo Mun-
tains, | mean that that's where they suddenly appear. Then they
sweep across the Anhondo plains and, well, vanish really. W
have about six days to catch as many of themas we can before
they disappear. In the spring they do it again only the other way
round, you see.'

Reluctantly, Trillian swallowed. It was either that or spit
it out, and it did in fact taste pretty good.

"l see,' she said, once she had reassured herself that she
didn't seemto be suffering any ill effects. “And why are they
called Perfectly Normal Beasts?

“Well, | think because otherw se people might think it was

a bit odd. | think Od Thrashbarg called themthat. He says

that they cone fromwhere they cone fromand they go to

where they go to and that it's Bob's will and that's all there is
toit.'

“Who. ..’

“Just don't even ask.'

“Well, you look well onit.'
I feel well. You look well.'
I'mwell. 1'"mvery well.'

“Well, that's good.'
“Yes.'
" Good. '
" Good.
"Nice of you to drop in.'

* Thanks. '

"Well,' said Arthur, casting around hinsel f. Astoundi ng how
hard it was to think of anything to say to sonmeone after all this
time.

"I expect you're wondering how | found you,' said Trillian.

“Yes!' said Arthur. | was wondering exactly that. How did
you find me?

"Well, as you may or may not know, | now work for one
of the big Sub-Etha broadcasting networks that -'

I did know that,' said Arthur, suddenly renmenbering. ° VYes,

you' ve done very well. That's terrific. Very exciting. Well done.
Must be a lot of fun.'
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" Exhausting.'
"All that rushing around. | expect it must be, yes.'

"W have access to virtually every kind of information. |
found your nane on the passenger list of the ship that crashed.

Arthur was astoni shed.
“You nean they knew about the crash?

“Well, of course they knew. You don't have a whol e spaceliner
di sappear w t hout sonmeone know ng about it.'

“But you nean, they knew where it had happened? They
knew |'d survived?

" Yes.

“But nobody's ever been to | ook or search or rescue. There's
been absol utely nothing.'

"Well there wouldn't be. It's a whole conplicated insurance
thing. They just bury the whole thing. Pretend it never happened.
The insurance business is conpletely screwy now. You know
they' ve reintroduced the death penalty for insurance conpany
directors?

"Real ly?' said Arthur. "No | didn't. For what offence?
Trillian frowned.

“What do you nean, offence?

"1 see.'

Trillian gave Arthur a long | ook, and then, in a new tone
of voice, said, “It's tine for you to take responsibility, Arthur.'

Arthur tried to understand this remark. He found it often

took a nonment or so before he saw exactly what it was that

people were driving at, so he let a nonent or two pass at a
leisurely rate. Life was so pl easant and rel axed these days, there
was tine to let things sink in. He let it sink in.

He still didn't quite understand what she neant, though,
so in the end he had to say so.

Trillian gave hima cool snmile and then turned back to
t he door of the hut.

"Randon?' she called. “Conme in. Cone and neet your father.'

14

As the Quide folded itself back into a smooth, dark disk, Ford
realised sonme pretty hectic stuff. O at |least he tried to realise
it, but it was too hectic to take in all in one go. H s head was
hamreri ng, his ankle was hurting, and though he didn't like to

be a wi np about his ankle, he always found that intense nulti-

di mensi onal |ogic was sonethi ng he understood best in the bath.

He needed tinme to think about this. Tinme, a tall drink, and sone
kind of rich, foany oil.
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He had to get out of here. He had to get the Guide out
of here. He didn't think they'd nake it together.

He gl anced wildly round the room

Think, think, think. It had to be sonething sinple and obvious.

If he was right in his nasty lurking suspicion that he was dealing
with nasty, lurking Vogons, then the nore sinple and obvious

the better.

Suddenly he saw what he needed.

He woul dn't try to beat the system he would just use it. The
frightening thing about the Vogons was their absolute m ndless
determ nation to do whatever mindless thing it was they were
determned to do. There was never any point in trying to appea
to their reason because they didn't have any. However, if you
kept your nerve you could sonetinmes exploit their blinkered,

bl udgeoni ng i nsi stence on being bl udgeoni ng and blinkered. It
wasn't nerely that their left hand didn't always know what their
right hand was doing, so to speak; quite often their right hand
had a pretty hazy notion as well.

Did he dare just post the thing to hinself?

Did he dare just put it in the systemand | et the Vogons

work out how to get the thing to himwhile at the sane tine
they were busy, as they probably would be, tearing the building
apart to find out where he'd hidden it?

Yes.

Feverishly, he packed it. He wrapped it. He labelled it.

Wth a nonent's pause to wonder if he was really doing the
right thing, he committed the package to the building' s interna
mai | chute.

“Colin," he said, turning to the little, hovering ball. "I am
goi ng to abandon you to your fate.

“I'mso happy,' said Colin.

“Make the nost of it,' said Ford. "Because what | want you

to do is to nursenmaid that package out of the building. They'l
probably incinerate you when they find you, and | won't be here
to help. It will be very, very nasty for you, and that's just too
bad. Got it?

I gurgle with pleasure,' said Colin.
“Go!' said Ford.

Colin obediently dived down the mail chute in pursuit of his
charge. Now Ford had only hinself to worry about, but that was
still quite a substantial worry. There were noises of heavy running
f oot steps outside the door, which he had taken the precaution of

| ocking and shifting a large filing cabinet in front of.

He was worried that everything had gone so snoothly. Every-
thing had fitted terribly well. He had hurtled through the day
wi th reckl ess abandon and yet everything had worked out with
uncanny neat ness. Except for his shoe. He was bitter about his
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shoe. That was an account that was going to have to be settl ed.

Wth a deafening roar the door exploded inwards. In the
turnoil of snmoke and dust he could see large, slug-like creatures
hurrying through.

So everything was going well was it? Everything was working
out as if the nost extraordinary luck was on his side? Wll, he'd
see about that.

In a spirit of scientific enquiry he hurled hinself out of
t he wi ndow agai n.

15
The first nmonth, getting to know each other, was a little difficult.

The second nonth, trying to cone to ternms with what they'd
got to know about each other in the first nmonth, was nuch easier.

The third nonth, when the box arrived, was very tricky indeed.

At the beginning, it was a problemeven trying to explain

what a nonth was. This had been a pleasantly sinple natter

for Arthur, here on Lamuella. The days were just a little over
twenty-five hours |long, which basically nmeant an extra hour in

bed every single day and, of course, having regularly to reset his
wat ch, which Arthur rather enjoyed doing.

He also felt at hone with the nunmber of suns and noons

whi ch Lanuella had - one of each - as opposed to some of
the planets he'd fetched up on fromtime to time which had
had ridi cul ous nunbers of them

The planet orbited its single sun every three hundred days,

whi ch was a good nunber because it neant the year didn't drag

by. The noon orbited Lanuella just over nine tinmes a year,

which neant that a nonth was a little over thirty days, which
was absolutely perfect because it gave you a little nore tine to
get things done in. It was not nerely reassuringly like Earth, it
was actually rather an inprovenent.

Random on the other hand, thought she was trapped in a
recurring nightmare. She would have crying fits and think the
moon was out to get her. Every night it was there, and then,
when it went, the sun cane out and foll owed her. Over and over
agai n.

Trillian had warned Arthur that Random mi ght have some
difficulty in adjusting to a nore regular lifestyle than she had
been used to up till now, but Arthur hadn't been ready for

actual howling at the noon.
He hadn't been ready for any of this of course.
H s daughter?

Hi s daughter? He and Trillian had never even - had they?
He was absol utely convinced he woul d have renenbered. What
about Zaphod?

"Not the sane species, Arthur,' Trillian had answered. "~ Wen
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| decided | wanted a child they ran all sorts of genetic tests on
me and could find only one match anywhere. It was only |ater

that it dawned on me. | double checked and | was right. They
don't usually like to tell you, but | insisted.

“You nean you went to a DNA bank?' Arthur had asked,
pop- eyed.

“Yes. But she wasn't quite as random as her nane suggests,
because, of course, you were the only hono sapi ens donor. |
must say, though, it seens you were quite a frequent flyer.

Arthur had stared wi de-eyed at the unhappy |ooking girl who
was sl ouching awkwardly in the door-frane | ooking at him

"But when... how long...?
“You nmean, what age is she?
“Yes.'

"The wrong one.

“What do you nean?

"I mean that | haven't any idea.’

“\What ?'
“Well, inny tineline |l think it's about ten years since | had
her, but she's obviously quite a |lot older than that. |I spend ny

|ife going backwards and forwards in time, you see. The job.
used to take her with ne when | could, but it just wasn't always
possi ble. Then | used to put her into day care tine zones, but
you just can't get reliable time tracking now. You | eave them
there in the norning, you've sinply no idea how old they'll be
in the evening. You conplain till you're blue in the face but it
doesn't get you anywhere. | left her at one of the places for a
few hours once, and when | cane back she'd passed puberty.

I"ve done all | can, Arthur, it's over to you. |I've got a war to
cover.'

The ten seconds that passed after Trillian left were about the

| ongest of Arthur Dent's life. Tine, we know, is relative. You

can travel light years through the stars and back, and if you do it
at the speed of light then, when you return, you may have aged
mere seconds while your twin brother or sister will have aged
twenty, thirty, forty or however many years it is, dependi ng on
how far you travell ed

This will come to you as a profound personal shock, particularly

if you didn't know you had a twin brother or sister. The seconds
that you have been absent for will not have been sufficient tine to
prepare you for the shock of new and strangely distended famly

rel ati onshi ps when you return.

Ten seconds' silence was not enough tine for Arthur to
reassenbl e his whole view of hinself and his life in a way that
suddenly included an entire new daughter of whose nerest exi st-
ence he had had not the slightest inkling of a suspicion when he
had woken that norning. Deep, enotional fanmily ties cannot be
constructed in ten seconds, however far and fast you travel away
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fromthem and Arthur could only feel helpless, bew | dered and
nunb as he | ooked at the girl standing in his doorway, staring at
his fl oor.

He supposed that there was no point in pretending not to
be hopel ess.

He wal ked over and he hugged her

"I don't love you," he said. "I'msorry. | don't even know
you yet. But give ne a few mnutes.'
{\it
We live in strange tines.
W also live in strange places: each in a universe of our
own. The people with whom we popul ate our universes are
t he shadows of whol e other universes intersecting with our
own. Being able to glance out into this bew ldering conplexity
of infinite recursion and say things like, "Oh, hi Ed!l N ce tan
How s Carol ?* involves a great deal of filtering skill for which
all conscious entities have eventually to develop a capacity in
order to protect thenselves fromthe contenplation of the
chaos through which they seethe and tunble. So give your
kid a break, OK?
\ begi n{fl ushri ght}
Extract from Practical Parenting in a Fractally
\end{fl ushright} \begin{flushright}
Denent ed Uni verse
\end{flushright} }

“"What's this?

Arthur had al nost given up. That is to say, he was not

going to give up. He was absolutely not going to give up

Not now. Not ever. But if he had been the sort of person who
was going to give up, this was probably the tinme he woul d have
done it.

Not content with being surly, bad-tenpered, wanting to go

and play in the pal eozoic era, not seeing why they had to have
the gravity on the whole tinme and shouting at the sun to stop
foll owi ng her, Random had al so used his carving knife to dig up
stones to throw at the pikka birds for |ooking at her like that.

Arthur didn't even know if Lanuella had had a pal eozoic

era. According to A d Thrashbarg the planet had been found
fully-formed in the navel of a giant earwig at four-thirty one
Vroonday afternoon, and although Arthur, as a seasoned gal actic
traveller with good O |evel passes in Physics and Geography,

had fairly serious doubts about this, it was rather a waste of tine
trying to argue with O d Thrashbarg and there had never been

much point before

He sighed as he sat nursing the chipped and bent knife. He

was going to love her if it killed him or her, or both. It wasn't
easy being a father. He knew that no one had ever said it was
going to be easy, but that wasn't the point because he'd never
asked about being one in the first place.

He was doing his best. Every nonent that he could wrest

away from nmaki ng sandwi ches he was spending with her, talking

to her, walking with her, sitting on the hill with her watching the
sun go down over he valley in which the village nestled, trying
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to find out about her life, trying to explain to her about his. It
was a tricky business. The common ground between them apart
fromthe fact that they had al nost identical genes, was about the
size of a pebble. O rather, it was about the size of Trillian and
of her they had slightly differing views.

“"What's this?

He suddenly realised she had been talking to himand he
hadn't noticed. O rather he had not recogni zed her voice.

I nstead of the usual tone of voice in which she spoke to him
whi ch was bitter and trucul ent, she was just asking hima sinple
quest i on.

He | ooked round in surprise.

She was sitting there on a stool in the corner of the hut in
that rather hunched way she had, knees together, feet splayed
out, with her dark hair hangi ng down over her face as she | ooked
at sonething she had cradled in her hands.

Arthur went over to her, a little nervously.

Her nmood swi ngs were very unpredictable but so far they'd

all been between different types of bad ones. Qutbreaks of bitter
recrimnation would give way wi thout warning to abject self-pity
and then | ong bouts of sullen despair which were punctuated wth
sudden acts of m ndl ess viol ence agai nst inani mate objects and
demands to go to electric clubs.

Not only were there no electric clubs on Lanuella, there

were no clubs at all and, in fact, no electricity. There was a
forge and a bakery, a few carts and a well, but those were the
hi gh water mark of Lanuellan technol ogy, and a fair nunber of
Random s unquenchabl e rages were directed agai nst the sheer

i nconpr ehensi bl e backwar dness of the place.

She coul d pick up Sub-Etha TV on a snall Fl ex- O Pane

whi ch had been surgically inplanted in her wist, but that didn't
cheer her up at all because it was full of news of insanely exciting
thi ngs happening in every other part of the Gal axy than here.

It woul d al so give her frequent news of her nother, who had

dunped her to go off and cover some war whi ch now seened

not to have happened, or at |east to have gone all wong in sone
way because of the absence of any proper intelligence gathering.

It also gave her access to lots of great adventure shows featuring
all sorts of fantastically expensive spaceships crashing into each
ot her.

The villagers were absolutely hypnotised by all these wonderfu
magi ¢ i mages flashing over her wist. They had only ever seen

one spaceship crash, and it had been so frightening, violent and
shocki ng and had caused so nuch horrible devastation, fire and
death that, stupidly, they had never realised it was entertai nment.

A d Thrashbarg had been so astonished by it that he had

instantly seen Random as an em ssary from Bob, but had fairly
soon afterwards decided that in fact she had been sent as a test
of his faith, if not of his patience. He was also alarned at the
nunber of spaceship crashes he had to start incorporating into
his holy stories if he was to hold the attention of the villagers,
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and not have themrushing off to peer at Randomis wist all the
time.

At the noment she was not peering at her wist. Her wist
was turned off. Arthur squatted down quietly beside her to see
what she was | ooking at.

It was his watch. He had taken it off when he'd gone to
shower under the local waterfall, and Random had found it
and was trying to work it out.

“It's just a watch,' he said. "It's to tell the tine.'

I know that,' she said. "But you keep on fiddling with it,
and it still doesn't tell the right time. O even anything |ike
it.'

She brought up the display on her wist panel, which auto-

matically produced a readout of local tinme. Her wist panel had
quietly got on with the business of neasuring the local gravity

and orbital nmonentum and had noticed where the sun was and

tracked its novenent in the sky, all within the first few m nutes

of Random s arrival. It had then quickly picked up clues fromits
environment as to what the local unit conventions were and reset
itself appropriately. It did this sort of thing continually, which was
particularly valuable if you did a lot of travelling in tine as well
as space

Random frowned at her father's watch, which didn't do any
of this.

Arthur was very fond of it. It was a better one than he

woul d ever have afforded hinself. He had been given it on

his twenty-second birthday by a rich and guilt-ridden godfat her
who had forgotten every single birthday he had had up till then,
and also his name. It had the day, the date, the phases of the
moon; it had “To Al bert on his twenty-first birthday' and the

w ong date engraved on the battered and scratched surface of

its back in letters that were still just about visible.

The watch had been through a consi derahl e anbunt of stuff

in the |ast few years, nost of which would fall well outside the
warranty. He didn't suppose, of course, that the warranty had
especially nentioned that the watch was guaranteed to be accu-
rate only within the very particular gravitational and nmagnetic
fields of the Earth, and so long as the day was twenty-four hours
|l ong and the planet didn't explode and so on. These were such
basi ¢ assunptions that even the | awers would have m ssed them

Luckily his watch was a wi nd-up one, or at |least, a self-w nder.
Nowhere el se in the Gal axy woul d he have found batteries of pre-
cisely the dinensions and power specifications that were perfectly
standard on Eart h.

"So what are all these nunbers?' asked Random
Arthur took it from her

"These nunbers round the edge mark the hours. In the little
wi ndow on the right it says THU, which neans Thursday, and

the number is 14, which nmeans it's the fourteenth day of the
month of MAY which is what it says in this w ndow over here.
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“And this sort of crescent-shaped wi ndow at the top tells you
about the phases of the noon. In other words it tells you how
much of the noon is |it up at night by the sun, which depends
on the relative positions of the Sun and the Mon and, well..
the Earth.'

"The Earth,' said Random

" Yes.

“And that's where you cane from and where Mum cane from'

" Yes.

Random t ook the watch back from himand | ooked at it
again, clearly baffled by sonmething. Then she held it up to
her ear and listened in puzzlenent.

“What's that noise?

“It's ticking. That's the mechanismthat drives the watch. It's
called clockwork. It's all kind of interlocking cogs and springs
that work to turn the hands round at exactly the right speed to
mar k the hours and mnutes and days and so on.

Random carried on peering at it.

"There's sonething puzzling you,' said Arthur. "What is it?

"Yes,' said Random at last. "Wiy's it all in hardware?

Arthur suggested they went for a walk. He felt there were
things they shoul d discuss, and for once Random seened, if
not precisely anenable and willing, then at |east not growing.

From Random s point of viewthis was also all very weird. It
wasn't that she wanted to be difficult, as such, it was just that
she didn't know how or what else to be.

Who was this guy? Wiat was this |ife she was supposed to

| ead? What was this world she was supposed to lead it in? And
what was this universe that kept com ng at her through her eyes
and ears? Wiat was it for? What did it want?

She' d been born in a spaceship that had been going from
somewhere to sonmewhere el se, and when it had got to some-
where el se, sonmewhere el se had only turned out to be another
somewhere that you had to get to sonewhere el se again from
and so on.

It was her normal expectation that she was supposed to be
somewhere else. It was normal for her to feel that she was in
the wrong pl ace.

Then, constant tine travel had only conpounded this problem
and had led to the feeling that she was not only always in the
w ong place, but she was al so al nbst always there at the wong
time.

She didn't notice that she felt this, because it was the only

way she ever felt, just as it never seened odd to her that

nearly everywhere she went she needed either to wear weights

or anti-gravity suits and usually special apparatus for breathing
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as well. The only places you could ever feel right were worlds you
designed for yourself to inhabit - virtual realities in the electric
clubs. It had never occurred to her that the real Universe was

sonet hing you could actually fit into.

And that included this Lanuella place her nother had dunped

her in. And it also included this person who had bestowed on her
this precious and magical gift of life in return for a seat upgrade.
It was just as well he had turned out to be rather kind and friendly
or there would have been trouble. Really. She'd got a specially

shar pened stone in her pocket she could cause a |lot of trouble

wi th.

It can be very dangerous to see things from sonebody el se's
poi nt of view wi thout the proper training.

They sat on the spot that Arthur particularly |Iiked, on the side
of a hill overlooking the valley. The sun was goi ng down over
the village.

The only thing that Arthur wasn't quite so fond of was being
able to see a little way into the next valley, where a deep dark
mangl ed furrow in the forest nmarked the spot where his ship

had crashed. But maybe that was what kept bringi ng hi mback
here. There were plenty of spots fromwhich you could survey

the lush rolling countryside of Lanuella, but this was the one
he was drawn to, with its nagging dark spot of fear and pain
nestling just on the edge of his vision

He had never been there again since he had been pulled
out of the wreckage.

Woul dn' t.
Coul dn't bear it

In fact he had gone sone of the way back to it the very next

day, while he was still nunb and spinning with shock. He had

a broken leg, a couple of broken ribs, sone bad burns and was

not really thinking coherently but had insisted that the villagers
take him which, uneasily, they had. He had not managed to

get right to the actual spot where the ground had bubbl ed and

mel ted, however, and had at | ast hobbl ed away fromthe horror

for ever.

Soon, word had got around that the whol e area was haunted

and no one had ventured back there ever since. The | and was ful

of beautiful, verdant and delightful valleys - no point in going to
a highly worrying one. Let the past hold on to itself and let the
present nmove forward into the future

Random cradl ed the watch in her hands, slowy turning it

to let the long light of the evening sun shine warmy in the
scratches and scuffs of the thick glass. It fascinated her watching
the spidery little second hand ticking its way round. Every tine

it completed a full circle, the longer of the two nmai n hands had
moved on exactly to the next of the sixty small divisions round

the dial. And when the long hand had nade its own full circle.

the smaller hand had noved on to the next of the main digits.

“You' ve been watching it for over an hour.' said Arthur,
quietly.
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"1 know, she said. ~An hour is when the big hand has gone
all the way round, yes?'

“That's right.’

"Then |'ve been watching it for an hour and seventeen..
m nutes.'

She smled with a deep and nysterious pleasure and noved

very slightly so that she was resting just a little. against his arm
Arthur felt a small sigh escape fromhimthat had been pent up
inside his chest for weeks. He wanted to put his armaround his
daughter's shoul ders, but felt it was too early yet and that she
woul d shy away from him But sonething was wor ki ng. Sormre-

thing was easing inside her. The watch neant sonething to her
that nothing in her life had so far managed to do. Arthur was
not sure that he had really understood what it was yet, but he
was profoundly pleased and relieved that something had reached
her .

"Explain to ne again,' said Random

"There's nothing really to it,' said Arthur. "~ ockwork was
sonet hi ng that devel oped over hundreds of years...

"Earth years.'

"Yes. It becane finer and finer and nore and nore intricate.

It was highly skilled and delicate work. It had to be nmade very
small, and it had to carry on working accurately however nuch
you waved it around or dropped it.'

"But only on one planet?

"Well, that was where it was nmade, you see. It was never
expected to go anywhere el se and deal with different suns and
moons and magnetic fields and things. | mean the thing stil
goes perfectly well, but it doesn't really nean nuch this far
from Switzerl and.

" From where?'

"Switzerland. That's where these were nade. Small hilly coun-
try. Tiresonely neat. The people who nade themdidn't really
know there were other worlds.

"Quite a big thing not to know. '
“Well, yes.'

"So where did they cone fronf'

"They, that is we... we just sort of grew there. W evol v-
ed on the Earth. From | don't know, sone kind of sludge or
somet hi ng. '

“Like this watch.'
"Unm | don't think the watch grew out of sludge.'
“You don't understand!’

Random suddenly | eaped to her feet, shouting.
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“You don't understand! You don't understand me, you don't
under stand anything! | hate you for being so stupid!'’

She started to run hectically down the hill, still clutching
the watch and shouting that she hated him

Arthur junped up, startled and at a | oss. He started to run
after her through the stringy and clunpy grass. It was hard and
pai nful for him Wen he had broken his leg in the crash, it had
not been a clean break, and it had not heal ed cleanly. He was
stumbl i ng and wi ncing as he ran

Suddenly she turned and faced him her face dark w th anger.

She brandi shed the watch at him ~You don't understand
that there's sonmewhere this bel ongs? Somewhere it works?
Sonmewhere that it fits?

She turned and ran again. She was fit and fleet-footed and
Arthur could not renotely keep up with her

It wasn't that he had not expected being a father to be

this difficult, it was that he hadn't expected to be a father
at all, particularly not suddenly and unexpectedly on an alien
pl anet .

Random turned to shout at himagain. For some reason
he stopped each tine she did.

"Who do you think I an?' she denmanded angrily. ° Your
upgrade? Who do you think Mum thought |I was? Sonme sort
of ticket to the life she didn't have?

1l don't know what you nean by that,' said Arthur, panting
and hurting.

“You don't know what anybody neans by anything!’
“What do you nean?'
“Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!’

“Tell me! Please tell ne! What does she nean by saying
the life she didn't have?

" She wi shed she'd stayed on Earth! She wi shed she hadn't
gone off with that stupid brain-dead fruit gum Zaphod! She
t hi nks she woul d have had a different life!

"But,' said Arthur, “she would have been killed! She would
have been killed when the world was destroyed!

"That's a different life isn't it?
"That's...'
“She woul dn't have had to have ne! She hates ne!

“You can't nean that! How coul d anyone possibly, er,
mean. . .'

"She had nme because | was nmeant to nake things fit for her
That was ny job. But | fitted even worse than she did! So she
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just shut nme off and carried on with her stupid life.

"What's stupid about her life? She's fantastically successful,
isn't she? She's all over tine and space, all over the Sub-Etha
TV networks...'

“Stupid! Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!

Random turned and ran of f again. Arthur couldn't keep up

with her and at last he had to sit down for a bit and let the pain
in his |leg subside. The turnoil in his head he didn't know what

to do with at all.

He hobbled into the village an hour later. It was getting dark. The
vill agers he passed said hello, but there was a sense of nervousness
and of not quite know ng what was going on or what to do about

it inthe air. Ad Thrashbarg had been seen pulling on his beard

a fair bit and | ooking at the nobon, and that was not a good sign

ei ther.

Arthur went into his hut.
Random was sitting hunched quietly over the table.
“I"'msorry,' she said. "I'mso sorry.

"That's all right,' said Arthur as gently as he knew how. “It's

good to, well, to have a little chat. There's so nmuch we have to
| earn and understand about each other, and life isn't, well it isn't
all just tea and sandwi ches. ..

“I'mso sorry,' she said again, sobbing.

Arthur went up to her and put his armround her shoul der
She didn't resist or pull away. Then Arthur saw what it was she
was so sorry about.

In the pool of light thrown by a Lanuellan |antern |ay

Arthur's watch. Random had forced the back off it with the

back edge of the butter spreading knife, and all of the mnute
cogs and springs and levers were lying in a tiny cock-eyed ness
where she'd been fiddling with them

I just wanted to see how it worked,' said Random “how it

all fitted together. I'mso sorry! | can't get it back together. |I'm
sorry, I'msorry, I'msorry. | don't know what to do. I'll get it
repaired! Really! 1'll get it repaired!’

The foll owi ng day Thrashbarg came round and said all sorts

of Bob stuff. He tried to exert a calming influence by inviting
Randomto let her nmind dwell on the ineffable nystery of the

gi ant earwi g, and Random said there was no gi ant earwig and
Thrashbarg went very cold and silent and said she would be cast
i nto outer darkness. Random sai d good, she'd been born there,
and the next day the parcel arrived.

This was all getting a bit eventful

In fact, when the parcel arrived, delivered by a kind of robot
drone that dropped out of the sky making droning robot noises,
it brought with it a sense which gradually began to perneate
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through the whole village, that it was al nost one event too nany.

It wasn't the robot drone's fault. Al it required was Arthur
Dent's sighature or thunb print, or just a few scrapings of skin
cells fromthe nape of his neck and it would be on its way again.
It hung around waiting, not quite sure what all this resentnent
was about. Meanwhile, Kirp had caught another fish with a head

at both ends, but on closer inspection it turned out that it was in
fact two fish cut in half and sewn together rather badly, so not
only had Kirp failed to rekindle any great interest in two-headed
fish but he had seriously cast doubt on the authenticity of the
first one. Only the pikka birds seenmed to feel that everything
was exactly nornmal .

The robot drone got Arthur's signature and nade its escape.
Arthur bore the parcel back to his hut and sat and | ooked at
it.

“Let's open it!' said Random who was feeling nuch nore
cheerful this norning now that everything around her had got
thoroughly weird, but Arthur said no.

“Why not ?

“It's not addressed to ne.'

“Yes, it is.

"No, it isn't. It's addressed to... well, it's addressed to
Ford Prefect, in care of ne.'

“Ford Prefect? |Is he the one who. ..

“Yes,' said Arthur tartly.

“1've heard about him'
"l expect you have.'
“Let' s open it anyway. What el se are we going to do?

"l don't know,' said Arthur, who really wasn't sure.

He had taken his damaged knives over to the forge bright
and early that nmorning and Strinder had had a | ook at them
and said that he woul d see what he could do.

They had tried the usual business of waving the knives through

the air, feeling for the point of balance and the point of flex and
so on, but the joy was gone fromit, and Arthur had a sad feeling
that his sandw ch maki ng days were probably numnbered

He hung his head.

The next appearance of the Perfectly Normal Beasts was

i mminent, but Arthur felt that the usual festivities of hunting
and feasting were going to be rather nuted and uncertain.
Sonet hi ng had happened here on Lanuella, and Arthur had

a horrible feeling that it was him

"What do you think it is? urged Random turning the parce
over in her hands.

I don't know, said Arthur. "~ Something bad and worryi ng,
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t hough.'
“How do you know?' Random pr ot est ed.

"Because anything to do with Ford Prefect is bound to be
worse and nore worrying than sonmething that isn't,' said Arthur
"Believe ne.'

“You're upset about sonething, aren't you?' said Random
Art hur si ghed.

“I"'mjust feeling a little junpy and unsettled, | think,' said
Arthur.

“I"msorry,' said Random and put the package down agai n.
She could see that it really would upset himif she opened it.
She woul d just have to do it when he wasn't | ooking.

16

Arthur wasn't quite certain which he noticed as bei ng nissing
first. Wien he noticed that the one wasn't there his nind instantly
| eapt to the other and he knew i medi ately that they were both

gone and that sonething insanely bad and difficult to deal with
woul d happen as a result.

Random was not there. And neither was the parcel

He had left it up on a shelf all day, in plain view It was
an exercise in trust.

He knew t hat one of the things he was supposed to do as a

parent was to show trust in his child, to build a sense of trust
and confidence into the bedrock of relationship between them

He had had a nasty feeling that that night be an idiotic thing to
do, but he did it anyway, and sure enough it had turned out to

be an idiotic thing to do. You live and learn. At any rate, you
l'ive.

You al so pani c.

Arthur ran out of the hut. It was the mddle of the evening.

The light was getting dimand a stormwas brewi ng. He could

not see her anywhere, nor any sign of her. He asked. No one

had seen her. He asked again. No one el se had seen her. They

were going hone for the night . Alittle wind was whipping round
the edge of the village, picking things up and tossing them around
in a dangerously casual manner

He found O d Thrashbarg and asked him Thrashbarg | ooked

at himstonily, and then pointed in the one direction that Arthur
had dreaded, and had therefore instinctively known was the way
she woul d have gone

So now he knew the worst.
She had gone where she t hought he would not foll ow her.

He | ooked up at the sky, which was sullen, streaked and Iivid,
and reflected that it was the sort of sky that the Four Horsenen
of the Apocal ypse wouldn't feel like a bunch of conplete idiots
riding out of.
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Wth a heavy sense of the utnost foreboding he set off

on the track that led to the forest in the next valley. The first
heavy bl obs of rain began to hit the ground as Arthur tried to
drag hinmself to sonme sort of run

Random reached the crest of the hill and | ooked down into the

next valley. It had been a | onger and harder clinmb than she had
anticipated. She was a little worried that doing the trip at night
was not that great an idea, but her father had been npoching
around near the hut all day trying to pretend to either her or
hinsel f that he wasn't guarding the parcel. At last he'd had to
go over to the forge to talk with Strinder about the knives, and
Random had sei zed her opportunity and done a runner with the

par cel

It was perfectly clear that she couldn't just open the thing
there, in the hut, or even in the village. He nmight have cone
across her at any nonment. Which neant that she had to go
where she woul dn't be foll owed.

She coul d stop where she was now. She had gone this way

in the hope that he wouldn't follow her. and even if he did he
woul d never find her up in the wooded parts of the hill wth
night drawing in and the rain starting.

Al the way up, the parcel had been jiggling under her arm

It was a satisfyingly hunky sort of thing: a box with a square top
about the length of her forearmon each side, and about the Ilength
of her hand deep, wapped up in brown plasper wth an ingenious
new form of self-knotting string. It didn't rattle as she shook it,
but she sensed that its weight was concentrated excitingly at the
centre

Havi ng come so far, though, there was a certain satisfaction
in not stopping here, but carrying on down into what seenmed to
be al nost a forbidden area - where her father's ship had cone
down. She wasn't exactly certain what the word “haunted' neant,
but it mght be fun to find out. She woul d keep goi ng and save
the parcel up for when she got there.

It was getting darker, though. She hadn't used her tiny electric
torch yet, because she didn't want to be visible froma distance.
She woul d have to use it now, but it probably didn't matter since
she woul d be on the other side of the hill which divided the valleys
from each ot her.

She turned her torch on. Al npst at the same nonent a fork

of lightning ripped across the valley into which she was headi ng
and startled her considerably. As the darkness shuddered back
around her and a clap of thunder rolled out across the |and she
felt suddenly rather small and lost with just a feeble pencil of
i ght bobbing in her hand. Perhaps she should stop after al

and open the parcel here. O maybe she should go back and

conme out again tonorrow. It was only a nonmentary hesitation

t hough. She knew there was no goi ng back toni ght, and sensed
that there was no goi ng back ever

She headed on down the side of the hill. The rain was
beginning to pick up now. Were a short while ago it had
been a few heavy blobs it was settling in for a good pour now,
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hissing in the trees, and the ground was getting slippery under
her feet.

At | east, she thought it was the rain hissing in the trees.
Shadows were | eaping and | eering at her as her |ight bobbed
through the trees. Onwards and downwards.

She hurried on for another ten or fifteen mnutes, soaked to the
skin now and shivering, and gradually becane aware that there
seened to be sone other |ight sonewhere ahead of her. It was
very faint and she wasn't certain if she was inmagining it or not.
She turned off her torch to see. There did seemto be sone sort
of di mglow ahead. She couldn't tell what it was. She turned her
torch back on and continued down the hill, towards whatever it
was.

There was sonet hing wong with the woods though

She couldn't imediately say what it was, but they didn't
seem | i ke sprightly healthy woods | ooking forward to a good
spring. The trees were lolling at sickly angles and had a sort of
pallid, blighted | ook about them Random nore than once had

the worrying sensation that they were trying to reach towards

her as she passed them but it was just a trick of the way that
her |ight caused their shadows to flicker and | urch.

Suddenly, sonething fell out of a tree in front of her. She
| eapt backwards with alarm dropping both the torch and the
box as she did so. She went down into a crouch, pulling the
speci al | y sharpened rock out of her pocket.

The thing that had fallen out of the tree was noving. The

torch was lying on the ground and pointing towards it, and a
vast, grotesque shadow was slowy lurching through the |ight
towards her. She could hear faint rustling and screechi ng noi ses
over the steady hiss of the rain. She scrabbled on the ground for
the torch, found it, and shone it directly at the creature.

At the same nmonent another dropped froma tree just a few
feet away. She swung the torch wildly fromone to another. She
hel d her rock up, ready to throw.

They were quite snmall in fact. It was the angle of the light that
had made them |l oomso large. Not only small. but small, furry
and cuddly. And there was another, dropping fromthe trees. It
fell through the beamof light, so she saw it quite clearly.

It fell neatly and precisely, turned, and then, |ike the other
two, started slowy and purposefully to advance on Random

She stayed rooted to the spot. She still had her rock. poised
and ready to throw, but was increasingly conscious of the fact
that the things she had it poised and ready to throw at were
squirrels. Or at least, squirrel-like things. Soft, warm cuddly
squirrel -like things advancing on her in a way she wasn't at al
certain she |iked.

She shone her torch directly on the first of them It was

maki ng aggressi ve, hectoring, screeching noises, and carrying

in one of its little fists a snmall tattered piece of wet, pink rag.
Random hefted her rock nenacingly in her hand, but it made

no inpression at all on the squirrel advancing on her with its
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wet piece of rag.

She backed away. She didn't know at all how to deal with this.

If they had been vicious snarling slavering beasts with glistening
fangs she woul d have pitched into themwith a will, but squirrels
behaving like this she couldn't quite handle.

She backed away again. The second squirrel was starting

to make a fl anki ng nanoeuvre round to her right. Carrying a
cup. Some kind of acorn thing. The third was right behind it
and naking its own advance. What was it carrying? Sone little
scrap of soggy paper, Random t hought.

She stepped back again, caught her ankle against the root
of a tree and fell over backwards.

Instantly the first squirrel darted forward and was on top of
her, advanci ng al ong her stomach with cold purpose. in its eyes,
and a piece of wet rag in its fist.

Randomtried to junp up, but only nanaged to junp about

an inch. The startled novenent of the squirrel on her stonmach
startled her in return. The squirrel froze, gripping her skin
through her soaking shirt with its tiny claws. Then slowly, inch
by inch, it nmade its way up her, stopped, and proffered her the
rag.

She felt al nost hypnotised by the strangeness of the thing and

its tiny glinting eyes. It proffered her the rag again. It pushed it
at her repeatedly, screeching insistently, till at |ast, nervously,
hesitantly, she took the thing fromit. It continued to watch her
intently, its eyes darting all over her face . She had no idea what
to do. Rain and nud were stream ng down her face and she had

a squirrel sitting on her. She w ped sonme nmud out of her eyes

with the rag.

The squirrel shrieked triunphantly, grabbed the rag hack,

| eapt off her, ran scanpering into the dark, enclosing night,
darted up into a tree, dived into a hole in the trunk, settled
back and lit a cigarette.

Meanwhi | e Randomwas trying to fend off the squirrel with
the acorn cup full of rain and the one with the paper. She
shuffl ed backwards on her bottom

"No!" she shouted. " Go away!

They darted back, in fright, and then darted right forward
again with their gifts. She brandi shed her rock at them ° Go!
she yel |l ed

The squirrels scanpered round in consternation. Then one

darted straight at her, dropped the acorn cup in her |ap, turned
and ran off into the night. The other stood quivering for a
nmonent, then put its scrap of paper neatly down in front of

her and di sappeared as wel | .

She was al one again, but trenbling with confusion. She got
unsteadily to her feet, picked up her rock and her parcel, then
paused and picked up the scrap of paper as well. It was so soggy
and dilapidated it was hard to make out what it was. It seemed
just to be a fragment of an in-flight rmagazine.
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Just as Randomwas trying to understand exactly what it was
that this all meant, a man wal ked out into the clearing in which
she was standing, raised a vicious-1ooking gun and shot her

Arthur was thrashing around hopelessly two or three miles
behi nd her, on the upward side of the hill

Wthin mnutes of setting out he had gone back again and

equi pped hinself with a lanp. Not an electric one. The only
electric light in the place was the one that Random had brought
with her. This was a kind of dimhurricane | anp: a perforated
metal canister fromStrinder's forge, which contained a reservoir
of inflamuable fish oil, a wick of knotted dried grass and was
wrapped in a translucent filmmade fromdried nmenbranes from

the gut of a Perfectly Nornal Beast.

It had now gone out.

Arthur jiggled around with it in a thoroughly pointless kind

of a way for a few seconds. There was clearly no way he was
going to get the thing suddenly to burst into flanme again in the
m ddle of a rainstorm but it's inpossible not to nake a token
effort. Reluctantly he threw the thing aside.

What to do? This was hopel ess. He was absol utely sodden,
his cl othes heavy and billowing with the rain, and now he was
lost in the dark as well.

For a brief second he was lost in the blinding light, and
then he was lost in the dark again.

The sheet of lightning had at | east shown himthat he was
very close to the brow of the hill. Once he had breasted that
he would... well, he wasn't certain what he would do. He'd
have to work that out when he got there

He limped forward and upwards.

A few minutes |ater he knew that he was standing panting at
the top. There was sone kind of dimglow in the distance bel ow
him He had no idea what it was, and indeed he hardly liked to
think. It was the only thing he had to make towards, though,
so he started to nmake his way, stunmbling, |ost and frightened
towards it.

The flash of lethal |ight passed straight through Random and,
about two seconds later, so did the man who had shot it. O her
than that he paid her no attention whatsoever. He had shot
soneone standi ng behind her, and when she turned to | ook,

he was kneeling over the body and going through its pockets.

The tabl eau froze and vani shed. It was replaced a second

|later by a giant pair of teeth framed by i mense and perfectly
gl ossed red lips. A huge blue brush appeared out of nowhere
and started foamly to scrub at the teeth, which continued to
hang there gleaming in the shimering curtain of rain.

Random bl inked at it twi ce before she got it.

It was a comrercial. The guy who had shot her was part
of a hol ographic in-flight nmovie. She nust now be very close to
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where the ship had crashed. Qbviously sone of its systens were
nmore indestructible than others.

The next half-mle of the journey was particularly trouble-
some. Not only did she have the cold and the rain and the night
to contend with, but also the fractured and thrashing remains of
the ship's on-board entertai nnent system Spaceships and jetcars
and hel i pods crashed and expl oded conti nuously around her,
illumnating the night, villainous people in strange hats snug-
gl ed dangerous drugs through her, and the conbi ned orchestra
and chorus of the Hallapolis State Opera performed the closing
March of the AnjaQantine Star Guard fromAct 1V of R zgar's

Bl amnel | amum of Woont in a little gl ade somewhere off to her
left.

And then she was standing on the lip of a very nasty | ooking and
bubbl y-edged crater. There was still a faint warm gl ow com ng
fromwhat woul d otherwi se have | ooked |i ke an enornobus piece

of caramelised chewing gumin the centre of the pit: the nelted
remai ns of a great spaceship.

She stood | ooking at it for a longish while, and then at
| ast started to wal k al ong and around the edge of the crater
She was no | onger certain what she was | ooking for, but kept
movi ng anyway, keeping the horror of the pit to her left.

The rain was beginning to ease off a little, but it was stil
extrenely wet, and since she didn't know what it was that was
in the box, whether it was perhaps sonething delicate or dam
ageabl e, she thought she ought to find somewhere reasonably dry
to open it. She hoped she hadn't already damaged it by dropping
it.

She pl ayed her torch around the surrounding trees, which were
thin on the ground here, and nostly charred and broken. In the
m ddl e di stance she thought she could see a junbl ed outcrop of
rock which mght provide sonme shelter, and she started to pick
her way towards it. Al around she found the detritus that had
been ejected fromthe ship as it broke up, before the final fireball.

After she had noved two or three hundred yards fromthe

edge of the crater she cane across the tattered fragnents of sone
fluffy pink material, sodden, muddi ed and droopi ng anongst the
broken trees. She guessed, correctly, that this nust be the renains
of the escape cocoon that had saved her father's life. She went and
| ooked at it nmore closely, and then noticed sonething close to it
on the ground, half covered in nud.

She picked it up and wi ped the nmud off it. It was sonme kind of

el ectronic device the size of a small book. Feebly glowing on its
cover, in response to her touch, were sone large friendly letters.
They said DON T PANIC. She knew what this was. It was her
father's copy of The Hitch Hi ker's Guide to the Gal axy.

She felt instantly reassured by it, turned her head up to the
thundery sky and | et sonme. rain wash over her face and into her
nmout h.

She shook her head and hurried on towards the rocks. C anber-
ing up and over them she al nost i medi ately found the perfect
thing. The nouth of a cave. She played her torch into its inte-
rior. It seened to be dry and safe. Picking her way carefully,
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she wal ked in. It was quite spacious, but didn't go that deep
Exhausted and relieved she sat on a conveni ent rock, put the
box down in front of her and started imedi ately to open it.

17

For a long period of tine there was nuch specul ati on and
controversy about where the so-called "nissing matter' of the
Uni verse had got to. Al over the Gal axy the science depart-
ments of all the major universities were acquiring nore and
nmore el aborate equi pnent to probe and search the hearts of

di stant gal axies, and then the very centre and the very edges of
the whol e Universe, but when eventually it was tracked down it
turned out in fact to he all the stuff which the equi prent had
been packed in.

There was quite a large quantity of missing matter in the

box, little soft round white pellets of mssing matter, which
Random di scarded for future generations of physicists to track
down and di scover all over again once the findings of the
current generation of physicists had been | ost and forgotten
about .

Qut of the pellets of missing matter she lifted the featurel ess
bl ack disk. She put it down on a rock beside her and sifted
anongst all the missing matter to see if there was anything

el se, a manual or sonme attachnments or sonething, but there

was nothing else at all. Just the black disk

She shone the torch on it.

As she did so, cracks began to appear along its apparently
featurel ess surface. Random backed away nervously, but then
saw that the thing, whatever it was, was nerely unfolding itself.

The process was wonderfully beautiful. It was extraordinarily
el aborate but also sinple and elegant. It was |ike a piece of
sel f-opening origam, or a rosebud bloonming into a rose in just
a few seconds

Wiere just a few nonents earlier there had been a snoothly
curved bl ack disk there was now a bird. A bird, hovering there.

Random conti nued to back away fromit, carefully and watch-
fully.

It was a little like a pikka bird, only rather smaller. That is
to say, in fact it was larger, or to be nore exact, precisely the
sane size or, at least, not less than twice the size. It was al so
both a ot bluer and a | ot pinker than pikka birds, while at the
sanme time being perfectly black.

There was al so sonething very odd about it, which Random
couldn't inmmediately make out.

It certainly shared with pikka birds the inpression it gave
that it was watching something that you couldn't see

Suddenly it vani shed.

Then, just as suddenly everything went black. Random dr op-
ped into a tense crouch, feeling for the specially sharpened rock
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in her pocket again. Then the bl ackness receded and rolled itself

up into a ball and then the bl ackness was the bird again. It hung
inthe air in front of her, beating its wings slowy and staring at

her.

"Excuse me,' it said suddenly, "I just have to calibrate nyself.
Can you hear me when | say this?

“When you say what?' denmanded Random

"Good,' said the bird. “And can you hear me when | say
this? It spoke this time at a nmuch higher pitch

“Yes, of course | can!' said Random

“And can you hear me when | say this?' it said, this tine
in a sepulchrally deep voice

" Yes!'
There was then a pause.

"No obviously not,' said the bird after a few seconds. "~ Good,
wel | your hearing range is obviously between 20 and 16 KHz. So.
Is this confortable for you?' it said in a pleasant |ight tenor
unconfortabl e harnonics screeching away in the upper register?
Qovi ously not. Good. | can use those as data channels. Now.

How many of nme can you see?

Suddenly the air was full of nothing but interlocking birds.
Random was wel |l used to spending tinme in virtual realities, but
this was sonething far weirder than anything she had previously
encountered. It was as if the whole geonetry of space was
redefined in seanl ess bird shapes.

Random gasped and flung her arnms round her face, her
arms novi ng t hrough bird-shaped space.

“Hnrmm  obviously way too many,' said the bird. " How about
now?'

It concertina-ed into a tunnel of birds, as if it was a bird
caught between parallel nmirrors, reflecting infinitely into the
di st ance.

“What are you?' shouted Random

"We'll conme to that in a mnute,' said the bird. ~Just how
many, please?’

"Well, you're sort of...' Random gestured hel pl essly off
into the distance.

"l see, still infinite in extent, but at least we're homng in
on the right dimensional matrix. Good. No, the answer is an
orange and two | enopns.

“Lenons?'

“If I have three | enons and three oranges and | | ose two
oranges and a | enmon what do | have left?

" Huh?'
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"CK, so you think that tine flows that way, do you? Interesting.
Am | still infinite? it asked, ballooning this way and that in space.
"Am | infinite now? How yell ow am|?'

Monment by noment the bird was goi ng through m nd-mangling
transformati ons of shape and extent.

"l can't...' said Random bewi | der ed

“You don't have to answer, | can tell fromwatching you
now. So. Am | your nother? AmI| a rock? Do | seem huge,
squi shy and sinuously intertw ned? No? How about now? Am
| goi ng backwar ds?'

For once the bird was perfectly still and steady.
"No,' Said Random

"Well | was in fact, | was noving backwards in tine. Hmm

Well | think we've sorted all that out now If you'd Iike to know,
I can tell you that in your universe you nove freely in three

di mensi ons that you call space. You nove in a straight line in

a fourth, which you call tine, and stay rooted to one place in a
fifth, which is the first fundamental of probability. After that it
gets a hit conplicated, and there's all sorts of stuff going on in
dimensions 13 to 22 that you really wouldn't want to know about.
Al'l you really need to know for the monent is that the universe

is alot nore conplicated than you mght think, even if you start
froma position of thinking it's pretty dam conplicated in the

first place. | can easily not say words like "~“damm'' if it offends
you.'

“Say what you damm well Iike.'

TowillLt

"What the hell are you?' demanded Random

I am The GQuide. In your universe | amyour Guide. In fact |
i nhabit what is technically known as the Wole Sort of Genera
M sh Mash which neans... well, let me show you.'

It turned in md-air and swooped out of the cave, and then
perched on a rock, just beneath an overhang, out of the rain,
whi ch was getting heavi er again.

“Come on,' it said, “watch this.

Random didn't 1i ke being bossed around by a bird, but she
followed it to the nouth of the cave anyway, still fingering the
rock in her pocket.

"Rain,' said the bird. "~You see? Just rain.
1 know what rain is.

Sheets of the stuff were sweeping through the night, rnoonlight
sifting through it.

"So what is it?

"What do you mean, what is it? Look, who are you? What
were you doing in that box? Wiy have | spent a night running
through the forest fending off denmented squirrels to find that
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all 1'"ve got at the end of it is a bird asking ne what rain

is. It's just water falling through the bloody air, that's what
it is. Anything el se you want to know or can we go hone

now?'

There was a | ong pause before the bird answered, " You
want to go hone?

"l haven't got a hone!' Random al npst shocked hersel f,
she screaned the words so | oudly.

“Look into the rain...' said the bird Cuide
“"I"'mlooking into the rain! Wat else is there to | ook at?
“What do you see?

“What do you nean, you stupid bird? | just see a |l oad
of rain. It's just water, falling.'

“What shapes do you see in the water?

" Shapes? There aren't any shapes. It's just, just...'
“Just a mish mash,' said the bird Guide

“Yes...'

“Now what do you see?

Just on the very edge of visibility a thin faint beam fanned out

of the bird's eyes. In the dry air beneath the overhang there was
nothing to see. Wiere the beamhit the drops of rain as they fel
through it, there was a flat sheet of light, so bright and vivid it
seemed solid.

"Ch great. A laser show,' said Random fractiously. "~ Never
seen one of those before, of course, except at about five million
rock concerts.'

“Tell me what you see!'
“Just a flat sheet! Stupid bird.

"There's nothing there that wasn't there before. |I'mjust using
light to draw your attention to certain drops at certain nonents.
Now what do you see?

The |ight shut off.
" Not hi ng. '

“I'"mdoing exactly the same thing, but with ultra-violet |ight.
You can't see it.

"So what's the point of showing nme sonething | can't see?

"So that you understand that just because you see sonet hing,

it doesn't nean to say it's there. And if you don't see sonething
it doesn't nmean to say it's not there, it's only what your senses
bring to your attention.'

“I"mbored with this,' said Random and then gasped.
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Hanging in the rain was a giant and very vivid three-di nen-
sional image of her father |ooking startled about sonething.

About two miles away behind Random her father, struggling

his way t hrough the woods suddenly stopped. He was startled to
see an imge of hinself |ooking startled about sonething hangi ng
brightly in the rain-filled air about two nmiles away. About two
m |l es away sonme distance to the right of the direction in which
he was headi ng.

He was al nost conpletely |ost, convinced he was going to die

of cold and wet and exhaustion and beginning to wi sh he could
just get on with it. He had just been brought an entire golfing
magazi ne by a squirrel, as well, and his brain. was beginning to
how and gi bber.

Seeing a huge bright imge of hinmself light up in the sky told
himthat, on bal ance, he was probably right to how and gi bber
but probably wong as far as the direction he was headi ng was

concer ned.

Taki ng a deep breath, he turned and headed off towards
the inexplicable |ight show.

"OK, so what's that supposed to prove?' demanded Random |t

was the fact that the image was her father that had startled her
rat her than the appearance of the imge itself. She had seen her
first hol ogram when she was two nonths ol d and had been put in
it to play. She had seen her nost recent one about half an hour
ago playing the March of the AnjaQantine Star Guard.

"Only that it's no nore there or not there than the sheet

was,' said the bird. “It's just the interaction of water fromthe
sky noving in one direction, with light at frequencies your senses
can detect noving in another. It nmakes an apparently solid image
in your mind. But it's all just inages in the Msh Mash. Here's
anot her one for you.'

"My nother!' said Random
"No,' said the bird
I know nmy nother when | see her!'

The i mage was of a worman energi ng froma spacecraft

inside a large, grey hangar-Ilike building. She was being escorted
by a group of tall, thin purplish-green creatures. It was definite-
Iy Randomi's mother. Well, alnmost definitely. Trillian wouldn't

have been wal king quite so uncertainly in low gravity, or |ooking
around her at a boring old |ife-support environment with quite
such a disbelieving | ook on her face, or carrying such a quaint

ol d canera.

"So who is it? demanded Random

“She is part of the extent of your nother on the probability
axis,' said the bird Cuide

I haven't the faintest idea what you nean.'

“Space, tinme and probability all have axes al ong which it
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is possible to nove.'
"Still dunno. Though | think... No. Explain.
"I thought you wanted to go hone.'
" Expl ai n!’
"Woul d you like to see your hone?
"See it? It was destroyed!’
It is discontinuous along the probability axis. Look!'

Sonet hi ng very strange and wonderful now swaminto view

inthe rain. It was a huge, bluish-greenish globe, msty and

cl oud-covered, turning with. mjestic slowness agai nst a bl ack,
starry background.

"Now you see it,' said the bird. ~Now you don't.

Alittle less than two mles away, now, Arthur Dent stood stil

in his tracks. He could not believe what he coul d see, hanging
there, shrouded in rain, but brilliant and vividly real against the
ni ght sky - the Earth. He gasped at the sight of it. Then, at the
monent he gasped, it di sappeared again. Then it appeared again.
Then, and this was the bit that made himgive up and stick straws
in his hair, it turned into a sausage.

Random was al so startled by the sight of this huge, blue and
green and watery and m sty sausage hangi ng above her. And

now it was a string of sausages, or rather it was a string of
sausages in which many of the sausages were missing. The whol e
brilliant string turned and span in a bewi ldering dance in the
air and then gradually slowed, grew insubstantial and faded into
the glistening darkness of the night.

“What was that?' asked Random in a small voice

"A glinpse along the probability axis of a discontinuously
probabl e object.’

]l see.'

"Most objects nutate and change al ong their axis of prob-

ability, but the world of your origin does sonething slightly
different. It lies on what you might call a fault line in the

| andscape of probability which nmeans that at many probability
co-ordinates, the whole of it sinply ceases to exist. It has an

i nherent instability, which is typical of anything that lies within
what are usually designated the Plural sectors. Make sense?

“No. '
"Want to go and see for yoursel f?
“To... Earth?

" Yes.

“I's that possible?
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The bird Guide did not answer at once. It spread its wi ngs
and, with an easy grace, ascended into the air and flew out into
the rain which, once again, was beginning to lighten

It soared ecstatically up into the night sky, lights flashed
around it, dinmensions dithered in its wake. It swooped and
turned and | ooped and turned again and cane at |last to rest

two feet in front of Randoms face, its wings beating slowy and
silently.

It spoke to her again.

“Your universe is vast to you. Vast in tinme, vast in space
That's because of the filters through which you perceive it. But

I was built with no filters at all, which neans | perceive the nish
mash which contains all possible universes but which has, itself,
no size at all. For ne, anything is possible. | am omi scient

and omi potent, extrenely vain, and, what is nore, | cone in

a handy sel f-carrying package. You have to work out how nuch
of the above is true.

A slow sm |l e spread over Random s face.
“You bloody little thing. You've been wi nding ne up!'
"As | said, anything is possible.'

Random | aughed. "OK,' she said. "Let's try and go to Earth.
Let's go to Earth at sone point on its, er...

“Probability axis?

“Yes. Where it hasn't been blown up. OK. So you're the
Quide. How do we get a lift?

“Reverse engi neering.
“What ?*

"Reverse engineering. To ne the flow of tinme is irrel evant.
You deci de what you want. | then nmerely nake sure that it has
al ready happened.'

“You're joking.'
“Anything is possible.’
Random frowned. ~You are joking aren't you?

“Let nme put it another way,' said the bird. "Reverse engineering
enables us to shortcut all the business of waiting for one of the
horribly few spaceshi ps that passes through your gal actic sector
every year or so to make up its m nd about whether or not it
feels like giving you a lift. You want a lift a ship arrives and
gi ves you one. The pilot may think he has any one of a million
reasons why he has decided to stop and pick you up. The rea
reason is that | have determined that he will.'

"This is you being extrenely vainisn't it, little bird?
The bird was silent.

"OK,' said Random | want a ship to take ne to Earth.
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"WIIl this one do?

It was so silent that Random had not noticed the descendi ng
spaceship until it was nearly on top of her.

Arthur had noticed it. He was a nile away now and cl osing. Just
after the illum nated sausage di splay had drawn to its concl usion
he had noticed the faint glinmrerings of further lights com ng
down out of the clouds and had, to begin with, assuned it to

be anot her piece of flashy son et luniere.

It took a monent or so for it to dawn on himthat it was

an actual spaceship, and a noment or two | onger for himto
realise that it was dropping directly down to where he assuned
hi s daughter to be. That was when, rain or no rain, leg injury
or no leg injury, darkness or no darkness, he suddenly started
really to run.

He fell alnost imediately, slid and hurt his knee quite badly
on a rock. He slithered back up to his feet and tried again. He
had a horrible cold feeling that he was about to | ose Random
for ever. Linping and cursing, he ran. He didn't know what it
was that had been in the box, but the nane on it had been Ford
Prefect, and that was the nane he cursed as he ran.

The ship was one of the sexiest and nost beautiful ones that
Random had ever seen

It was astounding. Silver, sleek, ineffable.

If she didn't know better she would have said it was an RWb.

As it settled silently beside her she realised that it actually was
an RW and she could scarcely breathe for excitenent. An RW

was the sort of thing you only saw in the sort of nagazi nes that
wer e designed to provoke civil unrest.

She was al so extrenely nervous. The manner and tim ng of

its arrival was deeply unsettling. Either it was the nost bizarre
coi nci dence or sonething very peculiar and worrying was goi ng

on. She waited a little tensely for the ship's hatch to open. Her
Qui de - she thought of it as hers now - was hovering lightly over
her right shoulder, its wings barely fluttering.

The hatch opened. Just a little dimlight escaped. A nonent

or two passed and a figure enmerged. He stood still for a nonent
or so, obviously trying to accustom his eyes to the darkness.
Then he caught sight of Random standing there, and seened a
little surprised. He started to wal k towards her. Then suddenly
he shouted in surprise and started to run at her

Random was not a good person to take a run at on a

dark night when she was feeling a little strung out. She had
unconsci ously been fingering the rock in her pocket fromthe
monent she saw the craft coming down.

Still running, slithering, hurtling, bunping into trees, Arthur
saw at | ast that he was too |late. The ship had only been on the
ground for about three mnutes, and now, silently, gracefully it
was rising up above the trees again, turning snoothly in the fine
speckl e of rain to which the storm had now abated, clinbing,
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climbing, tipping up its nose and, suddenly, effortlessly, hurtling
up through the clouds.

CGone. Randomwas in it. It was inpossible for Arthur to
know t his, but he just went ahead and knew it anyway. She was
gone. He had had his stint at being a parent and could scarcely
bel i eve how badly he had done at it. He tried to continue run-
ning, but his feet were dragging, his knee was hurting like fury
and he knew that he was too |ate.

He coul d not conceive that he could feel nmore wetched
and awful than this, but he was wong.

He linmped his way at last to the cave where Random had

shel tered and opened the box. The ground bore the indentations

of the spacecraft that had | anded there only minutes before, but
of Random there was no sign. He wandered di sconsolately into

the cave, found the enpty box and piles of mssing matter pellets
strewn around the place. He felt a little cross about that. He'd
tried to teach her about cleaning up after herself. Feeling a bit
cross with her about sonmething like that hel ped himfeel |ess
desol ate about her |eaving. He knew he had no neans of finding
her .

H s foot knocked agai nst somet hi ng unexpected. He bent

down to pick it up, and was thoroughly surprised to discover
what it was. It was his old Hitch H ker's Guide to the Gal axy.
How did that cone to be in the cave? He had never returned

to collect it fromthe scene of the crash. He had not wanted to
revisit the crash and he had not wanted the Gui de again. He had
reckoned he was here on Lamuel |l a, maki ng sandw ches for good.
How did it cone to be in the cave? It was active. The words on
the cover flashed DON T PANI C at him

He went out of the cave again into the dimand danp
nmoonl i ght. He sat on a rock to have a | ook through the old
Gui de, and then discovered it wasn't a rock, it was a person.

18

Arthur leapt to his feet with a start of fear. It would be
hard to say which he was nore frightened of: that he. m ght
have hurt the person he had inadvertently sat on or that the
person he had inadvertently sat on would hurt hi mback

There seened, on inspection, to be little inmedi ate cause for
al armon the second count. Woever it was he had sat on was
unconsci ous. That woul d probably go a great deal of the way
towar ds expl ai ni ng what he was doing |ying there. He seened to
be breathing OK though. Arthur felt his pulse. That was K as
wel | .

He was lying on his side, half curled up. It was so | ong ago
and far away when Arthur had | ast done First Aid that he really
couldn't renenber what it was he was supposed to do. The first
thing he was supposed to do, he renenbered, was to have a First
Aid kit about his person. Dam.

Should he roll himon to his back or not? Suppose he had
any broken bones? Suppose he swal | owed his tongue? Suppose
he sued hi n? Who, apart from anything el se, was he?
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At that noment the unconsci ous man groaned | oudly and
rolled hinself over.
Arthur wondered if he should -
He | ooked at him
He | ooked at hi m agai n.
He | ooked at himagain, just to nmake absolutely sure.

Despite the fact that he had been thinking he was feeling
about as |ow as he possibly could, he experienced a terrible
si nking feeling.

The figure groaned again and slowy opened his eyes. It
took hima while to focus, then he blinked and stiffened.

“You!' said Ford Prefect.
“You!' said Arthur Dent.
Ford groaned agai n.

“What do you need to have explained this tine? he said,
and cl osed his eyes in sone kind of despair.

Five mnutes |ater he was sitting up and rubbing the side
of his head, where he had quite a | arge swelling.

"Who the hell was that woman?' he said. "Wy are we sur-
rounded by squirrels, and what do they want?'

“I've been pestered by squirrels all night,' said Arthur. ~They
keep on trying to give nme nmmgazi nes and stuff.

Ford frowned. "Really?' he said

“And bits of rag.'

Ford thought.

"Oh,"' he said. "Is this near where your ship crashed?
"Yes,' said Arthur. He said it alittle tightly.

"That's probably it. Can happen. Ship's cabin robots get

destroyed. The cyberm nds that control them survive and start
infesting the local wildlife. Can turn a whole ecosysteminto sone
ki nd of hel pl ess thrashing service industry, handing out hot towels
and drinks to passers-by. Should be a |aw against it. Probably is.
Probably also a | aw against there being a | aw against it so every-
body can get nice and worked up. Hey ho. Wat did you say?

"l said, and the wonman is ny daughter.

Ford stopped rubbing his head.

"Say that one nore tine.'

I said,'" said Arthur huffily, “the woman is ny daughter.'

I didn't know,' said Ford, “that you had a daughter.
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"Well, there's probably a I ot you don't know about ne,'
said Arthur. “Conme to nention it, there's probably a lot |
don't know about me either.’

“WVell, well, well. Wen did this happen then?
“I"'mnot quite sure.'

"That sounds like nore fanmiliar territory,' said Ford. "Is there
a not her invol ved?

“Trillian.'
“Trillian? | didn't think that...'
"No. Look, it's a bit enbarrassing.

"l renmenber she told ne once she had a kid but only, sort
of, in passing. |"'min touch with her fromtime to tinme. Never
seen her with the kid."'

Art hur said not hing.

Ford started to feel the side of his head again in sone
bermusenent .

"Are you sure this was your daughter?' he said.
“Tell me what happened.'’

"Phroo. Long story. | was coming to pick up this parce
I'd sent to nyself here care of you...

"Well, what was that all about?
"I think it nmay be sonething uni magi nably danger ous.
“And you sent it to ne?" protested Arthur.

“Safest place | could think of. | thought |I could rely on you

to be absolutely boring and not open it. Anyway, coming in at

night I couldn't find this village place. | was going by pretty basic
information. | couldn't find any signal of any kind. | guess you
don't have signals and stuff here.

“That's what | like about it."'

"Then | did pick up a faint signal fromyour old copy of the
Quide, so | hormed in on that, thinking that would take nme to

you. | found I'd landed in sone kind of wood. Couldn't figure
out what was going on. | get out, and then see this wonman
standing there. | go up to say hello, then suddenly | see that

she's got this thing!'
“What thing?

“The thing | sent you! The new Guide! The bird thing! You

were neant to keep it safe, you idiot, but this wonman had the
thing right there by her shoulder. | ran forward and she hit ne
with a rock."'

| see,' said Arthur. “Wat did you do?

“Well, | fell over of course. | was very badly hurt. She and
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the bird started to nmake of f towards ny ship. And when | say
my ship, | nean an RW.'

" A what ?

"An RW6 for Zark's sake. I've got this great relationship
goi ng now between ny credit card and the Guide's centra
conmputer. You would not believe that ship, Arthur, it's...

"So an RW6 is a spaceship, then?

"Yes! It's - oh never mnd. Look, just get sonme kind of

grip will you, Arthur? O at |east get some kind of catal ogue.

At this point | was very worried. And, | think, sem -concussed.

I was down on ny knees and bl eeding profusely, so | did the

only thing I could think of, which was to beg. | said, please for

Zark's sake don't take my ship. And don't |eave ne stranded in
the mddl e of sone primtive zarking forest with no nedical help
and a head injury. | could be in serious trouble and so could she."'

"What did she say?

"She hit me on the head with the rock again.'

I think I can confirmthat that was ny daughter.'’

" Sweet kid.'

“You have to get to know her,' said Arthur.

" She eases up does she?

"No,"' said Arthur, “but you get a better sense of when to duck.
Ford held his head and tried to see straight.

The sky was beginning to lighten in the west, which was
where the sun rose. Arthur didn't particularly want to see
it. The last thing he wanted after a hellish night like this
one was some bl asted day com ng al ong and bargi ng about the
pl ace.

"What are you doing in a place like this, Arthur? demanded
For d.

"Well,' said Arthur, "“making sandw ches nostly.'
“What ?

"I am probably was, the sandwi ch maker for a small tribe. It

was a bit enbarrassing really. Wien | first arrived, that is, when
they rescued ne fromthe weckage of this super high-technol ogy
spacecraft which had crashed on their planet, they were very nice

to nme and | thought | should help themout a bit. You know, |I'm
an educated chap froma high-technology culture, | could show
thema thing or two. And of course | couldn't. |I haven't got the
faintest idea, when it cones down to it, of how anything actually
works. | don't nean like video-recorders, nobody knows how to
work those. | mean just sonething like a pen or an artesian well
or sonething. Not the foggiest. | couldn't help at all. One day

I got glum and made nyself a sandw ch. That suddenly got
themall excited. They'd never seen one before. It was just
an idea that had never occurred to them and | happen to
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quite li ke making sandwi ches, so it all sort of devel oped from
there.'

"And you enjoyed that?

“Well, yes, | think I sort of did, really. Getting a good
set of knives, that sort of thing.'

“You didn't, for instance, find it mind-wtheringly, explosively,
astoundi ngly, blisteringly dull?

"Well, er, no. Not as such. Not actually blisteringly.'

Qdd. | woul d.
“Well, | suppose we have a different outl ook.
“Yes.'

“Li ke the pikka birds.

Ford had no idea what he was tal king about and coul dn't
be bothered to ask. Instead he said, “So how the hell do we
get out of this place?

"Well | think the sinplest way fromhere is just to follow the
way down the valley to the plains, probably take an hour, and
then wal k round fromthere. | don't think I could face going

back up and over the way | cane.
"Vl k round where fromthere?

"Well, back to the village. | suppose.' Arthur sighed a little
forlornly.

"l don't want to go to any blasted village!' snapped Ford.
"We've got to get out of here!
“Where? How?'

"l don't know, you tell me. You live here! There nust be
some way off this zarking planet.'

I don't know. Wat do you usually do? Sit around and
wait for a passing spacecraft, | suppose.'’

“Ch yes? And how nmany spacecraft have visited this zark-
forsaken little fleapit recently?

"Well, a few years ago there was mne that crashed here by
m st ake. Then there was, er, Trillian, then the parcel delivery,
and now you, and...'

“Yes, but apart fromthe usual suspects?

"Well, er, | think pretty nuch none, so far as | know. Pretty
qui et round here."'

As if deliberately to prove himwong, there was a | ong,
| ow di stant roll of thunder.

Ford | eapt to his feet fretfully and started paci ng backwards
and forwards in the feeble, painful |ight of the early dawn which
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| ay streaked against the sky as if sonmeone had dragged a piece
of liver across it.

“You don't understand how inportant this is,' he said.

“What ? You nean ny daughter out there all alone in the
Gal axy? You think I don't...'

“Can we feel sorry for the Galaxy later?" said Ford. "This is
very, very serious indeed. The CGuide has been taken over. It's
been bought out.

Arthur leapt up. “Ch very serious,' he shouted. "“Please fil
me in straight away on sone corporate publishing politics!
can't tell you how nmuch it's been on ny mnd of |ate!

“You don't understand! There's a whol e new Gui de!

"Ch!' shouted Arthur again. "Ch! Ch! Oh! |I'mincoherent

with excitenent! | can hardly wait for it to conme out to find
out which are the nost exciting spaceports to get bored hanging
about in in sone globular cluster |'ve never heard of. Please,
can we rush to a store that's got it right this very instant?

Ford narrowed his eyes.

"This is that thing you call sarcasm isn't it?

"Do you know,' bellowed Arthur, | think it is? | really think
it might just be a crazy little thing called sarcasm seeping in at
the edges of ny nmanner of speech! Ford, | have had a fucking

bad night! WIIl you please try and take that into account while you
consi der what fascinating bits of badger-sputunly inconsequentia
trivia to assail nme with next?'

"Try to rest,' said Ford. "I need to think.'

"Why do you need to think? Can't we just sit and go budum
budunbudumwith our lips for a bit? Couldn't we just dribble
gently and loll a little bit to the left for a few mnutes? | can't
stand it, Ford! | can't stand all this thinking and trying to work
things out any nore. You may think that | amjust standing here
barking...'

"Hadn't occurred to ne in fact.

“...but I nmean it! Wiat is the point? W assune that

every time we do anything we know what the consequences

will be, i.e., nore or less what we intend themto be. This

is not only not always correct. It is wildly, crazily, stupidly
cross-eyed-blithering-insectly wong!'

“Which is exactly ny point.'
“Thank you,' said Arthur, sitting down again. ~Wat?'
“Tenporal reverse engineering.'

Arthur put his head in his hands and shook it gently from
side to side.

“I's there any humane way,' he npaned, "in which | can prevent
you fromtelling me what tenporary reverse bl oody-whatsiting is?
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"No,' said Ford, "because your daughter is caught up in the
mddle of it and it is deadly, deadly serious.

Thunder rolled in the pause.

"All right,' said Arthur. "Tell ne.'

"I leaped out of a high-rise office w ndow. '
This cheered Arthur up

“Ch!' he said. "Wy don't you do it again?
1 odid.’

"Hmm ' said Arthur, disappointed. ~Obviously no good came
of it.'

“The first time | managed to save nyself by the npbst astonish-
ing and - | say this in all nodesty - fabul ous piece of ingenious
qui ck-thinking, agility, fancy footwork and self-sacrifice.

“"What was the self-sacrifice?

"l jettisoned half of a much loved and I think irreplaceable
pair of shoes.'

"Way was that self-sacrifice?

"Because they were nmine!' said Ford crossly.
I think we have different value systens.'
"Well mine's better.'

"That's according to your... oh never mind. So having saved
yoursel f very cleverly once you very sensibly went and junped
again. Please don't tell me why. Just tell me what happened if
you nust.'

I fell straight into the open cockpit of a passing jet towncar
whose pilot had just accidentally pushed the eject button when he
meant only to change tracks on the stereo. Now, even | couldn't
think that that was particularly clever of me.'

“Ch, | don't know,' said Arthur wearily. " | expect you probably
sneaked into his jetcar the previous night and set the pilot's |east
favourite track to play or sonething.'

"No, | didn't,' said Ford
“Just checking."'

" Though oddly enough, sonebody else did. And this is the

nub. You could trace the chain and branches of crucial events
and coi nci dences back and back. Turned out the new Gui de had
done it. That bird."'

“What bird?'
“You haven't seen it?'
“No.'

"Ch. It's alethal little thing. Looks pretty, tal ks big, collapses
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waveforns selectively at will.'

“What does that mean?

“Tenporal reverse engineering.'

“Ch,' said Arthur. “~Ch yes.'

"The question is, who is it really doing it for?

“lI've actually got a sandwich in ny pocket,' said Arthur,
delving. "Would you like a bit?'

“Yeah, K.'

“It's a bit squished and sodden, |I'mafraid.'

“Never mnd.'

They nmunched for a bit.

“It's quite good in fact,' said Ford. "What's the neat in it?
“Perfectly Normal Beast.

"Not cone across that one. So, the question is,' Ford con-
tinued, "who is the bird really doing it for? Wiat's the real gane
her e?'

"Mm ' ate Arthur.

“When | found the bird,' continued Ford, “which | did by a

series of coincidences that are interesting in thenselves, it put
on the nmost fantastic nulti-di nensional display of pyrotechnics
I"ve ever seen. It then said that it would put its services at mny

di sposal in nmy universe. | said, thanks but no thanks. It said that
it would anyway, whether | liked it or not. | said just try it, and
it said it would and, indeed, already had done. | said we'd see

about that and it said that we would. That's when | decided to
pack the thing up and get it out of there. So | sent it to you for
safety.'

" Ch yes? \Wose?

"Never you mind. Then, what with one thing and anot her,

I thought it prudent to junp out of the w ndow again, being
fresh out of other options at the time. Luckily for ne the jetcar
was there otherwise | would have had to fall back on ingenious
qui ck-thinking, agility, maybe another shoe or, failing all else,

the ground. But it neant that, whether | liked it or not, the
GQui de was, well, working for nme, and that was deeply worrying.
iy 2"

"Because if you've got the Quide you think that you are the

one it's working for. Everything went swimmngly snmoothly for

me fromthen on, up to the very nonent that | cone up agai nst
the totty with the rock, then, bang, I"'mhistory. |I'mout of the
| oop. '

“Are you referring to ny daughter?
"As politely as | can. She's the next one in the chain who wll

think that everything is going fabulously for her. She can beat
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whoever she likes around the head with bits of the | andscape,
everything will just swimfor her until she's done whatever she's
supposed to do and then it will be all up for her too. It's reverse
tenporal engineering, and clearly nobody understood what was

bei ng unl eashed!

“Like me for instance.'

“What ? Ch, wake up, Arthur. Look, let ne try it again.

The new Cui de cane out of the research labs. It nade use

of this new technology of Unfiltered Perception. Do you know
what that nmeans?

“Look, |'ve been nmaking sandwi ches for Bob's sake!
“Who' s Bob?'
"Never mnd. Just carry on.'

“Unfiltered Perception neans it perceives everything. Cot

that? | don't perceive everything. You don't perceive everything.
We have filters. The new Gui de doesn't have any sense filters. It
perceives everything. It wasn't a conplicated technol ogi cal idea
It was just a question of leaving a bit out. Got it?

"Whay don't | just say that 1've got it, and then you can
carry on regardl ess.'

"Right. Now because the bird can perceive every possible
Universe. it is present in every possible universe. Yes?

“Y... e... e... s. Ish.

"So what happens is, the bozos in the marketing and account -
ing departnments say, oh that sounds good, doesn't that mnean

we only have to nake one of themand then sell it an infinite
nunber of tines? Don't squint at ne like that, Arthur, this is
how accountants t hi nk!

"That's quite clever, isn't it?

"No! It is fantastically stupid. Look. The nmachine's only a

little Guide. It's got sone quite clever cybertechnology init,

but because it has Unfiltered Perception, any snmallest nove it
makes has the power of a virus. It can propagate throughout

space, time and a mllion other dinensions. Anything can be
focused anywhere in any of the universes that you and | nove in.
Its power is recursive. Think of a conputer program Sonewhere,
there is one key instruction, and everything else is just functions
calling themsel ves, or brackets billowi ng out endl essly through an
infinite address space. Wiat happens when the brackets col |l apse?
Wiere's the final "“end if''? Is any of this naking sense? Arthur?'

“Sorry, | was nodding off for a noment. Somethi ng about
the Universe, yes?

" Sonet hi ng about the Universe, yes,' said Ford, wearily. He
sat down agai n.

“All right,' he said. “Think about this. You know who | think
| saw at the Cuide offices? Vogons. Ah. | see |'ve said a word
you understand at last.'
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Arthur leapt to his feet.
“That noi se,' he said.
“What noi se?'
" The thunder.
“what about it?

It isn't thunder. It's the spring migration of the Perfectly
Normal Beasts. It's started.'

"What are these aninmals you keep on about?

"l don't keep on about them | just put bits of themin
sandw ches.'

"Why are they called Perfectly Normal Beasts?
Arthur told him

It wasn't often that Arthur had the pleasure of seeing Ford's
eyes open wi de with astonishnent.

19

It was a sight that Arthur never quite got used to, or tired of.
He and Ford had tracked their way swiftly along the side of the
small river that flowed down al ong the bed of the valley, and
when at | ast they reached the margin of the plains they pulled
thenselves up into the branches of a large tree to get a better
vi ew of one of the stranger and nore wonderful visions that the
Gal axy has to offer.

The great thunderous herd of thousand upon thousand of

Perfectly Nornal Beasts was sweeping in nmagnificent array across
the Anhondo Plain. In the early pale light of the norning, as the
great aninals charged through the fine steamof the sweat of
their bodies mngled with the nmuddy mi st churned up by their
poundi ng hooves, their appearance seened a little unreal and
ghostly anyway, but what was heart-stoppi ng about them was

where they cane from and where they went to, which appeared

to be, sinply, nowhere.

They formed a solid, charging phal anx roughly a hundred yards

wide and half a mle |ong. The phal anx never noved, except that

it exhibited a slight gradual drift sideways and backwards for the
eight or nine days that it regularly appeared for. But though the
phal anx stayed nore or |ess constant, the great beasts of which

it was conposed charged steadily at upwards of twenty niles an
hour, appearing suddenly fromthin air at one end of the plain,
and di sappearing equally abruptly at the other end.

No one knew where they came from no one knew where they

went. They were so inportant to the lives of the Lamuellans, it
was al nost as if nobody |liked to ask. O d Thrashbarg had said

on one occasion that some times if you received an answer, the
question m ght be taken away. Sone of the villagers had privately
said that this was the only properly wise thing they'd ever heard
Thrashbarg say, and after a short debate on the nmatter, had put
it dowmn to chance
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The noi se of the pounding of the hooves was so intense
that it was hard to hear anything el se above it.

“What did you say?' shouted Arthur

I said,'" shouted Ford, "this looks like it night be sone
ki nd of evidence of dinensional drift.'

“"Which is what?' shouted Arthur back

"Well, a lot of people are beginning to worry that space/tine

i s showi ng signs of cracking up with everything that's happening
toit. There are quite a lot of worlds where you can see how the

| andmasses have cracked up and noved around just fromthe

weirdly long or neandering routes that mgrating ani mals take.

This mght be sonmething like that. We live in twisted tines. Still,
in the absence of a decent spaceport...'

Arthur | ooked at himin a kind of frozen way.
“What do you nean?' he said.

“What do you nmean, what do | nean?' shouted Ford. °You
know perfectly well what | nmean. We're going to ride our way
out of here.’

“Are you seriously suggesting we try to ride a Perfectly Nornal
Beast ?'

“Yeah. See where it goes to.

"We'll be killed! No,'" said Arthur, suddenly. "W won't be
killed. At least | won't. Ford, have you ever heard of a planet
call ed Stavronul a Beta?

Ford frowned. "Don't think so,' he said. He pulled out his
own battered old copy of the Hitch H ker's Guide to the Gal axy
and accessed it. “Any funny spelling? he said.

"Don't know. |'ve only ever heard it said, and that was
by sonmeone who had a mout hful of other people's teeth. You
remenber | told you about Agrajag?

Ford thought for a nonent. "~ You nmean the guy who was
convi nced you were getting himkilled over and over again?

“Yes. One of the places he clained 1'd got himkilled was
Stavromul a Beta. Soneone tries to shoot nme, it seens. | duck

and Agrajag, or at |east, one of his nmany reincarnations, gets hit.
It seens that this has definitely happened at sonme point in tine
so, | suppose, | can't get killed at least until after |'ve ducked
on Stavronula Beta. Only no one's ever heard of it.

"Hm ' Ford tried a few other searches of the Htch H ker's
Cui de, but drew a bl ank.

“Not hi ng,' he said.

"I was just... no, |'ve never heard of it,' said Ford finally.
He wondered why it was ringing a very, very faint bell, though

"OK,' said Arthur. “1've seen the way the Lanuellan hunters
trap Perfectly Normal Beasts. If you spear one in the herd it just
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gets tranpled, so they have to lure themout one at a tine for
the kill. It's very like the way a mat ador works, you knhow, with
a brightly coloured cape. You get one to charge at you and then
step aside and execute a rather elegant swing through with the
cape. Have you got anything like a brightly col oured cape about
you?'

"This do?' said Ford, handing himhis towel.

20

Leaping on to the back of a one-and-a-half-ton Perfectly Normnal
Beast migrating through your world at a thundering thirty mles
an hour is not as easy as it mght at first seem Certainly it is
not as easy as the Lamuellan hunters made it seem and Arthur
Dent was prepared to discover that this mght turn out to be the
difficult bit.

What he hadn't been prepared to di scover, however, was

how difficult it was even getting to the difficult bit. It was the
bit that was supposed to be the easy bit which turned out to be
practical ly inpossible.

They couldn't even catch the attention of a single aninal.

The Perfectly Nornal Beasts were so intent on working up a

good thunder with their hooves, heads down shoul ders forward,
back | egs pounding the ground into porridge that it would have
taken sonething not nerely startling but actually geological to
di sturb them

The sheer amount of thundering and pending was, in the

end, nore than Arthur and Ford could deal with. After they had
spent nearly two hours pranci ng about doing increasingly foolish
things with a nmediumsized floral patterned bath towel, they had
not managed to get even one of the great beasts thundering and
poundi ng past themto do so nuch as glance casually in their

di rection.

They were within three feet of the horizontal aval anche of
sweat i ng bodi es. To have been nuch nearer woul d have been

to risk instant death, chrono-logic or no chrono-logic. Arthur
had seen what remmined of any Perfectly Normal Beast which,

as the result of a clunsy ms-throw by a young and i nexperi enced
Lanuel | an hunter, got speared while still thundering and pound-
ing with the herd.

One stunble was all it took. No prior appointnment with death
on Stavronul a Beta, wherever the hell Stavronula Beta was,
woul d save you or anybody el se fromthe thunderous, mangling
poundi ng of those hooves.

At last, Arthur and Ford staggered back. They sat down,
exhausted and defeated, and started to criticise each other's
technique with the towel.

“You've got to flick it nore,' conplained Ford. "~You need
nmore foll owthrough fromthe elbowif you' re going to get those
bl asted creatures to notice anything at all.’

"Fol | owt hrough?' protested Arthur. "You need nore suppl e-
ness in the wist.'
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"You need nore after-flourish,' countered Ford.
“You need a bigger towel.'
“You need,' said another voice, “a pikka bird.
“You what ?'

The voi ce had come from behind them They turned, and
there, standing behind themin the early norning sun, was 4 d
Thr ashbar g.

"To attract the attention of a Perfectly Nornmal Beast,' he
said, as he wal ked forward towards them “you need a pikka
bird. Like this.'

From under the rough, cassocky robe-like thing he wore he
drew a small pikka bird. It sat restlessly on Od Thrashbarg's
hand and peered intently at Bob knows what darting around
about three feet six inches in front of it.

Ford instantly went into the sort of alert crouch he liked to
do when he wasn't quite sure what was going on or what he
ought to do about it. He waved his arms around very slowy

in what he hoped was an om nous manner.

"Who is this? he hissed.

“It's just Ad Thrashbarg,' said Arthur quietly. "And | wouldn't
bother with all the fancy novenents. He's just as experienced a
bl uffer as you are. You could end up danci ng around each ot her
all day.'

"The bird,' hissed Ford again. "Wat's the bird?

“It's just a bird!' said Arthur inpatiently. “It's |like any other
bird. It lays eggs and goes ark at things you can't see. O Kkar
or rit or sonething.

"Have you seen one |lay eggs? said Ford, suspiciously.

"For heaven's sake of course | have,' said Arthur. " And

I'"ve eaten hundreds of them Make rather a good onelette.

The secret is little cubes of cold butter and then whipping it
lightly with...'

"I don't want a zarking recipe,' said Ford. | just want to
be sure it's a real bird and not sonme kind of nulti-dinensiona
cyberni ghtmare.'

He slowy stood up fromhis crouched position and started
to brush hinself down. He was still watching the bird, though

"So,' said AOd Thrashbarg to Arthur. “Is it witten that Bob
shal | once nore take back unto hinself the benediction of his
once-gi ven sandw ch maker ?

Ford al nost went back into his crouch

“It's all right," muttered Arthur, “he always talks |like that.
Al oud, he said, "Ah, venerable Thrashbarg. Um yes. I'mafraid
I think 1'"'mgoing to have to be popping off now But young
Drinple, nmy apprentice, will be a fine sandw ch naker in ny
stead. He has the aptitude, a deep |ove of sandwi ches, and the
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skills he has acquired so far, though rudinmentary as yet, will, in
time mature and, er, well, | think he'll work out OKis what |I'm
trying to say.'

A d Thrashbarg regarded himgravely. Hs old grey eyes
moved sadly. He held his arns aloft, one still carrying a bobbing
pi kka bird, the other his staff.

" O Sandwi ch Maker from Bob!' he pronounced. He paused,

furrowed his brow, and sighed as he closed his eyes in pious
contenplation. "Life,' he said, "will be a very great deal |ess
weird w thout you!

Art hur was stunned.

"Do you know,' he said, "I think that's the nicest thing any-
body's ever said to ne?'

“Can we get on, please? said Ford

Sonet hi ng was al ready happeni ng. The presence of the pikka

bird at the end of Thrashbarg's outstretched arm was sending
trenors of interest through the thundering herd. The odd head
flicked nonmentarily in their direction. Arthur began to renmem
ber some of the Perfectly Nornmal Beast hunts he had wi t nessed.

He recalled that as well as the hunter-matadors brandi shing their
capes there were always ot hers standi ng behind them hol di ng

pi kka birds. He had al ways assunmed that, |ike him they had

just cone along to watch.

a d Thrashbarg noved forward, a little closer to the rolling
herd. Sone of the Beasts were now tossing their heads back
with interest at the sight of the pikka bird.

A d Thrashbarg's outstretched arnms were trenbling.

Only the pikka bird itself seened to show no interest in
what was going on. A few anonynous nol ecul es of air nowhere
in particular engaged all of its perky attention

"Now ' exclainmed O d Thrashbarg at |ast. ~Now you may
work themwith the towel !’

Arthur advanced with Ford's towel, nmoving the way the

hunt er-mat adors did, with a kind of elegant strut that did not
come at all naturally to him But now he knew what to do and
that it was right. He brandi shed and flicked the towel a few
times, to be ready for the nonent, and then he wat ched.

Sone di stance away he spotted the Beast he wanted. Head

down, it was galloping towards him right on the very edge of

the herd. A d Thrashbarg switched the bird, the Beast | ooked

up, tossed its head, and then, just as its head was com ng down
again, Arthur flourished the towel in the Beast's line of sight. It
tossed its head again in benusenent, and its eyes followed the
nmovement of the towel.

He had got the Beast's attention

Fromthat noment on, it seemed the nost natural thing

to coax and draw the animal towards him Its head was up,
cocked slightly to one side. It was slowing to a canter and
then a trot. A few seconds later the huge thing was standing
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there anongst them snorting, panting, sweating, and sniffing
excitedly at the pikka bird, which appeared not to have noticed
its arrival at all. Wth strange sort of sweeping novenents of his
arms O d Thrashbarg kept the pikka bird in front of the Beast,

but always out of its reach and al ways downwards. Wth strange
sort of sweeping novenents of the towel, Arthur kept draw ng

the Beast's attention this way and that - always downwards.

I don't think I've ever seen anything quite so stupid in
my life,'" muttered Ford to hinself.

At |ast, the Beast dropped, benused but docile, to its knees.

“CGo!' whispered Ad Thrashbarg urgently, to Ford. “~Go! Co
now '

Ford | eapt up on to the great creature's back, scrabbling
anongst its thick knotty fur for purchase, grasping great handfuls
of the stuff to hold him steady once he was in position

“Now, Sandwi ch Maker! Go!' He performed sone el aborate

sign and ritual handshake which Arthur couldn't quite get the
hang of because A d Thrashbarg had obviously made it up

on the spur of the nonment, then he pushed Arthur forward.
Taking a deep breath, he clanbered up behind Ford on to

the great, hot, heaving back of the beast and held on tight.
Huge nuscles the size of sea lions rippled and fl exed beneath
hi m

A d Thrashbarg held the bird suddenly aloft. The Beast's

head swivelled up to followit. Thrashbarg pushed upwards

and upwards repeatedly with his arns and with the pikka bird;

and slowy, heavily the Perfectly Normal Beast |urched up off

its knees and stood, at last, swaying slightly. Its two riders held
on fiercely and nervously.

Arthur gazed out over the sea of hurtling aninmals, straining
in an attenpt to see where it was they were going, but there
was not hi ng but heat haze.

“Can you see anything? he said to Ford.

"No.' Ford twi sted round to gl ance back, trying to see if
there was any clue as to where they had cone from Still
not hi ng.

Arthur shouted down at Thrashbarg.

"Do you know where they conme fron?' he called. "O where
they' re goi ng?'

"The donain of the King!' shouted AOd Thrashbarg back

"King?' shouted Arthur in surprise. "Wat King? The Per-
fectly Normal Beast was swayi ng and rocking restlessly under
hi m

“What do you mean, what King?' shouted A d Thrashbarg.
“The King.'

“It's just that you never nentioned a King,' shouted Arthur
back, in sone consternation
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“What ?' shouted O d Thrashbarg. The thrumming of a thou-
sand hooves was very hard to hear over, and the old man was
concentrating on what he was doi ng.

Still holding the bird aloft, he led the Beast slowy round till
it was once nore parallel with the notion of its great herd. He
moved forward. The Beast foll owed. He noved forward again.

The Beast followed again. At last, the Beast was |unbering for-
ward with a little nmonentum

I said you never nentioned a King!' shouted Arthur again.
I didn't say a King,' shouted A d Thrashbarg, | said the King.

He drew back his armand then hurled it forward with all his
strength, casting the pikka bird up into the air above the herd.
This seermed to catch the pikka bird conpletely by surprise as it
had obvi ously not been paying any attention at all to what was
going on. It took it a monent or two to work out what was
happeni ng, then it unfurled its little w ngs, spread them out,
and flew

"Go!' shouted Thrashbarg. “Go and neet your destiny, Sand-
wi ch Maker!'

Arthur wasn't so sure about wanting to nmeet his destiny

as such. He just wanted to get to wherever it was they were
going so he could get back off this creature again. He didn't
feel at all safe up there. The Beast was gathering speed as it
followed in the wake of the pikka bird. And then it was in at

the fringes of the great tide of animals, and in a nonent or two,
with its head down, the pikka bird forgotten, it was running with
the herd again and rapi dly approaching the point at which the
herd was vanishing into thin air. Arthur and Ford held on to the
great nonster for dear life, surrounded on all sides by hurtling
nmount ai ns of bodi es.

"Go! Ride that Beast!' shouted Thrashbarg. Hi s distant voice
reverberated faintly in their ears. "Ride that Perfectly Nornal
Beast! Ride it, ride it!’

Ford shouted in Arthur's ear, “Were did he say we were
goi ng?"

"He said sonething about a King,' shouted Arthur in return,
hol di ng on desperately.

“What King?'

"That's what | said. He just said the King.

I didn't know there was a the King,' shouted Ford.
"Nor did I," shouted Arthur back

"Except of course for the King,' shouted Ford. "And | don't
suppose he neant him'

“What King?' shouted Arthur.

The point of exit was al nost upon them Just ahead of
them Perfectly Normal Beasts were galloping into nothingness
and vani shi ng.
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“What do you nean, what King?' shouted Ford. | don't
know what King. I'monly saying that he couldn't possibly
mean the King, so | don't know what he neans.'’

“Ford, | don't know what you're talking about.

"So?' said Ford. Then with a sudden rush, the stars cane
on, turned and twi sted around their heads, and then, just as
suddenly, turned off again.

21

M sty grey buildings |oomed and flickered. They bounced up
and down in a highly enbarrassing way.

VWhat sort of buil dings were they?
What were they for? Wiat did they rem nd her of?

It's so difficult to know what things are supposed to be when

you suddenly turn up unexpectedly on a different world which has

a different culture, a different set of the nost basic assunptions
about life, and also incredibly dull and meani ngl ess architecture.

The sky above the buildings was a cold and hostil e bl ack

The stars, which should have been blindingly brilliant points
of light this far fromthe sun were blurred and dulled by the
t hi ckness of the huge shiel ding bubble. Perspex or sonething

like it. Something dull and heavy anyway.

Tricia wound the tape back again to the beginning.
She knew there was sonet hing slightly odd about it.

Well, in fact, there were about a mllion things that were
slightly odd about it, but there was one that was naggi ng at
her and she hadn't quite got it.

She si ghed and yawned.

As she waited for the tape to rewind she cleared away sone
of the dirty polystyrene coffee cups that had accunul ated on the
editing desk and tipped theminto the bin.

She was sitting in a small editing suite at a video production
conpany in Soho. She had Do not disturb' notices plastered al
over the door, and a block on all inconmng calls at the swtch-
board. This was originally to protect her astonishing scoop, but
now it was to protect her from enmbarrassnent.

She woul d watch the tape all the way through again from
the beginning. If she could bear to. She might do sone fast
forwardi ng here and there.

It was about four o'clock on Monday afternoon, and she

had a kind of sick feeling. She was trying to work out what the
cause of this slightly sick feeling was, and there was no shortage
of candi dat es.

First of all, it had all come on top of the overnight flight
from New York. The red eye. Always a killer, that.
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Then, being accosted by aliens on her lawn and flown to

the planet Rupert. She was not sufficiently experienced in that
sort of thing to be able to say for sure that that was al ways a
killer, but she would be prepared to bet that those who went
through it regularly cursed it. There were always stress charts
bei ng published in nmagazines. Fifty stress points for |osing your
job. Seventy-five points for a divorce or changing your hairstyle
and so on. None of them ever nentioned being accosted on your
lawn by aliens and then being flown to the planet Rupert, but she
was sure it was worth a few dozen points.

It wasn't that the journey had been particularly stressful. It

had been extremely dull in fact. Certainly it had been no nore
stressful than the trip she had just taken across the Atlantic and
it had taken roughly the same time, about seven hours.

Well that was pretty astounding wasn't it? Flying to the outer
limts of the solar systemin the sane tine that it took to fly to
New York neant they nust have sonme fantastic unheard-of form

of propulsion in the ship. She quizzed her hosts about it and they
agreed that it was pretty good.

“But how does it work?' she had demanded excitedly. She
was still quite excited at the begi nning of the trip.

She found that part of the tape and played it through to
hersel f. The Grebul ons, which is what they called thensel ves,
were politely showi ng her which buttons they pressed to make
the ship go

“Yes, but what principle does it work on?' she heard herself
demand, from behind the canera

"Ch, you nean is it sonmething like a warp drive or sonething
like that?' they said.

“Yes,' persisted Tricia. "Wat is it?
It probably is something of the kind,' they said.
“Li ke what ?'

"Warp drive, photon drive, sonething like that. You'd have
to ask the Flight Engineer.'

“Which one is he?
"We don't know. We have all lost our ninds, you see.'

"Ch yes,' said Tricia, alittle faintly. “So you said. Um
how did you | ose your minds, exactly , then?.'

"We don't know,' they said, patiently.
" Because you've | ost your mnds,' echoed Tricia, glumy.

"Woul d you like to watch television? It is a long flight.
We watch television. It is sonething we enjoy.

Al of this riveting stuff was on the tape, and fine. view ng
it made. First of all the picture quality was extrenely poor
Tricia didn't know why this was, exactly. She had a feeling
that the Grebulons responded to a slightly different range of
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Iight frequencies, and that there had been a lot of ultra-violet
around whi ch was nucking up the video canera. There were

a lot of interference patterns and vi deo snow as well. Probably
sonmething to do with the warp drive that none of them knew

the first thing about.

So what she had on tape, essentially, was a bunch of slightly

thin and di scol oured people sitting around watchi ng tel evisions

that were showi ng network broadcasts. She had al so pointed the
camera out of the very tiny viewport near her seat and got a nice,
slightly streaky effect of stars. She knew it was real, but it would
have taken a good three or four mnutes to fake.

In the end she had decided to save her precious videotape
for Rupert itself and had sinply sat back and watched tel evision
with them She had even dozed off for a while.

So part of her sick feeling cane fromthe sense that she

had had all that tinme in an alien spacecraft of astounding
technol ogi cal design, and had spent nost of it dozing in front of
reruns of MrA*S*H and Cagney and Lacey. But what el se was

there to do? She had taken sone photos as well, of course, all

of which had subsequently turned out to be badly fogged when

she got them back fromthe chenist.

Anot her part of her sick feeling probably came fromthe | anding
on Rupert. This at |east had been dramatic and hair-raising. The
ship had cone sweeping in over a dark and sonbre | andscape, a
terrain so desperately far renoved fromthe heat and light of its
parent sun that it seemed |ike a map of the psychol ogi cal scars
on the mind of an abandoned chil d.

Li ghts bl azed through the frozen darkness and gui ded the
ship into the nouth of sone kind of cave that seenmed to bend
itself open to accept the small craft.

Unfortunately, because of the angle of their approach, and

the depth at which the small thick viewport was set into the
craft's skin, it hadn't been possible to get the. video canera to
point directly at any of it. She ran through that bit of the tape.

The canera was pointing directly at the sun

This is normally very bad for a video canera. But when

the sun is roughly a third of a billion mles away it doesn't
do any harm In fact it hardly nmakes any inpression at all

You just get a small point of light right in the nmddle of the
frame, which could be just about anything. It was just one star
ina multitude

Tricia fast-forwarded

Ah. Now, the next bit had been quite prom sing. They had

energed out of the ship into a vast, grey, hangar-like structure.
This was clearly alien technology on a dramatic scal e. Huge grey
bui | di ngs under the dark canopy of the Perspex bubble. These
were the sane buil dings that she had been | ooking at at the end
of the tape. She had taken nore footage of them while |eaving
Rupert a few hours later, just as she was about to reboard the
spacecraft for the journey home. What did they rem nd her of?

Wel |, as much as anything else they rem nded her of a
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filmset fromjust about any | ow budget science-fiction novie of
the last twenty years. A lot larger, of course, but it all |ooked
t horoughly tawdry and unconvi ncing on the video screen. Apart
fromthe dreadful picture quality she had been struggling with the
unexpected effects of gravity that was appreciably | ower than that
on Earth, and she had found it very hard to keep the canmera from
bounci ng around in an enbarrassi ngly unprofessional way. It was
therefore inpossible to nake out any detail.

And now here was the Leader coming forward to greet
her, smiling and sticking his hand out.

That was all he was call ed. The Leader.

None of the Grebul ons had nanes, |argely because they

couldn't think of any. Tricia discovered that sone of them had
thought of calling thenselves after characters fromtel evision
programes they had picked up fromEarth, but hard as they

had tried to call each other Wayne and Bobby and Chuck, sone
remmant of something lurking deep in the cultural subconscious
they had brought with themfromthe distant stars which were
their homes nmust have told themthat this really wasn't right and
woul dn' t do.

The Leader had | ooked pretty much like all the others.

Possibly a bit less thin. He said how much he enjoyed her shows

on TV, that he was her greatest fan, how glad he was that she

had been able to come along and visit themon Rupert and how

much everybody had been | ooking forward to her coning, how

he hoped the flight had been confortable and so on. There was

no particular sense she could detect of being any kind of emissary
fromthe stars or anything.

Certainly, watching it now on videotape, he just |ooked like
some guy in costune and make-up, standing in front of a set
that wouldn't hold up too well if you leant against it.

She sat staring at the screen with her face cradled in her
hands, and shaki ng her head in sl ow bew | dernent.

Thi s was awf ul

Not only was this bit awful but she knew what was com ng

next. It was the bit where the Leader asked if she was hungry
after the flight, and would she perhaps |like to come and have
sonething to eat? They could discuss things over a little dinner

She coul d remenber what she was thinking at this point.
Alien food.
How was she going to deal with it?

Woul d she actually have to eat it? Wuld she have access to
some sort of paper napkin she could spit stuff out into? Wuldn't
there be all sorts of differential imunity probl ems?

It turned out to be hanburgers.

Not only did it turn out to be hanburgers, but the hanburgers

it turned out to be were very clearly and obviously MDonal d' s
hanbur gers which had been reheated in a mcrowave. It wasn't

just the look of them It wasn't just the snell. It was the poly-
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styrene clanshel|l packages they canme in which had ~MDonal d's'
printed all over them

"Eat! Enjoy!' said the Leader. “Nothing is too good for our
honour ed guest!

This was in his private apartnment. Tricia had | ooked around it
in bew | dernent that had bordered on fear but had neverthel ess
got it all on videotape.

The apartnent had a waterbed init. And a Mdi hi-fi. And

one of those tall electrically illumnated glass things which sit on
tabl e tops and appear to have |l arge gl obul es of spermfloating

about in them The walls were covered in velvet.

The | eader | ounged agai nst a brown corduroy bean bag and
squirted breath-freshener into his nouth.

Tricia began to feel very scared, suddenly. She was further from
Earth than any human being, to her know edge, had ever been,

and she was with an alien creature, who was | oungi ng agai nst a
brown corduroy bean bag and squirting breath-freshener into his
nmout h.

She didn't want to nmake any fal se noves. She didn't want
to alarmhim But there were things she had to know.

"How did you... where did you get... this? she asked,
gesturing around the room nervously.

"The decor?' asked the Leader. Do you like it? It is very
sophisticated. W are a sophisticated people, we G ebul ons
We buy sophisticated consuner durables... by mail order.

Tricia had nodded trenendously slowy at this point.
"Mail order...' she had said.

The Leader chuckled. It was one of those dark chocol ate
reassuring silky chuckl es.

I think you think they ship it here. No! Ha Ha! W have
arranged a speci al box nunber in New Hanpshire. W nake
regul ar pick-up visits. Ha Ha!' He | ounged back in a rel axed
fashion on his bean bag, reached for a reheated french fry

and ni bbled the end of it, an anused snile playing across. his
I'ips.

Tricia could feel her brain beginning to bubble very slightly.
She kept the video camera going.

"How do you, well, er, how do you pay for these wonderfu
...things?

The Leader chuckl ed agai n.
“American Express,' he said with a nonchal ant shrug.

Tricia nodded slowy again. She knew that they gave cards
exclusively to just about anybody.

“And these?' she said, holding up the hanmburger he had
presented her with.
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"It is very easy,' said the Leader. "W stand in line.

Again, Tricia realised with a cold, trickling feeling going
down her spine, that explained an awful |ot.

She hit the fast forward button again. There was nothing of any
use here at all. It was all nightnmarish madness. She coul d have
faked sonething that woul d have | ooked nore convi nci ng.

Anot her sick feeling began to creep over her as she watched
this hopel ess awmful tape, and she began, with slow horror, to
realise that it nust be the answer.

She nust be. ..
She shook her head and tried to get a grip.

An overnight flight going East... The sleeping pills she
had taken to get her through it. The vodka she'd had to set
the sl eeping pills going.

VWhat el se? Well. There was seventeen years of obsession that

a glanorous man with two heads, one of which was di sgui sed as

a parrot in a cage, had tried to pick her up at a party but had
then inpatiently flown off to another planet in a flying saucer.
There suddenly seenmed to be all sorts of bothersonme aspects to
that idea that had never really occurred to her. Never occurred
to her. In seventeen years.

She stuffed her fist into her nouth.
She must get hel p.

Then there had been Eric Bartlett bangi ng on about alien
spacecraft |anding on her lawn. And before that... New York
had been, well, very hot and stressful. The hi gh hopes and the
bitter disappointnent. The astrol ogy stuff.

She nmust have had a nervous breakdown.

That was it. She was exhausted and she had had a nervous

breakdown and had started hallucinating sonme tinme after she got
hone. She had dreant the whole story. An alien race of people

di spossessed of their own lives and histories, stuck on a renote
out post of our solar systemand filling their cultural vacuumwi th
our cultural junk. Ha! It was nature's way of telling her to check
into an expensi ve nedi cal establishnent very quickly.

She was very, very sick. She | ooked at how many | arge
coffees she'd got through as well, and realised how heavily
she was breat hing and how fast.

Part of solving any problem she told herself, was realising that
you had it. She started to bring her breathing under control. She
had caught herself in time. She had seen where she was. She was
on the way back from whatever psychol ogi cal precipice she had
been on the brink of. She started to cal mdown, to cal m down,

to cal mdown. She sat back in the chair and cl osed her eyes

After a while, now that she was breathing normally again,
she opened t hem agai n.

So where had she got this tape fromthen?
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It was still running.
Al right. It was a fake.
She had faked it herself, that was it.

It must have been her who had faked it because her voice

was all over the soundtrack, asking questions. Every now and
then the canera would swing down at the end of a shot and she
woul d see her own feet in her own shoes. She had faked it and
she had no recollection of faking it or any idea of why she had
done it.

Her breathing was getting hectic again as she watched the
snowy, flickering screen.

She must still be hallucinating.

She shook her head, trying to make it go away. She had no
menory of faking any of this very obviously fake stuff. On the
ot her hand she did seemto have nenories that were very like
the faked stuff. She continued to watch in a bew | dered trance.

The person she imagined to be called the Leader was ques-
tioning her about astrol ogy and she was answering snoothly and
calmy. Only she could detect the well-disguised rising panic in
her own voi ce

The Leader pushed a button, and a nmaroon vel vet wal
slid aside, revealing a |large bank of flat TV nonitors.

Each of the nonitors was showi ng a kal ei doscope of different

i mges: a few seconds froma gane show, a few seconds froma

cop show, a few seconds from a supermar ket warehouse security
system a few seconds from sonebody's holiday nmovies, a few
seconds of sex, a few seconds of news, a few seconds of conedy.

It was clear that the Leader was very proud of all this stuff and
he was waving his hands |ike a conductor while continuing at the
same time to tal k conpl ete gi bberi sh.

Anot her wave of his hands, and all the screens cleared to

form one giant conputer screen showing in diagrammtic form

all the planets of the solar system and napped out against a
background of the stars in their constellations. The display was
conpletely static.

"W have great skills,' the Leader was saying. Geat skills in
conmputation, in cosnological trigononmetry, in three-dinensiona
navi gational calculus. Geat skills. Great, great skills. Only we
have lost them It is too bad. W like to have skills only they
have gone. They are in space sonewhere, hurtling. Wth our

nanes and the details of our homes and | oved ones. Please,' he
said, gesturing her forward to sit at the conputer's console, " be
skilful for us.'

Oovi ousl y what happened next was that Tricia quickly set

the video camera up on its tripod to capture the whol e scene.
She then wal ked into shot herself and sat down calmy in front
of the giant computer display, spent a few nonents famliarising
herself with the interface and then started smoothly and com
petently to pretend that she had the faintest idea what she was
doi ng.
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It hadn't been that difficult, in fact.

She was, after all, a mathematician and astrophysicist by
training and a tel evision presenter by experience, and what
sci ence she had forgotten over the years she was nore than
capabl e of making up by bl uffing.

The conputer she was working on was cl ear evidence that

the Grebul ons cane froma far nore advanced and sophi sticated
culture than their current vacuous state suggested, and with its
aid she was able, within about half an hour, to cobble together
a rough worki ng nodel of the solar system

It wasn't particularly accurate or anything, but it |ooked

good. The pl anets were whi zzing around in reasonably good
simulations of their orbits, and you could watch the novenent

of the whole piece of virtual cosnol ogical clockwork from any
point within the system- very roughly. You could watch from
Earth, you could watch from Mars, etc. You could watch from

the surface of the planet Rupert. Tricia had been quite inpressed
with herself, but also very inpressed with the conputer system
she was working on. Using a conputer workstation on Earth the
task woul d probably have taken a year or so of progranm ng.

When she was finished, the Leader cane up behind her and
wat ched. He was very pleased and delighted with what she had
achi eved.

"Good,' he said. “And now, please, | would like you to
denonstrate how to use the systemyou have just designhed
to translate the information in this book for ne.'

Quietly he put a book down in front of her.
It was You and Your Planets by Gail Andrews.
Tricia stopped the tape again.

She was definitely feeling very wobbly indeed. The feeling
that she was hal |l ucinati ng had now receded, but had not |eft
anything any easier or clearer in her head.

She pushed her seat back fromthe editing desk and wondered
what to do. Years ago she had left the field of astronom ca
research because she knew, without any doubt what soever,
that she had net a being from another planet. At a par-

ty. And she had al so known, without any doubt what soever,
that she woul d have nade herself a | aughing stock if she had
ever said so. But how could she study cosnol ogy and not

say anything about the single nost inportant thing she knew
about it? She had done the only thing she could do. She had
left.

Now she worked in television and the sane thing had happened
agai n.

She had vi deot ape, actual videotape of the nobst astounding

story in the history of, well anything: a forgotten outpost of an
alien civilisation marooned on the outernost planet of our own
sol ar system

She had the story.
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She had been there.
She had seen it.
She had the videotape for God's sake.

And if she ever showed it to anybody, she would be a
| aughi ng st ock.

How coul d she prove any of this? It wasn't even worth thinking
about. The whole thing was a nightmare fromvirtually any angle
she cared to look at it from Her head was begi nning to throb

She had sone aspirin in her bag. She went out of the little
editing suite to the water di spenser down the corridor. She took
the aspirin and drank several cups of water

The place seenmed to be very quiet. Usually there were nore

peopl e bustling about the place, or at |east sonme people bustling
around the place. She popped her head round the door of the
editing suite next to hers but there was no one there.

She had gone rat her overboard keepi ng people out of her
own suite. DO NOT DI STURB,' the notice read. ~DO NOT
EVEN THI NK OF ENTERING | DON T CARE WHAT I T

I'S. GO AWAY. |'M BUSY!"

Wien she went back in she noticed that the nmessage |ight
on her phone extension was w nking, and wondered how | ong
it had been on.

“Hel |l 0?' she said to the receptionist.

"Ch, Mss MM Illan, I'"'mso glad you called. Everybody's
been trying to reach you. Your TV conpany. They're desperate
to reach you. Can you call then?

"Why didn't you put themthrough?' said Tricia.

“You said | wasn't to put anybody through for anything. You
said | was to deny that you were even here. | didn't know what
to do. | cane up to give you a nessage, but...’

"CK,' said Tricia, cursing herself. She phoned her office.
“Tricia! Where the haenorrhagi ng fuck are you?

"At the editing...'

"They said...'

I know. What's up?'

“What's up? Only a bl oody alien spaceshi p!

“What ? Where?

"Regent's Park. Big silver job. Some girl with a bird. She
speaks English and throws rocks at people and wants soneone
to repair her watch. Just get there.'

Tricia stared at it.
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It wasn't a Grebulon ship. Not that she was suddenly an

expert on extraterrestrial craft, but this was a sleek and beauti ful
silver and white thing about the size of a | arge ocean-goi ng yacht,
which is what it nost resenmbled. Next to this, the structures of the
huge hal f-di snantl ed G ebul on ship | ooked Iike gun turrets on a
battl eship. Gun turrets. That's what those bl ank grey buil dings

had | ooked |ike. And what was odd about them was that by the

time she passed them again on her way to reboardi ng the small
Grebulon craft, they had noved. These things flitted briefly

t hrough her head as she ran fromthe taxi to neet her canera

crew.

"Where's the girl?" she shouted above the noise of helicopters
and police sirens.

“There!' shouted the producer while the sound engi neer hurried
toclip aradio mke to her. “~She says her nother and father cane
fromhere in sone parallel dinension or sonething |ike that, and
she's got her father's watch, and... | don't know. What can

tell you? Busk it. Ask her what it feels like to be fromouter
space. '

"Thanks a lot, Ted,' muttered Tricia, checked that her m ke

was securely clipped, gave the engi neer sone |evel, took a deep
breath, tossed her hair back and switched into her role of pro-
fessional reporter, on hone ground, ready for anything.

At | east, nearly anything.

She turned to look for the girl. That nust be her, with
the wild hair and wild eyes. The girl turned towards her. And
stared.

"Mother!' she screaned, and started to hurl rocks at Tricia

22

Dayl i ght expl oded around them Hot, heavy sun. A desert plain
stretched out ahead in a haze of heat. They thundered out into
it.

“Junp!' shouted Ford Prefect.
"What ?' shouted Arthur Dent, holding on for dear life.
There was no reply.

"What did you say?' shouted Arthur again, and then realised

that Ford Prefect was no | onger there. He | ooked around in panic
and started to slip. Realising he couldn't hold on any |onger he
pushed hinsel f sideways as hard as he could and rolled into a

ball as he hit the ground, rolling, rolling away fromthe poundi ng
hooves.

What a day, he thought, as he started furiously coughing
dust up out of his lungs. He hadn't had a day as bad as this
since the Earth had been blown up. He staggered up to his
knees , and then up to his feet and started to run away. He
didn't know what fromor what to, but running away seened a
prudent nove.

He ran straight into Ford Prefect who was standing there
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surveyi ng the scene.
"Look,' said Ford. “That is precisely what we need.

Art hur coughed up sone nore dust, and w ped sone ot her
dust out of his hair and eyes. He turned, panting, to | ook at
what Ford was | ooking at.

It didn't look much like the domain of a King, or the King,
or any kind of King. It |ooked quite inviting though.

First, the context. This was a desert world. The dusty earth

was packed hard and had neatly bruised every last bit of Arthur

that hadn't already been bruised by the festivities of the previous
ni ght. Some way ahead of themwere great cliffs that | ooked Iike
sandstone, eroded by the wind and what little rain presumably

fell in those parts into wild and fantastic shapes, which matched
the fantastic shapes of the giant cacti that sprouted here and there
fromthe arid, orange | andscape.

For a nmonent Arthur dared to hope they had unexpectedly
arrived in Arizona or New Mexico or maybe South Dakota, but
there was plenty of evidence that this was not the case.

The Perfectly Nornal Beasts, for a start, still thundering,
still pounding. They swept up in their tens of thousands from
the far horizon, disappeared conpletely for about half a mle,
then swept off, thundering and pounding to the distant horizon
opposi te.

Then there were the spaceships parked in front of the Bar
\& Gill. Ah. The Domain of the King Bar \& Gill. Bit of an
anti-climax, thought Arthur to hinself.

In fact only one of the spaceships was parked in front of

the Domain of the King Bar \& Grill. The other three were in

a parking lot by the side of the Bar and Gill. It was the one in
front that caught the eye, though. Wonderful |ooking thing. Wld
fins all over it, far, far too nmuch chronme all over the fins and nost
of the actual bodywork painted in a shocking pink. It crouched
there like an i mense brooding insect and | ooked as if it was at

any nonent about to junp on sonething about a mle away.

The Domain of the King Bar \& Gill was slap bang in

the middl e of where the Perfectly Nornmal Beasts woul d be
charging if they didn't take a minor transdi nmensional diversion
on the way. It stood on its own, undisturbed. An ordinary Bar
\& Grill. A truckstop diner. Sonmewhere in the middle of nowhere
Qui et. The Domain of the King.

“CGonna buy that spaceship,' said Ford quietly.

"Buy it?" said Arthur. "That's not like you. | thought you
usual Iy pinched them'

“Sonetines you have to show a little respect,' said Ford.

"Probably have to show a little cash as well,' said Arthur.
“How the hell much is that thing worth?

Wth a tiny novenent, Ford brought his Di ne-O Charge
credit card up out of his pocket. Arthur noticed that the hand
holding it was trenbling very slightly.
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“1'll teach themto nmake ne the restaurant critic...' breathed
For d.

“What do you nmean?' asked Arthur
“I'1'l show you,' said Ford with a nasty glint in his eye.
“Let's go and run up a few expenses shall we?'

"Coupl e beers,' said Ford, “and, | dunno, a couple bacon rolls,
what ever you got, oh and that pink thing outside.

He flipped his card on the top of the bar and | ooked around
casual | y.

There was a kind of silence.

There hadn't been a | ot of noise before, but there was defi -

nitely a kind of silence now Even the distant thunder of the
Perfectly Nornal Beasts carefully avoiding the Domain of the

Ki ng seened suddenly a little nuted.

“Just rode into town,' said Ford as if nothing was odd about
that or about anything else. He was | eaning against the bar at
an extravagantly rel axed angl e.

There were about three other custoners in the place, sitting

at tables, nursing beers. About three. Sone people would say

there were exactly three, but it wasn't that kind of a place, not
the kind of a place that you felt |like being that specific in. There
was sone big guy setting up some stuff on the little stage as well
AOd drumkit. Couple guitars. Country and Western kind of stuff.

The barman was not noving very swiftly to get in Ford's
order. In fact he wasn't noving at all

"Not sure that the pink thing's for sale,' he said at |ast
in the kind of accent that went on for quite a long tine.

"Sure it is,' said Ford. “How much you want?'

el

"Think of a number, 1'Il double it.'
"T'ain't mine to sell,' said the barman
" So, whose?

The barman nodded at the big guy setting up on the stage.
Bi g fat guy, nmoving slow, balding.

Ford nodded. He grinned.
"CK,' he said. "Get the beers, get the rolls. Keep the tab open.

Arthur sat at the bar and rested. He was used to not know ng

what was going on. He felt confortable with it. The beer was
pretty good and nade hima little sleepy which he didn't mind

at all. The bacon rolls were not bacon rolls. They were Perfectly
Normal Beast rolls. He exchanged a few professional roll-naking
remarks with the barnman and just |et Ford get on wth whatever
Ford wanted to do.
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"OK,' said Ford, returning to his stool. “It's cool. W got
the pink thing.'

The barman was very surprised. "He's selling it to you?

"He's giving it to us for free,' said Ford, taking a gnaw at his
roll. “Hey, no, keep the tab open though. W have sonme itens
to add to it. Good roll."'

He took a deep pull of beer.

“Good beer,' he added. " Good ship too,' he said, eying

the big pink and chrone insect-like thing, bits of which could

be seen through the wi ndows of the bar. ~Good everything,

pretty nuch. You know, he said, sitting back, reflectively, "it's
at tinmes like this that you kind of wonder if it's worth worrying
about the fabric of space/tine and the causal integrity of the
mul ti-di mensional probability matrix and the potential collapse
of all wave forms in the Wwole Sort of General M sh Mash and

all that sort of stuff that's been bugging ne. Maybe | feel that
what the big guy says is right. Just let it all go. What does it
matter? Let it go.'

“Which big guy? said Arthur.

Ford just nodded towards the stage. The big guy was saying
“one two' into the mke a couple of times. Couple other guys
were on the stage now. Druns. Guitar.

The barman, who had been silent for a nobnent or two,
said, “You say he's letting you have his ship?

“Yeah,' said Ford. "Let it all go is what he said. Take the
ship. Take it with my blessing. Be good to her. | will he good
to her.’

He took a pull at his beer again.

"Like I was saying,' he went on. “It's at tinmes like this that
you kind of think, let it all go. But then you think of guys |ike
InfiniDmEnterprises and you think, they are not going to get
away with it. They are going to suffer. It is ny sacred and holy
duty to see those guys suffer. Here, let nme put sonething on the
tab for the singer. | asked for a special request and we agreed.
It's to go on the tab. OK?

"OK,' said the barman, cautiously. Then he shrugged. "~ K
however you want to do it. How nuch?

Ford named a figure. The barman fell over anongst the

bottl es and gl asses. Ford vaulted quickly over the bar to check
that he was all right and help himback up to his feet. He'd cut
his finger and his elbow a bit and was feeling a little woozy but
was ot herwi se fine. The big guy started to sing. The barman
hobbl ed off with Ford's credit card to get authorisation

“I's there stuff going on here that | don't know about?' said
Arthur to Ford.

“Isn't there usually?' said Ford.

"No need to be like that,' said Arthur. He began to wake up
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“Shoul dn't we be going? he said suddenly. "WII that ship get us
to Earth?'

“Sure will,' said Ford.

"That's where Randomw || be going!' said Arthur with a
start. "W can follow her! But... er...'

Ford let Arthur get on with thinking things out for hinself
while he got out his old edition of the Hitch H ker's Guide to
t he Gal axy.

"But where are we on the probability axis thing? said Arthur.

"WIIl the Earth be there or not there? | spent so nuch tinme | ook-
ing for it. Al | found was planets that were a bit like it or not
at all like it, though it was clearly the right place because of the
continents. The worst version was call ed Nowhat where | got

bitten by sone wetched little animal. That's how t hey commu-

ni cated, you know, by biting each other. Bloody painful. Then

half the time, of course, the Earth isn't even there because it's
been bl own up by the bl oody Vogons. How rmuch sense am |

maki ng?"

Ford didn't comment. He was listening to sonething. He
passed the Guide over to Arthur and pointed at the screen
The active entry read "Earth. Mstly harm ess.'

“You nean it's there!' said Arthur excitedly. "The Earth
is there! That's where Randomwill be going! The bird was
showi ng her the Earth in the rainstorm’

Ford notioned Arthur to shout a little less loudly. He was
|'istening.

Arthur was growing inpatient. He'd heard bar singers sing

“Love Me Tender' before. He was a bit surprised to hear it

here, right in the mddle of wherever the hell this was, certainly
not Earth, but then things tended not to surprise himthese days
as nmuch as fornerly. The singer was quite good, as bar singers
went, if you liked that sort of thing, but Arthur was getting fretful

He gl anced at his watch. This only served to rem nd. himthat
he didn't have his watch any nore. Random had it, or at |east
the remains of it.

“Don't you think we should be going? he said, insistently.

“Shhh!' said Ford. "I paid to hear this song.' He seened

to have tears in his eyes, which Arthur found a bit disturbing.
He'd never seen Ford noved by anything other than very, very
strong drink. Probably the dust. He waited, tapping his fingers
irritably, out of tine with the nusic.

The song ended. The singer went on to do "Heartbreak Hotel"'.
“Anyway,' Ford whispered, “1've got to review the restaurant.’
“What ?'

"l have to wite a review'

"Wite a review? O this place?
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"Filing the review validates the expenses claim |'ve fixed it so
that it happens conpletely automatically and untraceably. This
bill is going to need sone validation,' he added quietly, staring
into his beer with a nasty smrk

"For a couple of beers and a roll?
"And a tip for the singer.

"Wy, how nmuch did you tip hin®'
Ford nanmed a figure again.

1 don't know how nmuch that is,' said Arthur. "Wiat's it
worth in pounds sterling? Wat would it buy you?'

"It would probably buy you, roughly... er..." Ford screwed

his eyes up as he did sone calculations in his head. “Switzerland,'
he said at last. He picked up his Hitch H ker's Guide and started
to type.

Arthur nodded intelligently. There were tines when he w shed

he understood what on earth Ford was tal ki ng about, and ot her
times, like now, when he felt it was probably safer not even to
try. He |l ooked over Ford's shoulder. "This isn't going to take
long, is it? he said.

"Nah,' said Ford. "Piece of piss. Just nmention that the rolls

were quite good, the beer good and cold, local wildlife nicely
eccentric, the bar singer the best in the known universe, and

that's about it. Doesn't need much. Just a validation.'

He touched an area on the screen nmarked ENTER and
the nmessage vani shed into the Sub-Et ha.

“You thought the singer was pretty good then?

“Yeah,' said Ford. The barman was returning with a piece
of paper, which seened to be trenbling in his hand.

He pushed it over to Ford with a kind of nervous, reverentia
twitch.

"Funny thing,' said the barman. "The systemrejected it first
couple tines. Can't say it surprised me.' Beads of sweat were
standing on his brow. ~Then suddenly it's, oh yeah, that's K
and the system.. er, validates it. Just like that. You wanna
...signit?

Ford scanned the formquickly. He sucked his teeth. "This
is going to hurt InfiniDma lot,' he said, with an appearance
of concern. "Oh well,' he added softly, “screw 'em'

He signed with a flourish and handed it back to the barnan.

"More nmoney,' he said, “than the Col onel made for him

in an entire career of doing crap movies and casino gigs. Just
for doing what he does best. Standing up and singing in a bar.
And he negotiated it hinmself. | think this is a good nonent for
him Tell himl said thanks and buy hima drink.' He tossed a
few coins on the bar. The barnman pushed t hem away.

I don't think that's necessary,' he said, slightly hoarsely.
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"Tis to nme,' said Ford. "OK, we are outa here.'

They stood out in the heat and the dust and | ooked at the big
pi nk and chronme thing with amazenment and admration. O at
| east, Ford looked at it with amazenent and admration

Arthur just looked at it. “You don't think it's a bit overdone,
do you?'

He said it again when they clinbed inside it. The seats

and quite a lot of the controls were covered in fine fur skin
or suede. There was a big gold nonogramon the main contro
panel which just read "EP'.

“You know,' said Ford as he fired up the ship's engines, I
asked himif it was true that he had been abducted by aliens,
and you know what he sai d?’

“Who?' said Arthur.
"The King.'
“Which King? Ohn, we've had this conversation, haven't we?'

“Never mnd,' said Ford. "For what it's worth, he said, no.
He went of his own accord.'

“I'"'mstill not sure who we're tal king about,' said Arthur.
Ford shook his head. "Look,' he said, “there are sone tapes
over in the conpartnent to your left. Wiy don't you choose
some nmusic and put it on?

"CK,' said Arthur, and flipped through the cartons. "Do
you like Elvis Presley? he said.

"Yeah | do as a matter of fact,' said Ford. "Now. | hope this
machi ne can leap like it |looks Like it can.' He engaged the main
drive.

“Yeeehaah!' shouted Ford as they shot upwards at face-tearing
speed.

It coul d.

23

The news networks don't like this kind of thing. They regard it
as a waste. An incontrovertible spaceship arrives out of nowhere
in the mddle of London and it is sensational news of the highest
magni t ude. Anot her conpletely different one arrives three and

a half hours later and sonehow it isn't.

" ANOTHER SPACECRAFT!' sai d the headlines and news

stand billboards. "TH'S ONE'S PINK.' A couple of nonths |ater
they could have made a lot nore of it. The third spacecraft, half
an hour after that, the little four berth Hrundi runabout, only
made it on to the |ocal news.

Ford and Arthur had come scream ng down out of the strato-

sphere and parked neatly on Portland Place. It was just after
six-thirty in the evening and there were spaces free. They m n-
gled briefly with the crowd that gathered round to ogle, then said

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/Mostly%20Harmless.txt (136 of 145) [1/14/03 11:52:12 PM]



file:///F|/rah/New%20Fol der/M ostly%20Harml ess.txt

loudly that if no one else was going to call the police they would,
and made good their escape.

“Home...' said Arthur, a husky tone creeping into his
voi ce as he gazed, misty-eyed around him

"Ch don't get all maudlin on ne,' snapped Ford. ~We have
to find your daughter and we have to find that bird thing.'

"How?' said Arthur. "This is a planet of five and a half
billion people, and...'

“Yes,' said Ford. “But only one of themhas just arrived
fromouter space in a large silver spaceship acconpani ed by a
mechani cal bird. | suggest we just find a tel evision and sone-
thing to drink while we watch it. W need some serious room
service.'

They checked into a | arge two-bedroonmed suite at the Langham
Mysteriously, Ford's Dine-O Charge card, issued on a planet over
five thousand |ight years away, seened to present the hotel's
conputer with no problens.

Ford hit the phones straight away while Arthur attenpted
to | ocate the tel evision

"OK,' said Ford. "I want to order up sone margaritas please.
Coupl e of pitchers. Couple of Chef's Salads. And as much foie
gras as you've got. And al so London Zoo.

“She's on the news!' shouted Arthur fromthe next room

"That's what | said,' said Ford into the phone. "London
Zoo. Just charge it to the room'

"She's... Good God!' shouted Arthur. Do you know who
she's being interviewed by?

“Are you having difficulty understanding the English |an-
guage?' continued Ford. “It's the zoo just up the road from
here. | don't care if it's closed this evening. | don't want
to buy a ticket, | just want to buy the zoo. | don't care

if you're busy. This is roomservice, I'min a room and

want sone service. Got a piece of paper? OK Here's what

I want you to do. Al the animals that can be safely returned
to the wild, return them Set up some good teans of people

to nonitor their progress in the wild, see that they're doing
XK.

“It's Trillian!' shouted Arthur. "Or is it... er... God, | can't
stand all this parallel universe stuff. It's so bloody confusing. It
seens to be a different Trillian. It's Tricia McMIlan which is

what Trillian used to be called before... er... Wy don't

you cone and watch, see if you can figure it out?

“Just a second,' Ford shouted, and returned to his negotia-

tions with roomservice. “Then we'll need sone natural reserves

for the animals that can't hack it in the wild,' he said. "Set up a
teamto work out the best places to do that. W night need to

buy somewhere like Zaire and maybe sone islands. Madagascar.

Baf fin. Sumatra. Those kind of places. W'll need a wide variety
of habitats. Look, | don't see why you're seeing this as a problem
Learn to del egate. Hi re whoever you want. Get on to it. | think
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you'll find my credit is good. And blue cheese dressing on the
sal ad. Thank you.

He put the phone down and went through to Arthur, who
was sitting on the edge of his bed watching tel evision

"l ordered us sone foie gras,' said Ford.

"What?' said Arthur, whose attention was entirely focused
on the tel evision

"l said | ordered us sone foie gras.'

“Ch,' said Arthur, vaguely. "Um | always feel a hit bad
about foie gras. Bit cruel to the geese, isn't it?

"Fuck 'em' said Ford, slunping on the bed. "You can't care
about every damm thing.'

"Well, that's all very well for you to say, but...

"Drop it!' said Ford. “If you don't like it I'll have yours
What' s happeni ng?

"Chaos!' said Arthur. "~ Conplete chaos! Random keeps on

screaming at Trillian, or Tricia or whoever it is, that she aban-
doned her and then demanding to go to a good night club. Tricia's
broken down in tears and says she's never even nmet Random

| et alone given birth to her. Then she suddenly started how i ng
about soneone called Rupert and said that he had | ost his mnd

or sonething. | didn't quite follow that bit, to be honest. Then
Random started throwi ng stuff and they' ve cut to a commrerci al

break while they try and sort it all out. Oh! They've just cut back
to the studio! Shut up and watch.

A rather shaken anchorman appeared on the screen and

apol ogi sed to viewers for the disruption of the previous item
He said he didn't have any very clear news to report, only that
the mysterious girl, who called herself Random Frequent Flyer
Dent had left the studio to, er, rest. Tricia McMIIlan would be,
he hoped, back tonorrow. Meanwhile, fresh reports of UFO
activity were coming in..

Ford | eaped up off the bed, grabbed the nearest phone and
j abbed at a nunber.

“Conci erge? You want to own the hotel? It's yours if you
can find out for ne in five mnutes which clubs Tricia McM Il an
bel ongs to. Just charge the whole thing to this room'

24

Away in the inky depths of space invisible novenents were
bei ng nade.

Invisible to any of the inhabitants of the strange and tem
peranental Plural zone at the focus of which lay the infinitely
mul titudi nous possibilities of the planet called Earth, but not
i nconsequential to them

At the very edge of the solar system hunkered down on a
green | eatherette sofa, staring fretfully at a range of TV and
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conputer screens sat a very worried Grebul on | eader. He was
fiddling with stuff. Fiddling with his book on astrol ogy. Fiddling
with the console of his conputer. Fiddling with the displays

being fed through to himconstantly fromall of the G ebul ons

nmoni toring devices, all of themfocused on the planet Earth.

He was distressed. Their mission was to nonitor. But to

moni tor secretly. He was a bit fed up with his mssion, to be
honest. He was fairly certain that his m ssion nust have been

to do nore than sit around watching TV for years on end. They
certainly had a |l ot of other equiprment with themthat must have
had some purpose if only they hadn't accidentally lost all trace
of their purpose. He needed a sense of purpose in |life, which
was why he had turned to astrology to fill the yawning gulf that
existed in the mddle of his mind and soul. That would tell him
somet hi ng, surely.

Vell, it was telling himsonething.

It was telling him as far as he could nake out, that he

was about to have a very bad nonth, that things were going to
go frombad to worse if he didn't get a grip on things and start
maki ng some positive noves and thinking things out for hinself.

It was true. It was very clear fromhis star chart which

he had worked out using his astrol ogy book and the conputer
program whi ch that nice Tricia McM Il an had designed for himto
re-triangulate all the appropriate astronom cal data. Earth-based
astrology had to be entirely recalculated to yield results that were
meani ngful to the G ebulons here on the tenth planet out on the
frozen edges of the solar system

The recal cul ati ons showed absolutely clearly and unanhi gu-
ously that he was going to have a very bad nonth indeed,
starting with today. Because today Earth was starting to rise
into Capricorn, and that, for the Gebul on | eader, who showed
all the character signs of being a classic Taurus, was very bad
i ndeed.

Now was the tinme, his horoscope said, for taking positive

actions, naking tough decisions, seeing what needed to be done

and doing it. This was all very difficult for him but he knew that
nobody ever said that doing tough stuff wasn't tough. The com
puter was already tracking and predicting the second-by-second

| ocation of the planet Earth. He ordered the great grey turrets

to swvel.

Because all of the Grebul on surveillance equi prent was focused
on the planet Earth, it failed to spot that there was now anot her
source of data in the solar system

Its chances of spotting this other source of data - a nassive

yel | ow constructor ship - accidentally were practically nil. It was
as far fromthe sun as Rupert was, but alnost diametrically
opposite, al nost hidden by the sun

Al nost .

The massive yell ow constructor ship wanted to be able to
moni tor events on Planet Ten w thout being spotted itself. It
had managed this very successfully.
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There were all sorts of other ways in which this ship was
dianetrically opposite to the G ebul ons.

Its leader, its Captain, had a very clear idea of what his
purpose was. It was a very sinple and plain one and he had been
pursuing it in his sinple, plain way for a considerable period of
time now.

Anyone who knew of his purpose mght have said that it was

a pointless and ugly one, that it wasn't the sort of purpose that
enhanced a life, put a spring in a person's step, made birds sing
and flowers bloom Rather the reverse in fact. Absolutely the
reverse.

It wasn't his job to worry about that, though. It was his job

to do his job, which was to do his job. If that led to a certain
narrowness of vision and circularity of thought then it wasn't his
job to worry about such things. Any such things that cane his

way were referred to others who had, in turn, other people to
refer such things to.

Many, many |ight years from here, indeed from anywhere,

lies the grimand | ong abandoned pl anet, Vogsphere. Sone-

where on a fetid, fog-bound rmud bank on this planet there
stands, surrounded by the dirty, broken and enpty carapaces

of the last few jewel ed scuttling crabs, a small stone nonunent
whi ch marks the place, where it is thought, the species Vogon
Vogonbl urtus first arose. On the nmonunent there is carved an
arrow whi ch points away into the fog, under which are inscribed
in plain, sinple letters the words ~The buck stops there.'

Deep in the bowels of his unsightly yellow ship, the Vogon
Captain grunted as he reached for a slightly faded and dog-eared
pi ece of paper that lay in front of him A denolition order

If you were to unravel exactly where the Captain's job, which

was to do his job which was to do his job, actually began, then it
all cane down at last to this piece of paper that had been issued
to himby his i mediate superior |ong ago. The piece of paper

had an instruction on it, and his purpose was to carry out that
instruction and put a little tick mark in the adjacent box when
he had carried it out.

He had carried out the instruction once before, but a nunber
of troubl esonme circunstances had prevented himfrom bei ng able
to put the tick in the little box.

One of the troubl esome circunstances was the Plural nature of

this Galactic sector, where the possible continually interfered with
the probable. Sinple denmplition didn't get you any further than
pushi ng down a bubble under a badly hung strip of wall paper

Anyt hi ng you denol i shed kept on popping up again. That woul d

soon be taken care of.

Anot her was a small bunch of people who continually refused
to be where they were supposed to be when they were supposed
to be there. That, also, would soon be taken care of.

The third was an irritating and anarchic little device called
the Htch Hiker's Guide to the Gal axy. That was now well and

truly taken care of and, in fact, through the phenomenal power
of tenporal reverse engineering, it was now itself the agency
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t hrough which everything el se would be taken care of. The
Captain had nerely come to watch the final act of this drana.
He himself did not have to lift a finger.

“Show ne,' he said.

The shadowy shape of a bird spread its w ngs and rose

into the air near him Darkness engulfed the bridge. Dim

lights danced briefly in the black eyes of the bird as, deep in
its instructional address space, bracket after bracket was final -
ly closing, if clauses were finally ending, repeat |oops halting,
recursive functions calling thenselves for the | ast few tines.

Abrilliant vision lit up in the darkness, a watery blue and
green vision, a tube flowing through the air, shaped |ike a
chopped up string of sausages.

Wth a flatulent noise of satisfaction, the Vogon Captain
sat back to watch.

25

“Just there, nunber forty-two,' shouted Ford Prefect to the
taxi-driver. “Right here!

The taxi lurched to a halt, and Ford and Arthur junped out.
They had stopped at quite a nunber of cash-di spensers on the
way, and Ford chucked a fistful of noney through the w ndow
at the driver.

The entrance to the club was dark, smart and severe. Only

the smallest little plaque bore its name. Menbers knew where
it was, and if you weren't a nenber then knowi ng where it was
wasn't any help to you

Ford Prefect was not a nenber of Stavro's though he had
once been to Stavro's other club in New York. He had a very
simple method of dealing with establishments of which he was not
a menber. He simply swept in as soon as the door was opened,
poi nted back at Arthur and said, "It's OK he's with ne.

He bounded down the dark gl ossy stairs, feeling very froody
in his new shoes. They were suede and they were blue, and he
was very pleased that in spite of everything el se going on he had
been sharp-eyed enough to spot themin a shop wi ndow fromthe
back of a speeding taxi.

I thought | told you not to cone here.'
“What ?' said Ford.

A thin, ill-1ooking man wearing sonethi ng baggy and Italian
was wal king up the stairs past them lighting a cigarette, and had
st opped, suddenly.

"Not you,' he said. "Hm'

He | ooked straight at Arthur, then seened to becone a
little confused.

"Excuse me,' he said. "I think | nust have m staken you
for soneone else.' He started on up the stairs again , but al npst
i medi ately turned round once nore, even nore puzzled. He
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stared at Arthur.
“Now what ?' said Ford.
“What did you say?
"l said, now what?' repeated Ford irritably.

"Yes, | think so,' said the man and swayed slightly and
dropped the book of matches he'd been carrying. H's nouth
moved weakly. Then he put his hand to his forehead.

"Excuse nme,' he said, “I'mtrying desperately to renenber
which drug |'ve just taken, but it nust be one of those ones
whi ch nean you can't renenber.’

He shook his head and turned away agai n, and went up
towards the nmen's room

“Cone on,' said Ford. He hurried on downstairs, with Arthur
foll owi ng nervously in his wake. The encounter had shaken him
badly and he didn't know why.

He didn't like places like this. For all of the dreans of Earth
and hone he had had for years, he now badly m ssed his hut on
Lanmuella with his knives and his sandw ches. He even nissed

A d Thrashbarg.

“Arthur!!

It was the nmost astounding effect. H s name was bei ng shout ed
in stereo.

He twisted to | ook one way. Up the stairs behind himhe saw
Trillian hurrying down towards himin her wonderfully runpl ed
Rynpl on TM She was | ooki ng suddenly aghast.

He twi sted the other way to see what she was | ooki ng suddenly
aghast at.

At the bottomof the stairs was Trillian, wearing... No

- this was Tricia. Tricia that he had just seen, hysterical with
confusion, on television. And behind her was Random | ooki ng

more wil d-eyed than ever. Behind her in the recesses of the

smart, dimy lit club, the other clientele of the evening forned a
frozen tabl eau, staring anxiously up at the confrontation on the
stairs.

For a few seconds everyone stood stock still. Only the nusic
frombehind the bar didn't know to stop throbbing.

"The gun she is holding,' said Ford quietly, nodding slightly
towards Random "is a Wabanatta 3. It was in the ship she stole
fromne. It's quite dangerous in fact. Just don't nove for a
monent. Let's just everybody stay calmand find out what's
upsetting her.'

"Where do | fit?' screaned Random suddenly. The hand

hol ding the gun was trenbling fiercely. Her other hand del ved
into her pocket and pulled out the remains of Arthur's watch.
She shook it at them

I thought | would fit here,' she cried, "on the world that
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made nme! But it turns out that even ny nother doesn't know
who | anl' She flung the watch violently aside, and it snashed
into the gl asses behind the bar, scattering its innards.

Everyone was very quiet for a noment or two | onger.
"Random' said Trillian quietly fromup on the stairs.
“Shut up!' shouted Random °~ You abandoned ne!'’

"Random it is very inportant that you listen to nme and
understand,' persisted Trillian quietly. “There isn't very nuch
time. We nust |eave. W nust all [|eave.'

“What are you tal king about? We're always | eaving!' She had

bot h hands on the gun now, and both were shaking. There was

no one in particular she was pointing it at. She was just pointing
it at the world in general

"Listen,' said Trillian again. | left you because | went to cover
a war for the network. It was extrenely dangerous . At |east, |
thought it was going to be. | arrived and the war had suddenly
ceased to happen. There was a tine anonaly and... listen!

Pl ease listen! A reconnai ssance battleship had failed to turn up,
the rest of the fleet was scattered in sone farcical disarray. It's
happening all the tinme now.'

I don't care! | don't want to hear about your bl oody job!'
shouted Random °| want a hone! | want to fit sonmewhere!
"This is not your hone,' said Trillian, still keeping her voice

calm “You don't have one. W none of us have one. Hardly
anybody has one any nore. The nmissing ship | was just talking
about. The people of that ship don't have a home. They don't
know where they are from They don't even have any nenory
of who they are or what they are for. They are very | ost and
very confused and very frightened. They are here in this solar
system and they are about to do sonething very... m sguided
because they are so |ost and confused. We... nust... |eave

now. | can't tell you where there is to go to. Perhaps there
isn't anywhere. But here is not the place to be. Please. One nore
time. Can we go?'

Random was wavering in panic and confusion.

“It's all right," said Arthur gently. “If I'mhere, we're safe
Don't ask ne to explain just now, but | amsafe, so you are
safe. OK?

“What are you saying? said Trillian.

“Let's all just relax,' said Arthur. He was feeling very tranquil.
Hs |life was charmed and none of this seenmed real

Slow y, gradually, Random began to relax, and to let the
gun down, inch by inch.

Two t hi ngs happened sinul t aneously.

The door to the men's roomat the top of the stairs opened,
and the man who had accosted Arthur cane out, sniffing.

Startled at the sudden noverment, Randomlifted the gun
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again just as a man standi ng behind her nade a grab for it.

Arthur threw hinmself forward. There was a deaf eni ng expl o-

sion. He fell awkwardly as Trillian threw herself down over him
The noi se died away. Arthur | ooked up to see the man at the top

of the stairs gazing down at himwith a | ook of utter stupefaction

“You...' he said. Then slowy, horribly, he fell apart.

Random t hrew t he gun down and fell to her knees, sobbing.
I"'msorry!'" she said. "I'mso sorry! I'mso, so sorry...

Tricia went to her. Trillian went to her.

Arthur sat on the stairs with his head between his hands and

had not the faintest idea what to do. Ford was sitting on the stair
beneath him He picked sonething up, |looked at it with interest,
and passed it up to Arthur

"This mean anything to you? he said.

Arthur took it. It was the book of matches which the dead
man had dropped. It had the nane of the club onit. It had the
nane of the proprietor of the club onit. It |ooked Iike this:

\ begi n{center}
STAVRO MUELLER
\end{center} \begin{center}
BETA
\end{center}

He stared at it for sonme tinme as things began slowy to reassenble
thenselves in his mind. He wondered what he should do, but

he only wondered it idly. Around hi m peopl e were begi nning

to rush and shout a lot, but it was suddenly very clear to him
that there was nothing to be done, not now or ever. Through

the new strangeness of noise and |ight he could just nake out

the shape of Ford Prefect sitting back and | aughing wildly.

A tremendous feeling of peace cane over him He knew
that at last, for once and for ever, it was now all, finally, over.

In the darkness of the bridge at the heart of the Vogon ship,
Prostetnic Vogon Jeltz sat alone. Lights flared briefly across the
external vision screens that lined one wall. In the air above him
the discontinuities in the blue and green watery sausage shape
resol ved thensel ves. Options collapsed, possibilities folded into
each other, and the whole at |ast resolved itself out of existence.

A very deep darkness descended. The Vogon captain sat
imersed init for a few seconds.

“Light' he said.

There was no response. The bird, too, had crunpl ed out
of all possibility.

The Vogon turned on the light hinmself. He picked up the
pi ece of paper again and placed a little tick in the little box.
Well, that was done. H's ship slunk off into the inky void.

In spite of having taken what he regarded as an extrenely
positive piece of action, the G ebul on Leader ended up having
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a very bad nonth after all. It was pretty nmuch the sane as al

the previous nonths except that there was now nothing on the
tel evision any nore. He put on a little light music instead.
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