BEER RUN
Michael McCollum

What if you went out for a six-pack and never came back?

It was midwinter, one of those crystd clear nights where the amost freezing wind whipsin off the desert
from the east and the moon bathes everything in abright, pearly glow. Ha, my landlord, was off to a
science fiction convention back East and the UFO Spotters were using our place -- adilapidated
rooming house in the old section of Tempe near the University -- for their monthly meeting. Being the
only roomer in residence (the others having taken off for parts unknown, it being semester break), | was
assigned the job of keeping them from tearing up the place and making sure the cops had no probable
causefor adrug bust.

They came drifting in about eight. By the time the forma meeting had started, there were fifty-odd
people scattered in the various nooks and crannies around the old house. And | mean fifty odd people!
In Hal's absence, Weasel Martin took over the meeting. Weasd is ashort, bearded graduate student
whose most prominent featureis hisnervoustic. He banged on atable with awooden spoon to get their
attention and called the meeting to order.

| wasin the kitchen dishing out taco chips and bean dip. Jane Dugway was helping me, aswell as pulling
the pop-tops off two dozen cans of Coors. Somehow, they managed to disappear into the other room
asfast as she opened them.

| had first met Jane at school. Although | am an engineering mgjor, the University is determined that | get
awel-rounded education. Therefore, in order to complete my eight hours of social studiesrequired to
graduate, | took a coursein Anthropology. Jane was a graduate student in Anthro and my discussion
group leader for one semester. Sheis not one of those lucky women blessed with the gift of beauty. Her
hair hasaterminal case of the frizzies, and the coke bottle glasses do nothing to improve her image.
However, thereisamind behind that mannish face of hersthat is as sharp asarazor blade.

We carried the taco chips and bean dip into the living room just as Weasel Martin called for old
business. PeeJay Schwarz got to hisfeet and began an excited narrative about an Alabama farmer who
claimed to have been to the moon on aflying saucer. Weasdl ruled him out of order. PeeJay sat down
with athump and apout on hisface.

After that, things settled down congderably. It might aswell have been ameeting of the League of
Women Voters, with everything run in gtrict adherence to Robert's Rules of Order. | wasfast losing
interest when Jodl Peterson decided to get the evening's debate launched. Joel isaprissy sociology
magor who wears bow tieswith his blue denim shirtsand dirty Levi's. Herevelsin being the club skeptic
and isespecidly skilled in sparking controversy.

"l don't believein UFOs," he declared loudly. "Not asinterstellar visitors, anyway."

There was amurmured undercurrent in the crowd -- something like you seein the movies just before the
lynching. Wessd Martin got red in the face and prepared to smite the unbdliever.

"Then you're dumber than you look," he said to Jodl. There was a scattered round of applause and a
couple of muttered comments that that must be pretty dumb, considering hislooks.



| had to give Jod credit. He stood hisground. "What makes you think UFOs aren't just amammoth
hoax? Have you ever seen one?' It wasagood attack. Although severa members claimed to have
spotted UFOs, everyone knew that Weasel never had, and considered that fact a persond affront.

The wrangling went on for another half-hour before Weasel got fed up. "Okay, smart ass. If they aren't
vistorsfrom other stars, what are they? And don't tell me swamp gas™

There was a pregnant pause. Jod got asmug look on hisface. Histrap had been set, baited, and
gorung. "They'retimetraveersfrom the future, or maybe from apardld universe” he said in triumph.

Thiswas greeted by a chorus of Bronx cheers, boos, and catcalls. Weasel was about to launch his
counterattack when Sam Grohs pushed open the kitchen door and diverted everyone's attention.

"Hey, what happened to the beer?'

"Gone" | sad.

"Gone? Hey man, I'm dying of thirst."

Then the genera chorus began. "Beer run, beer run, we want a beer run!"

Weasdl took time out from the debate to look around. He found someone's discarded cowboy hat and
passed it to the assembled congregation. "Okay, you turkeys. Ante up for abeer run.”

While the hat made the rounds, Weasd gave usdl the once over with hiseyes. "Who'll make thisrun?"
he asked.

"Duncan MacElroy," someonein back piped up. "He's not doing anything.”
The chant began again. " Send Duncan, send Duncan...”

| did not join in the chanting. | am Duncan and | did not want to go out into the cold to buy another case
of beer.

"How about it, MacElroy?' Weasd asked. ‘Want to make arun for us?'
| shrugged. "Why not? But | can't carry it dl by mysdf.”
"Il go."

| turned around to see Jane Dugway get to her feet. | might have predicted it would be her. Janeisone
of the few peoplein the club who ever volunteer for anything.

"Okay, wait asec while| get my coat,” | said.

Jane waited for me on the sidewalk out front, bundled up in afur coat with her black leather purse over
one shoulder.

"Got the money?' | asked.
Shenodded. "Shall wetakeacar?'

| looked around. | could barely see my classic Jag through the cluster of parked carsthat dopped over
from the driveway onto thefront lawn. "I'm parked in," | said

"Metoo. | guesswewak."



"Okay," | said. "It'sonly two blocks." We set out at aleisurely pace up Oak toward the red and white
sign of our local convenience market.

Theliquor coolers of the market were sparse hunting. We findly ended up with twelve six packs of three
different kinds of beer. | loaded them into two sacks and we started for home.

The conversation drifted to anthropology. | waked in front, feeling my way over thetilted, broken dabs
of the sdewalk, discussing a pet theory | had developed about the affinity of modern Americansfor
vicarious enjoyment viathe boob tube. The next thing | knew there was ahard shoulder in the small of
my back and | was flying head over hedsinto ahedge of Texassage. | landed on my belly amid the
clatter of duminum cans. Two of the cans burst on impact, spraying me with a cold shower of
carbonated hops.

| spit out amouthful of dirt and grass and turned over. 1t was dark there in the shadow of the hedge, but
| could see Jane lying flat on her belly peering down and across the Street at something.

"What was that for?"
"Quigt," she hissed.

"What the hell isgoing on here?" | asked, sitting up. | wrinkled my nose asthe wind carried an odor to
me. | smdled likeabrewery.

She reached up with one arm and pulled me down again. She was surprisingly strong and | could fed the
bruises where she had grabbed me.

"If you vaueyour life, say down."
| opened my mouith to reply, and then shut it again. | had just caught sight of the gun.

Except it was not agun. Evenin the gloom with only scattered patches of moonlight to see by, that much
wasobvious. Thethingin her hand was aweagpon of somekind. It had ahandle, atrigger, and atrigger
guard. However, the barrdl was along thin glass pipe that glowed with afaint blue fluorescence. My
mind sorted through its dusty files and came up with anamefor that glow. Cherenkov radiation! It was
the glow of anuclear reactor under two dozen feet of water.

"What'sgoing on?" | asked.

"Over there," she said, gesturing toward alarge oleander hedge halfway down the street on the other
sde. "At the base of the oleanders, about twenty feet from the end.”

| strained my eyes; conscious of how much the cold wind bit into me where the beer had soaked into my
clothes. The spot she named was well lighted by the corner street lamp, but | could see nothing.

"l don't seeanything,” | said.
"Look closdly. Seethe areathat seemsto be fading out of focus?

| squinted. | was not sure, but | thought | saw what she referred to. Sometrick of light and shadow
caused asmall section of bushesto advance and recede while | watched.

It was like seeing something under water, dl blurry and changing.

"l seeit," | said.



"That'saDadgiri aversonfied. Oneof them iswatching your house.”

"What'saDagiri?' | asked, thinking | was being set up for ajoke. Y ou know: "What's a Greek Urn?
Oh, about two dollars an hour."

"A near man and my morta enemy," she said, glancing up and down the street. Somehow, she did not
look the type to have enemies. "Hewill try to kill meif hecan. Youtoo, I'm afraid, if he seesus
together."

"What the hell isgoing on here, Jane?'
"Shhh," she said, placing afinger to her lips. "I'll neutrdize him. Y ou stay put.”

Without waiting for an answer, she crawled into the black, leaving meto listen to the rustle of thewind
through the bare limbs of the trees.

| lay dtill for nearly five minutes, fedling more foolish by the second. Joel Peterson had put her up to this,
| decided. It wasjust hiskind of joke. | felt aflushrisng in my cheeks. | got to my hands and knees
and peered over the Texas sage.

A balt of lightning flashed before my eyes.

There was no answering thunderclap, no sound a al. However, the blast of searing light cut into my
eyeslike aknife, followed quickly by a sudden wave of heat. | dropped to my stomach once more,
whimpering in panic. The night returned to normal. Darkness closed in again except for thewhirling
afterimage of the flash that continued to dance before my eyes. Besidesthe odor of stale beer, another
stink penetrated my nostrils. There wasastrong smell of ozoneintheair.

Nothing happened for two minutesand | risked raising my head once more. The white splotcheswere
gtill carved into my retinas, but my vision was clear enough to see Jane in acrouching run acrossthe
street to where the oleanders reached the sidewalk on the other side. She disappeared into the dark. |
waited one more minute and then scrambled to my feet and raced after her.

| found her kneling over the body of aman. He had been no beauty in life, and hislooks had not
improved in degath. He stared unseeing a the moon, agaping hole burned in his chest.

Thewound smelled of cooked flesh. | gagged twice, trying to keep the beer and taco chips down.
"My God, Jane! What have you done?"

She looked over her shoulder a me. "I thought | told you to stay where you were."
"Youkilledhim!"

"Hewould havekilled me."

"Withwhat? For dl you know hewas just some poor peeping tom."

She fdt around in the bushes where the dead man's hand disappeared into the shadows and came up
with agun smilar to hers. 1t too had an oddly shining glass barrd.

"What's going on here?" | asked.

"No time, Duncan." Sheturned to look directly into my eyes. "I need your help. Where there's one
Ddgir, therell be others. Can | count on you?"



"Sorry, but when it comesto murder, | draw theline. Seeyou around!” | backed out of the hedge
hadtily, turning to run.

"Wat!"

| felt aprickling sensation run up my spine. 1'd dmost forgotten the gun she held.
"For what?' | asked, turning back to her.

"Hear meout. Thenif you want to leave, go ahead.”

"Okay, dart talking," | said.

"Wel, firdly ... thisisaDdgir, anear man."

"Okay, you've dready told methat. Now what exactly isaDagir?'

"Y ou would name him Neanderthal. One of aracethat died out fifty thousand years ago on thistimeline.
On others, however, they survived and progpered. Itissuch alinethat | and my people war againgt.”

| looked at the corpse. Damned if he did not look like the Neandertha exhibitsin the museums. Jutting
bony eye ridges, doping forehead, douching posture as helay in desth. However, the Neanderthasin
the museums had not worn hunting clothes straight out of the Sears catalog. And they had not carried
glass-barreled pistols that emitted Cherenkov radiation asthey lay quiescent on the ground.

"Timdine?'

"A parald universe with its own history, culture, and peoples. Joel Peterson was speculating on the
concept only an hour ago.”

"l hope you think up a better story than that before the police arrive,” | said, turning once moreto leave.

"If I'm not from apardld universe" she said, ahint of humor in her voice, "How do you explain these?'
She gestured to the two guns.

She had methere. | had attended a couple of lectures on laser weapons. One thing every expert agreed
on: A laser pistal with asix-inch barrdl wastheoreticaly impossible. Except adead man lay at my feet
with ahole burned in his chest with just such aweapon.

"Okay," | said. "Let'ssupposeyou aretelling the truth. What do you want me to do about it?"

"This Dalgir was waiting to ambush me even though they aren't supposed to know thistimeline exists.
Thevery fact that he'shereisadisaster. | must report.”

"Soreport,” | said. "But take this body with you when you go.”

"I need you, Duncan. Y ou have to help me dispose of the body. It would never do to have it discovered
by thelocal authorities.”

| chewed on my lip, squirming on the horns of the dilemma. | have never even been late paying a parking
ticket. Here | was being asked to cover up a cold-blooded murder. So why did | choose to help her?
Damned if | know! Maybe down deep | really believed her story.

"Okay," | said, regretting the decision even as| madeit. "What do you want meto do?'



"We need some place to dump the body where it won't be found for eight hours or so."

| lifted my right arm and pointed west. "There's an old weed filled ditch that pardld s the Southern Pacific
tracks haf ablock over. How about there?'

"It'll havetodo. Grabhisarms. I'll takethelegs."

"No."

"No?"' she asked, perplexed.

"No. Not until you hand over that firepower."

| could see indecision flash across her face.

"L ook, Jane, you are going to haveto trust me. Y ou haven't got any choice.”
"Youll seeme safdly awvay?'

| nodded. "I don't know why | believe such an obvioudly ridiculous story --" She opened her mouth to
say something. | held up my hand and sheclosed it again. " -- | know, you have a Buck Rogersray
gun. So hand them over or | takeawalk."

She bit her lower lip, but held out her hand with thetwo lasersinit. | took them. They werewarm to the
touch. | hesitated.

"These emit anything that might disagree with my gonads?" | asked.
She shook her head. "Both beamersare wdll shielded.”

| dipped the gunsinto my belt in back, hiding them under my jacket. "Fine, let'sget rid of Mr. America
here"

The Neanderthd was heavier than helooked. Hewas barely fivefeet tal, but chunky. We half
carried-half dragged him through deserted back yards and trash-strewn aleys. When we finaly lowered
the body at the edge of the ditch, | stood up and puffed from the exertion.

"Strip him!" Jane said, working to loosen the leather belt he wore. There were adozen or so poucheson
the belt and she quickly sorted through them.

"What have you got there?" | whispered as | worked to pedl his pants off.

"Equipment kit," she whispered back. She pulled each strange mechanism out of its pouch, examined it,
and then put it back. About the time | had managed to remove the Dagir's shirt she found what she was
apparently looking for. 1t looked like atear gas pen -- you know, the kind they advertisein al the men's
magazines.

"Okay," | said as| gtripped the last of the clothing off the body. "What now?"

The Dalgir lay obscenely exposed in the moonlight, and not because he was naked. It had moreto do
with theholein hisches.

"Roll him face down into the ditch and then get back," she said, pulling on glovesfrom her purse. She
held the tear gas pen gingerly in her gloved hands.



"What isin that thing?'

"A specidly mutated bacteria. Get any of it on you and you'll be dead of what appearsto be an
advanced case of leprosy in amatter of hours.”

That was enough warning for me. | backpedaled until |1 was agood fifty feet away, carrying the bundie
of clothing with me. She bent over the body and did something with the pen. What she did madea
certain amount of sense ... inagrossway.

How does one solve the problem of introducing a strain of man-eating germsinto acorpse? Y ou cannot
very well ask the victim to swallow apill. However, we sometimesforget the mouth is only one of two
openingsto the dimentary cand. Jane used the second.

She quickly rgjoined me, carefully pulled off the gloves, and buried them in the center of the charred
clothing that shetied in abundle. Sheleaned down and stuffed the bundle into the storm sewer.

"Let'sgo back for the beer. The otherswill be getting worried." As sheturned to leave, the light caught
her face. | could see droplets of perspiration on her forehead in spite of the chill wind that blew around
us

"What about...?" | thrust my thumb over my shoulder toward theirrigation ditch.
"In eight hourstherewill be no trace of our departed Dalgir. Now we haveto report.”
"How?' | asked. "I'm afraid my subspace radio is broken at the moment. "

Shelaughed ahigh nervous giggle. Reaction was setting in. "Then wéll just haveto rely on MaBeéll.
Well use the phonein the rooming house."

The debate was ill going hot and heavy. | lugged the beer into the kitchen while Jane went to the
telephoneinthe hal. She carried it to the length of its cord into the bathroom and shut and locked the
door. | stationed mysdlf outside on guard duty. With my ear haf pressed againgt thewall, | could barely
make out her side of the conversation. Not that it did me alot of good.

When she spoke, it wasin rapid-fire gibberish that somehow reminded me of an orchestratuning up for
the big concert. After afew minutesin which she did most of the talking -- to judge by the short silences
coming through the wall -- she said good-bye in English and hung up.

| was waliting for her when she unlocked the door and stepped into the hall.

"Well?" | whispered.

"They're sending ashuttle to pick me up. It will arrive tomorrow after sundown.”

"Where?'

"The Mogollon Rim north of Payson.”

"I know the area. One of my uncles has a cabin outside Christopher Creek at the base of the Rim."
"Then you'll take methere? | do not dare use my car. They may have managed to put atracer onit."

"You'reout of luck. Thewhole North Country isknee degp in snow thistime of year. My Jag was
never designed to play snowmobile. Well haveto find a Jeep.”



Tony Minetti chose that time to head for the bathroom.
He heard the last of our conversation.

"Jeep?' heasked. It wasthen that | remembered that Tony had an old relic of the Second World War
that he kept parked in front of his apartment six blocks away.

"Yeah," | said. "l promised Jane | would drive her up to Payson tonight. Shejust remembered that her
Aunt Agathawas expecting her for the holidays. How about it, Tony? Can we borrow your Jeep?’

Hebit hislip. "I don't know, man. You'retalking about my pride and joy." Hewrinkled hisnose. "Boy,
you smell like abrewery!"

" Spilled some beer on mysdlf." | took a deep breath and made the ultimate sacrifice. "I'll et you borrow
my XKE." Tony had cast alecherous eye on my car for aslong as| had known him.

"lt'saded, man!"

We exchanged keyswith mewondering if | was making the mistake of my life. Janeand | headed for my
bedroom and began digging in the closat for somewarm clothes. Coming origindly from Michigan, | had
an ample supply.

When we were outfitted for snow -- Janein my blue B-9 parkaover her coat and mein my heavy
leather jacket and boots -- we dipped out the back way. Joel Peterson was screaming something about
pardld universeswhile the crowd around him booed in unison.

As| stepped out into the cold dark on the back porch, | could not help smiling. If they only knew!
#

Arizona-- land of parched, overheated deserts and a dozen different kinds of poisonous insects, snakes
and lizards. Whererain doesnot fal for sx months at atime and the natives huddle in air-conditioned
warrensfor aquarter of the year, dashing outside only long enough to dodge from one cool hidey-hole to
another. Right?

Half right.

That isapretty accurate picture of the southern desert. The northern part of the state, on the other hand,
is blanketed with high mountains and lush forests. Driving down from Detroit on the Interdtate, | was
amazed to discover the amount of variation in climate that can be found in ahundred-mile stretch. It
medefor interesting driving.

Except now | was driving like amadman into the high country in aforty-year-old jeep whose canvastop
had never been meant to withstand a dozen years of desert sun. Two gaping holes ducted afreezing
dipsiream of air in to overpower the ancient heater. Jane and | were nearly blue with cold asthe wan
yelow headlights flashed across the dilgpidated log walls of my uncle's hunting cabin.

| pulled off the road into the high snowdrifts surrounding the cabin. The Jegp'stransfer case growled in
protest as we dithered and bulled our way the last hundred feet. 1t dmost sounded grateful as| turned
the key, dlowing the wheezing old engineto finaly rest. | Ieft the lights on to show the way to the porch,
with me bresking trail and Jane sumbling after.

It wasthree A.M.



| got the door open and ushered her inside before going back to turn off the headlights. When | returned
to the cabin, she had set up something that gave off a pearly white glow on the kitchen counter. | glanced
at it and recognized one of the devices we had gotten off the Dalgir'sbody. | headed for the fireplace
and began stacking wood againgt the blackened grate. Within five minutes, cheerful tongues of flame
werelicking at the wood.

"Get over by thefire" | told her. "I'll go out back and get the generator started.”

My boots made soft crunching noises as | made my way through the virgin snow to the shed out back of
the cabin. By thetime | had plowed a path to the shed -- actually an old outhouse that had been
expanded and converted for storage -- | was panting from the unaccustomed exertion and high dtitude.
In spite of the cold, beads of perspiration trickled down my back between my shoulder blades. | took
off my fur-lined jacket and hung it on anail in the generator shack.

| checked the gasand ail in the old, rusty generator using aflashlight | had picked up in the cabin.
Crossing my fingers, | pulled on the starter rope. For once, it caught with aroar on thefirst try. | fiddled
with the choke until the inevitable case of hiccups passed. Throwing the large knife switch on the spider
web draped wall; | listened for the sound of the generator coming on line.

When | got back to the cabin, the fire had taken some of the nip out of the air and the lights were burning
brightly. 1 began to unlace my boots. 1t had been ahelluvanight and | was dead tired. Jane was
puttering around in the bathroom, doing | had no ideawhat. With the water turned off for the winter to
keep from bursting a pipe, the bathroom was one of the less functional roomsin the cabin.

| bused mysdlf with thefireuntil | heard soft steps behind me.
"Well, what do you think?" she asked.
| turned around. "What do | think about what? ... " | asked, catching my breath.

She stood on the Navgjo rug in front of the fire and posed like amode out of Mademoiselle . She had
made dramatic changesin her looks. Her hair was neatly combed, no longer standing out at right angles
to her head. Her coke bottle glasses were goneto reved apair of sengitive eyesthat were now violet.
They had been brown. She had done something to her facetoo. What, | could not be sure. 1t was abit
rounder and softer than it had been.

She Hill was not beautiful, but shewasfar from ugly. In fact, she was quite pleasant looking. Asl| stood
speechless and checked out the changes, | noticed that her figure seemed to have improved aswell.

"Likeit?" she asked, pirouetting for me.

"What happened?

"How do they say it ontelevison? My cover isblown so there is no need to continue the masguerade.”
Her comment brought me back to redlity, aplace | had not been in anumber of hours.

"Which remindsme. Tell meabout pardld universes.”

She bit her lower lip and looked worried. "I suppose | do owe you an explanation, Duncan,” she said,
sitting cross-legged on the couch, patting the cushion next to her. | sat down beside her and caught a
whiff of her perfumefor thefirgt time.

My heart began to beet faster of its own volition.



"Y ou can begin any time," | said, more to change the subject of my thoughts than anything e se.

She cast her eyesdown at thefloor. "I shouldn't. It's against regulations to discuss paratime with the
natives."

"We're both alittle bit pregnant in that department aren't we?"

"A little bit..." Shelooked puzzled for an ingtant, then her eyes got wide and she laughed. "I confessthat
| hadn't heard that expression before, but | see what you mean. After tonight, the regulations don't make
very much sense, do they?'

"No, they don'."

"I won't bore you with the technical details about tempora energy balances between universesand
entropic shock-waves. A good temporist goesto school for twenty yearsto learn about such things.
Just take it on faith that your concept of pardld universesisan overamplification of the true Situation.
Timdinesjust cannot be thought of as pardld.

"Energy considerations are our biggest problem. They keep most of thetimelines closed to us. And
when avolume of low tempora energy doesform -- aparatime porta in other words -- it isusudly
limited to afew square milesof area. A portd'slife can be measured anywhere from millisecondsto
thousands of years. Thereisone between my home timeline and the Gestetni Republic, for instance that
has been continuoudy open for over Six thousand years. Others come and go intermittently, eventualy
closing forever asthe two timelines drift apart. That isthe case with your timeline, Duncan. The porta
between our universes opened five yearsago. Wewill remain in intermittent contact for about a
thousand years and then go our separate ways."

"So why have you people been skulking about?" | asked.

"Experience hastaught us caution,” shereplied. "Terrible things can happen to ashuttle once it makesthe
jump ‘tween universes, not al of them having to do with the tempora physics of the Stuation either.”

"Oh, amillion things. 'Y ou can spend an hour in astrange universe and return home to find ahundred
years have passed ... or that time has run backwards while you were gone. ... or that no time at al has
passed. Theflow of linear time can be highly variable from timelineto timeline. We avoid Stuaions
where alarge mismatch exigts, but every paratime operative can expect to age at adifferent rate than
family and friends.

"Then there are the nasty little surprises that people can pull on you. More than once a shuttle has
jumped into an dternate history to discover the Earth ruled by powerful barbarians with both the yen and
military might for empire. A thousand years ago, one of our shuttles discovered the Dalgiri Empire that
way. Thediscovery cogt usthree cities, including two on my hometimeline. Sincethen, al of our efforts
have been bent toward containing that pack of wild dogs. They controlled eight timelineswhen wefirst
met them -- twelve now. In the sametime we have grown from an dliance of threelinesto a
confederation of thirty-two. Of course, every time we dmost get them boxed, anew porta opensup
onto aDalgiri universe from somewhere e se and the baitle beginsagain.”

"Likethistimdine?'

"No, not yet, Duncan. We have twenty years or so of grace before the Dalgiri get adirect lineto your
universe”



"So how isit they are here?"

She looked troubled. "A puzzle that must not go unsolved. Either they passed through one of our
universes on their way here, or they can jump energy barriers of unprecedented magnitude. In either
casg, it'snot good for either of our peoples.”

"And what are your plansfor us?' | asked.

"To study you for the moment, perhaps establish diplomatic relationslater. | realy do not know,
Duncan. Such decisons are made on amuch higher leve than mine."

"So intwenty yearswe are going to play Poland to the Dalgiri's Hitler and your Churchill?"
"If not sooner.”

"And you've given up your job asa spy to report that the Dagiri are coming through earlier than
expected.”

Sheamiled. "I guess| deservethat. | am not redly aspy, you know. At least not in the classic sense of
theword. | am exactly what | claim to be -- a graduate student working on her thesisin anthropology.
Paratime anthropology, thet is. But to answer your question: Y es, thisisfar more important than my
information gathering function.”

| suddenly felt very tired. What had started as a boring evening listening to Weasd Martin and the other
UFO freaks had turned into something else again. Either | had sscumbled onto the greatest adventure of
al time-- and | mean of dl time-- or ese | wasin the hands of a certifiable nut. The whole night had
been like a dream and fatigue had worn me down until | could hardly think. | bit down hard on my lip,
hoping the pain would clear my fuzzy head. | had some hard decisonsto make.

"What's the matter, Duncan?' she asked, her voice ahusky whisper. "Don't you believe me?

"I don't know what to believe," | said. "I'm not making any decisionsuntil | get caught up on my deep.”
"A goodidea," shesad, standing and stretching. Her newly lithe form flickered in the firdlight.

"Y ou take the bedroom and I'll take the couch,”" | said.

She amiled broadly and grasped her sweater at the hem, pulling it quickly over her head. "No need for
fasechivary. My cultureisnot your culture -- and I've been celibate much too long in this masquerade |
have been playing a."

She turned and walked into the bedroom, her naked back beckoning meto follow. After amoment's
tusdewith my conscience, | gavein and followed. Suddenly the thought of not getting to deep for
another couple of hoursdid not bother me at all.

#

| woke to the sensations of morning; the congtant drip of melting snow running from the roof; the smell of
breakfast cooking on the stove the heet of pine speckled sunshine across my upper body. | smiled,
sretched, and opened my eyes. | wasdone. | could hear Jane moving about in the other room. A
sunbeam flashed through the window, scintillating dust particlesinthe air. By theangle, | judged thetime
to be around ten o'clock in the morning.

| raised myself up on one ebow and yelled, "Where are you, woman?"



She came to the door wearing oversized Levi'sand aflannd shirt. "Morning, deepyhead. | borrowed
some of your uncle's clothes. | hope he won't mind.”

"Uncleésapussycat, at least where beautiful women are concerned,” | said. She blushed at the
compliment. | was surprised to redlizethat | redlly meant it.

"Breakfast isalmost ready. Why don't you get up and get dressed? Lotsto do today. We haveto be
up on the Rim by full dark. The shuttle could make the jump anytime after dusk.”

She went back into the kitchen while | dressed. | put on the same clothes | had worn since yesterday
morning, feding dightly itchy at the prospect. | wished the water had been turned on. | could have used
abath. Running ahand across my chin, | scraped over the day's growth of beard. My tongue caressed
dimy teeth. In spite of my general dovenliness, | felt good. Some of the menta haze that had plagued
me since things had started last night was gone.

Jane ladled pancakes onto aplate as | came out of the bedroom. | crossed over to where she stood and
nibbled her ear. She giggled just like any red blooded American girl. 'Y ou would never know to look at
her that she was a cregture from another universe. | let my handsroam lovingly.

There was a sharp rap on the door.
Jane giffened inmy arms. "Who'sthat?*

| tried to keep my voicelight. "Probably just the neighbors from across the meadow. They have seen
the smoke and came over to get the latest gossip. It getsdamn londly up herein the winters.”

Shelooked around franticaly. "The beamers?'

Now it was my turn to be startled. The beamersl What had | done with them? Then | remembered.
They had chafed me while tucked into my belt. When we had gotten back to the rooming house, | had
transferred them to the pockets of my leather jacket. The jacket that | had taken off in the generator
shack and which gill hung on anail out there. "Out back,” | said, hooking athumb in that direction.
"Dontworry, I'll get rid of our vistors."

"Duncan Allen MacElroy?' the man standing on the porch asked as | opened the door.
| did not bother to answer. There didn't seem aneed.

The stranger was short and squat, with overhanging eyebrows. Hiswide smile showed ajagged row of
teeth. Those were not his most noticeable features, however. The beamer he held in my face guaranteed
that | barely noticed his physica peculiarities.

Thetinkle of breaking glass sounded behind me and Jane screamed. | whirled around to see a second
Dagir level hisbeamer at her through the broken window.

After that, things seemed like adream again.

In amatter of minutesthree Dalgir -- one had been hiding out back in case we had made arun for it --
had searched us with brusque, impersonal efficiency and frog marched usinto the bedroom. | was
ordered to turn and face the wall, while a scuffle went on behind me. When | wasfinally alowed to turn
back, Jane lay face up on the rumpled bed. Her body was curioudy limp; her violet eyes gazed dazedly
a theceiling.

Then two of them grabbed my arms and the third applied ashiny stedl box to my neck. Therewasa



sharp prick and | too waslimp all over. It was asthough my body had gone to deep from the neck
down. They brusquely tossed me on the bed beside Jane and | eft the room.

From then on, | did not see anything but the flyspecks on the ceiling, dthough | had no trouble hearing
them in the next room. They had |eft the door open to keep an eye on us.

"Jane?" | asked softly. My mouth and eyelids were about the only thingsthat still worked.
"Y es, Duncan."
"What happens now?"

Just then, the Dalgirs started speaking to each other in their native tongue. | heard abrief " Shush!™ from
Jane as shelistened intently. It isfunny, but the Neanderthals are dways portrayed in the movies as
talking in grunts. Hollywood has never been morewrong. They spoke alanguage that was more than a
little reminiscent of French.

After five minutes, the conversation quieted down and one of them glanced in at us. | waited for himto
disappear out of the corner of my eye and whispered to Jane, "What was that al about?"

"It'sbad, Duncan. Very bad. They've got a paratime communicator and are using it to call in one of their
..cdlitacruiser. Itisanarmed shuttle with acrew of two hundred. It's second only to our biggest
warshipsin firepower and could easily destroy a continent.”

"But why cdl in something thet large?"

"To ambush our trangport when it arrives. Thismission isvery important to them for somereason. | was
right last night. They crossed over to thistimeline through my home universe. The cruiser must
comethesameway. A lot of people a homewill die tonight.”

"What are we going to do about it?" | asked.
A short, savage sob escaped from her throat. "What can we do?"

If my shoulder muscles had been free to move, | would have shrugged. It did not look as though there
was much we could do.

"If only weld had the beamers," she whispered.

| felt ahot flash of anger at mysdlf for being so stupid. Then | savagdly put the thought out of my mind.
There had been no reason to think they would trail us here.

"Look," | said. "If we'd been armed, we would now be dead. Y ou saw the way they were deployed
when they jumped ud"

"Maybe we could have won afirefight. Now well never know because the beamers are out with the
generator."

It wasthenthat | smiled. My mind began to race as| recalled severd previous visitsto my uncle's
cabin. Not being hooked into the power grid wasared painintheass. You forever had to go out and
pump some more gas into the generator'sfuel tank. Uncle had planned to build areserve tank out of an
old fifty-five gdlon drum for years. However, he had never gotten around to it.

That meant the generator had fue only for eight hours or S0, even at theidle setting it used when there
was no dectricd load ontheline.



"What timeisit?' | whispered.
"About eeven. Why?'
| listened to the far off put-put-putof the generator.

It was asound that | had not conscioudly heard since last night, athough it had been there al thetime.
Now it somehow seemed louder. | licked my lips and waited, listening for the noise to stop.

| waited for an eternity that probably lasted only fifteen minutes. Findly, it came. The soft chugging of
the generator stopped, bringing with it asilence louder than when it had been running.

One of the Ddgirswasin the bedroom in amatter of seconds.

"What has happened?' he asked.

"Generator'sout of fuel. Lookslikeyou boysare going to get cold, " | said.

"Never mind that. We need power for our communications beacon. How do we get it back?"
"Know anything about cantankerous internal combustion engines?”

"I'm no barbarian,” he growled, sounding abit like Ralph Nader.

"Then you'd better let meup so | can go get it Sarted again.”

Heturned and yelled, "Rimbrick!" A second Dalgir came into the bedroom, leveling abeamer at me.

Then there was a sharp prick on my neck, followed by fire courang downward through my body. My
arms and legs began to twitch uncontrollably.

When the spasm passed, they helped me to stand on weakened legs. | walked around the kitchen to
loosen up ahit. Findly, the second Dalgir, the one caled Rimbrick, ordered me out the back door. We
crunched our way to the generator shack.

Onceingde set to work refilling the tank with gasoline, using an empty mayonnaise jar to transfer it from
the storage barrel to the fue tank. When the generator was topped off, | filled the jar one more time.
Rimbrick stood warily two arm lengths out of reach in the doorway. | set the gasoline down next to the
generator and began to putter around the mechanism. Then | picked up the jar in my left hand and
leaned over to the big knife switch on the wall.

"Got to disconnect the load before | start it," | said. My body shielded my right hand from view as|
brushed up againgt the coat on thewall. | waited breathlesdy for the bolt of lightning in my back.
Nothing happened. | reached into the jacket pocket and felt the cold handle of abeamer. Praying the
safety was off; | mentdly judged my distance from the doorway and whirled, throwing the gasolinein one
quick motion.

It caught him full in theface. He screamed, ingtinctively throwing hisarms up to cover hiseyes. Then he
realized his mistake and brought the beamer down to bear on me once more.

The hegitation was enough. | pointed my weapon a him and pulled the firing stud. There was a crash of
light and the overwheming stink of ozone. When | could open my eyesagain, | saw Rimbrick downin
the snow with the familiar hole burned through him. The gasoline had caught fire. Flamesand athin
stream of black smoke rose upwards from hisjacket.



| quickly grabbed the second beamer and headed for the cabin. | pushed the back door open and
padded across the linoleum to the door opening on the living room. | hesitated. 1t had suddenly
occurred to methat | could not answer avery important question. Exactly whosesdewas| on? True,
circumstances seemed to have thrown mein league with Jane, but was that what | wanted? She had
killed the Ddgir without warning last night. What if she waswith the bad guys and these Ddgiri
represented the forces of law and order? What was an outsider like me doing mixed up in this mess

anyway?

| pushed open the door to the living room, indecision lying on my shoulders like asack of concrete. | am
not sure exactly what it wasthat | planned. Perhapsthey would surrender if | got the drop on them.
With the Dagirs prisoner and Jane still drugged from the neck down, maybe | could sort things out.

The door squeaked dightly asit opened. Suddenly the whole question of right and wrong became
academic. Theleader faced me from acrossthe room, alook of blank surprise on hisface as he lunged
for hisbeamer.

| shot him ... and the other when hetried to quick draw against me aswell.

Then | sat down and was quietly sick for afew minutes. Later | released Jane, following her ingtructions
on how to administer the antidote to whatever drug they had given us.

She wasted no time heading for the communicator. She did something incomprehensible to the controls
and then cursed softly under her breath. Turning to look at me, she smiled sheepishly. "Darling, would
you mind turning the dectricity back on? They've drained their batteries.”

| grinned. "Surething, boss"

| trudged back to the generator and quickly had it going again. When | returned to the cabin, Jane was
just finished talking into the thing that looked like a portable radio. She snapped off the switch and
turned to look gravely at me.

"W ?' | asked.

"Madeit. | cannot usethisthing to talk acrosstimeineswithout the Dagiri hearing, but | did get our
officein New York. They will relay the message and acertain cruiser will have abig surprise waiting
when it triesto cross over tonight. Asfor us, we wait here. The shuttle will come through right after dark
to pick usup.”

llug?l

It was asthough | had thrown aswitch. Her eyes got a strange ook in them, as though she were seeing
mefor thefirg time. Then shewasin my arms.

"They could have killed uswhile we lay helplessin there," she said between sobs.

| held her, softly caressing the back of her neck. "Why didn't they?"

Shelifted her head from my shoulder and dried her tears. "Because of you."

"Me?"

"Never mind just now," she said, sniffing. "Come over here. Thereis something we must talk about.”

We sat on the couch. | reached over to take her in my arms, but she pushed me away.



"Don't! You can't afford to have your mind clouded with emotion just now. Y ou've adecison to make,
the most important decison of your life."

"What decison?"

She gulped and regarded me with red eyes. "Whether you will submit voluntarily to having your
memories of thelast day erased, or will exile yoursdlf from thistimeline forever.”

"| don't understand.”

"Don't you see? Y ou know about paratime! It's standard procedure to memory wipe any local who
learns of our existence."

"That's gratitudefor you," | said. | could feel theflushrising in my cheeks. Maybe | had picked the
wrong sdeinthiswar.

"I know, Duncan. Itiswrong! However, civilizations sometimes cannot afford the luxury of gratitude. It
isacruel universe out there. Infact, there are thousands of cruel universes throughout paratime.
Sometimes we just don't have any choice.”

"I don't supposeit would do any good to conk you on the head and make arun for it?

She shook her head. "I reported your being with methefirst time | called New Y ork from the rooming
house. By now headquarters has every it of information filed with the federd government. By next
week, they will be down to the state and local levels. Within afew weeks a most they would hunt you
down and you'd lose an even bigger chunk of memory.”

"And exile?'

"Y ou could join us, Duncan. The Paratime Service dways needs good field agents.”

"l don't care much for being drafted, Jane."

"Nobody does."

"For onething, I'm not sure you people areright in dl of this."

"All of what?'

"Y our war with the Ddgiri. You did fire thefirst shot -- and without warning -- you know."

Jane's face darkened. It was as though avolcano was ready to erupt. She sat there considering her
reply for adozen seconds. Then she exploded.

"Y ou are damn lucky | did, Duncan MacElroy!"
"Whet?'

"Don't you see? How did that Dagir track me down at your rooming house? And the three others.
They found us here a your uncle's cabin. How? How could they possibly have known where we
were?'

| shrugged. "Damfino. Haven't had much timeto think about it."

"Well | know! They had amost interesting discussion when you went out with that oneto fix the



generator,” she said.

"y

"They found us because theywer e looking for you ,Duncan,not me!"

"l don't understand,” | said in the understatement of the year. "Why would they belooking for me?"
"Because they were from our future, stupid! Don't you see what that means?”

"Huh?'

"It meansthat sometimein the next fifty years you are going to become amgor problem for the Dagiri
Empire. Infact, you will be such apainin ther collective behinds that they will bewilling to mount an
expedition across the timelines for the sole purpose of killing you! Don't you see? They found us so
eadly because they have studied your life since early childhood. They know you like an open book. The
only thing that saved you was my chancing to spot that aversion field. Otherwise you'd be dead.”

"From thefuture?' | mumbled stupidly about ten times.

"Yes, fromthefuture" shesadfindly. "Thefive dimensond surface that describes paratimeis
convoluted beyond belief. Travel into the past is completely feasible -- if you are willing to spend afew
years waiting on some skewed timeline for the right portal to open. There are timeines without number
wheretimeflowsin reverse, you know."

"Years? They invested that much timein killing me?"

"Probably. Y ou areimportant to them. Important enough to expend four field agents and an armed
cruiser inthe attempt. That makes you important to us."”

| suddenly could not think of anything to say.
"Wel?' she asked.
"Wel, I'll be damned!”
"You certainly will."
#

The transport shuttle came through at full dark, guided to the cabin by the Dagiri homer. It wasan ebon
egg someten yards long that hovered afoot off the snow pack. The three-man crew was briskly
efficient. Within minutes, they had loaded the dead into a cargo hold and begun to clean up al evidence
of thefight in and around the cabin. A fourth man, their passenger, conferred hurriedly with Janewhilel
wrote anoteto Tony Minetti.

The note explained that the stranger returning his Jeep was acousin and asked him to hand over my Jag.

| wrote another note to Hal Benson, my landlord, telling him to forward my clothes and stereo to an
addressin New York City. | wondered briefly what he would think of the three crisp hundred dollar bills
| included in the envelope. Then it was out to the generator shack to kill the power for the last time.

Finaly, it wastimeto go. Thefield agent pulled away from the cabin in the Jeep. Jane and | waiched the
red taillights out of sght before we turned and walked arm in arm toward the rectangle of bluelight
spilling from the open hatch of the shuttle.



Suddenly the confusion, fear, and fatigue that had plagued me in the last twenty-four hoursweregone. A
feding of exhilaration washed over me. It wasthe exhilaration of being dive and on the threshold of a
great adventure. Of being nine feet tall and covered with hair, and ready to buckle my swash from one
end of paratimeto the other. Of having seen the future and discovering greatness lay there.

"I'm sorry | caled you stupid,” Jane said, snuggling close aswe walked.

"You'renot thefirgt," | said. It wasthenthat | stopped in my tracks. A funny thought had just hit me.
"What's the matter?' Jane asked.

"Your shuttle," | said with achuckle.

"What gbout it?'

"l just redlized. Jod Peterson wasright! UFOs are shipsfrom another universe” Then | laughed. What
garted as a chuckle built quickly into abelly-jiggling guffaw. | laughed so hard tears began to run down
my cheeks.

Suddenly Jane was laughing too.

When she had managed to get control of hersalf, she wiped the tears from her eyes. "I don't know how
to tdl you this, Duncan. UFOsredlly are swamp gasl Or wesather balloons, airplanelights, or St. EImo's
fire. We shidd our shuttleswith aversonfidds. They arepracticdly invigble at night. There hasn't been
asighting of one of our shipsin the whole five years we have been operating on thistimeline.”

| turned to stare at her. "Redly?"
She nodded.
"Wl | will be damned!"

Then we started to laugh again. Thistime the joke was even funnier.



