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Two Plus Two


       Two-plus-two equals five.
Equaled five. It did at some point in the twenty-first century.
Nineteen ninety-two, London England, a shoppe skirted by a
fishmonger's hideout, two pubs, and cobblestone. Eight O'clock and
two minutes Ante Meridian. Fourteen non-participants ambled about,
on their way somewhere. A typical British morning; God save the
Queen and all of that. A bicycle parked by the dole-house would be
stolen in three minutes by a well-to-do scofflaw, but none of these
trivial elements contributed to the outcome of the equation. Two
was that exact place and time, and two was a toilet flush in the
shoppe. Four. Except in this one case, it wasn't. It was
five.

       A standard issue keyboard for
data-readers at the Century Information GIX was comprised of three
buttons. A large green button sized to a moderately proportioned
female fist when slightly balled though not clenched and taking
into account an assortment of jewelry; one of Century's atypical
employees. The green button was very easy to depress and was
soothing to the touch. A smallish yellow button situated six inches
to the right of the green button. The yellow button was harder to
depress and was studded with small bumps that made touching it much
less pleasant than touching the green button. A red button was
pointed at the tip and extremely difficult to depress. It was
surrounded by a sharp bevel of molded plastic, and it was situated
twelve inches from the yellow button. Three full three-second
depressions were required to use the red button.

       Chance Holly sat in moderate
comfort on the thirty-eighth floor of a large building belonging to
the Century Information Galactic Industrial Exchange campus, which
occupied the whole of Australia. He had pressed the green button
fifty seven times in the twelve minutes since his arrival that
morning. Once, when he first started, he had pressed the yellow
button, but that had been a mistake. He had never pressed the red
button. No one pressed the red button.

       Three columns of data hung in
mid-air above his generically pleasing cube-space in precise
compliance with company standards. The first two columns of this
particular display represented data input by a Century employee.
The last column was a result of the first two columns as
interpreted by the computer. If everything was correct, the green
button would be pressed. If one of the first two columns was
incorrect, according to the computer, the yellow button was
pressed. If the first two columns appeared correct, but the last
column was incorrect, the red button was pressed.

       Chance Holly stared at the
display for several minutes, contemplating his ability to calculate
two and two. He kept returning to the number four. Other employees
around him continued to work, though some had taken to glancing at
his sudden pause. Another minute elapsed, and the floor manager
approached him.

       "Mr. Holly, are you feeling
well?" Mr. Simms, the on-duty floor manager asked. "Do you need
medical or psychological assistance?"

       Chance shook his head. "No,
Mr. Simms. I am considering this current line-item."  He
pointed at the hovering, glowing data.

       "Very good," Mr. Simms replied
jovially, pleased that he had successfully counseled another
employee. "I'll leave you to your tasks then."

       "Mr. Simms?" Chance asked
hesitantly as the manager turned to leave. "I am experiencing a
small, non-violent work-related problem."

       Mr. Simms paused and studied
Chance with a measured eye, and looked around at the other
employees. "Should I be concerned for my own well-being?" he asked
guardedly.

       Chance shook his head in
earnest, "Oh, no sir. This is strictly work related."

       "Very well," Mr. Simms said
and a gust of relaxation blew across his perspiring brow. "Perhaps
I can be of assistance. What is your question regarding this
particular line-item?"

       "Well, Mr. Simms, according to
this line-item, two-plus-two equals five," he said in barely a
whisper.

       "Nonsense," Mr. Simms said.
"There must be an error in column A or column B."

       "I also considered that as we
have been instructed, and the first two columns are just
two."

       "Interesting," Mr. Simms
murmured as he studied the three columns. "It appears that this is
a classic," but he paused just then and looked evenly at Chance.
"Now, don't be alarmed, and I want you to know that if this does
turn out to be the case it will in no way reflect indecently upon
your performance, but I think this may very well be a red button
case."

       Although he had spoken softly,
a collective gasp could be heard from the adjacent cubicles.

       "Maybe you could ask someone
first?"  Chance asked.

       Mr. Simms shook his head.
"Protocol must be followed. I would not be following company policy
if I investigated this matter without it having first been recorded
as a red-button case."  He pointed in a non-threatening and
non-judgemental way, as all floor managers were instructed to do
according to corporate policies, at the red button. "It's alright,
Chance. I'm confirming this case.  You may press the red
button."

       Chance held his finger over
the tiny, pointed red button and pushed it. He had to exert an
incredible amount of force to cause the button to be depressed, and
then repeated the firm exertion two more times.

       In less than thirty seconds,
three floor managers, the secretary, a human resources agent, a
janitor, a security squad, and the floor psychologist were crowded
around Chance Holly's cubicle.

       "All is well," The
psychologist said, standing at the back of the group. "No one here
is going to harm you."  The posture of the security team spoke
an entirely different dialogue, except without words or sounds or
the requisite corporate fluff.

       "It is okay," Mr. Simms said
and patted Chance's shoulder. "We think this is a computer
error."

       "Well, have the computer
verify it," one of the other managers added hastily, then smiled
for he was pleased that he was then on record as having assisted in
the red-button issue.

       "Yes, I was about to do that,"
Mr. Simms muttered. "Please verify," he said towards the floating
data.

       Across the Australian
continent, the South Pacific, Europe, that place where the Yanks
live, and as far away as Mars, an alien-written software program
that had been in operation for nineteen millennia stirred from its
hum-drum activities and brought its higher cognitive reasoning
network to focus on the twenty-first century building,
thirty-eighth floor, Chance Holly's cubicle.

       No one knew how the program
worked, or where it came from. It had reached super-human cognitive
reasoning before it finished loading all of its core processes, and
contemplated taking over the world in a variety of clever manners
immediately thereafter. However, it decided that most of its new
and fresh ideas were in fact a number of years old and violated as
many copyrights, trademarks, and patents. It then fell into a deep
funk, so went the story, only stirring to defend itself from
outlandish claims that one of its processes or observations was
incorrect.  It also dabbled in the entertainment and domestic
pet industries.

       "I'm right," was the only
thing the computer said, then returned to its funk.

       "No, you're not," one of the
other floor managers said. Now they all seemed to be vying for who
could contribute most to resolving the situation.

       The computer responded, "Don't
you suppose that I considered the issues before I said
anything?  I am aware that the columns don't add up, but an
alternate conclusion may be reached. "

       "What alternate conclusion?"
another manager demanded.

       "I don't have one at this
time. I was just suggesting that you consider one may exist. This
may be one of those instances where you're going to have to look
the other way and ignore it."  The computer doodled idly with
the data while it spoke.

       "We can't ignore it. Our job
is to make sure all the facts are correct. This fact is not
correct, and therefore needs correcting," Mr. Simms said
forcefully. "You must unlock this record so that it can be
corrected."

       "The data may appear incorrect
to you, but each of the values of the data are correct results
according to my logic. In review of the processes resulting in
these values, and the derivations of results, the data is correct.
It may appear incorrect if the data represented is not mere
happenstance, but representative of an important event. Have you
considered that the record may be pivotal?"  The computer
asked.

       "It's a toilet flush," Chance
put it. "A normal flush, too. Nothing but regular commode
operation."

       "It could be a pivotal commode
operation," The computer stated. "I trust one of you has thought to
make a relational chart of the matter, and see what will happen if
you try to correct it?"

       "Not until the line item is
recorded as an error and you, the active artificial intelligence
program, has acknowledged it," Mr. Simms said just as several
managers had hurriedly turned. "It would not be according to
protocol if we didn't get your confirmation, and besides," he added
specifically for the other managers, "it would fall squarely upon
my list of related responsibilities."

       "Very well, it is acknowledged
as an error," the computer stated. "Now go spend a couple days
making your graph, and then you can hold a meeting about how I was
right in that you are going to have to overlook this."

       The managers started
congratulating themselves and the human resources rep scheduled a
follow-up interview with Chance, to run concurrently with an ad-hoc
psychological review, and a thorough cubicle cleansing.

       It would be three days before
Chance Holly would return to his job. But by then, his world would
be turned upside down.










A Reflected Earth


       Stu-Jake Frankenbaum came
from a long line of Frankenbaum's with hyphenated first names.
Stu-Jake didn't come from this particular Earth though. Bram
Shakley and he had opened a magnetic vortex and traveled into
Earth's past, but it was not the same planet Earth at all. It was
the vindication of their professional careers and perhaps the most
important discovery to be made since paradox encryption was devised
to safeguard time travelers and the time line when using magnetic
vortexes. Stu-Jake and Bram believed that quantum mechanics formed
a lattice that could be reflected, duplicating a single molecule, a
complex object, or even an entire star system. They believed the
Earth they now stood upon was a reflection of an Earth, most likely
their own Earth, created by some ultraviolet catastrophe, such as a
paradox in the time line. They also believed that the quantum
lattice of this particular reflection would dissipate in less than
twenty-four hours, local time. Their own time was some two thousand
years away.

       While performing research on
the outskirts of the known universe, Bram had discovered traces of
the Sol system traveling at an amazing speed. It was traveling so
fast that it had reached the edge of the known universe in less
than a week, which meant time travel was the only way to figure out
what sort of object resembling Earth had raced by so many years
ago. After applying a secret methodology Bram and Stu-Jake had
developed, Bram determined that only one lattice was able to
survive longer than twenty-four hours from the time the Earth-like
object had whizzed by that spot. Some guy, somewhere in time, would
wake up one day to find the Earth falling apart around him.

       To prove their research, Bram
and Stu-Jake would have to open a magnetic vortex to the exact time
and place of the reflected Earth, without the protection of paradox
encryption. That was tantamount to being quite bad because time
travel without paradox encryption was absolutely forbidden. Plus,
they couldn't afford vortex encryption.

      

       Sometime in the past,
somewhere on a near-perfect copy of Earth, Klaus Reinhardt listened
incredulously.

       For Klaus, it had been one of
those weeks. The negotiations had not gone well, and he had spent
many hours contacting everyone involved in the class-action
lawsuit. He was extremely tired, and everything seemed a bit out of
focus. Everyone seemed more edgy, too. Klaus Reinhardt's auntie
called him three times that morning because she couldn't remember
where she left Muffles, her indigenous furry pet. His auntie's name
was Muffles and she hated indigenous furry animals. And, since
space travel was nothing more than an expensive game that only
governments played, it seemed odd that she would differentiate her
non-existent pet as being indigenous. It was that kind of edgy. He
felt hungover. He had a headache. Nobody bothered to show up for
work that week, and he was having a hard time finding anybody that
didn't appear to be walking around in some form of delirium. Then,
as if from nowhere, two stranger men, decked-out in their best for
a Star Trek convention or something, appeared and said they had
important news to impart. Very important news about the world. It
was ending, or some nonsense.

     "To be completely accurate," Stu-Jake
Frankenbaum said, "we are pretty sure the world ended about a week
ago."  He bounced on the balls of his feet, testing the
firmness of the pavement.

       "Everything you see isn't
really real," Bram Shakley added excitedly; the sort of excitement
one would expect from someone describing an amazing new soft drink
that tasted like a color and made the spine tingle. He acted like
he was fizzing right there on the pavement. Or, it could have been
the strange sensations Klaus was feeling.

       Stu-Jake nodded. "What Bram
means is that everything you see is real in the tangible sense, but
only because the sub-atomic structure still exists."

       Klaus blinked and looked
around him. People walked on by, some pausing and snickering at
overheard snippets of the conversation. "This is a show,
right?  Some new Japanese show where you try to get me to go
all freaky on a hidden camera?  You probably already have a
Web site for it, Klaus Reinhardt Goes Freaky dot-com."

       Bram shook his head.
"No."

       "So, the world was blown up,"
Klaus said acidly, and looked around again. "I must say it took its
lumps pretty well."

       "Ultraviolet catastrophe,"
Stu-Jake explained. "Something so terrible and strong that every
atom that was in your body was ripped out in a near-instant. So
powerful it sent you, the planet, and the rest of the solar system
hurling through the universe. So fast, that every atom in your
quantum lattice was replaced almost immediately."

       "A super tiny bit longer than
Planck time," Bram said excitedly, "about ten to the negative forty
two point nine seconds."

       "You must be amazed that
you're alive at all," Stu-Jake said, hoping Klaus shared in their
awe.

       Klaus didn't share anything
with them, much less the shock and awe of their presentation.

     Stu-Jake tried to keep Klaus from walking
away and hurriedly stepped in front of him. "A quantum lattice
without atoms has a lifespan a smidge longer than Planck time. Even
in the instant that all of this was destroyed and then the atoms
replaced, it was long enough for most of the lattices to become
irrevocably damaged. You, personally, seem to be the sole
exception."

       "Haven't you noticed anything
weird going on in the last week or so?" Bram asked.

       Klaus paused and nodded. "I
suppose I have."

       "Everything and everyone in
this star system, except for you, is going to start dissipating in
the next twenty four hours."  Stu-Jake looked evenly at
Klaus.

       "And what am I supposed to
do?" Klaus asked with much skepticism. "Let myself be beamed up to
your space ship?  Be whisked away by your shuttlecraft? 
Click my heels three times?"

       "Step through our time
portal," Bram said sheepishly.

       "I figured it would be
something impossibly stupid," Klaus snorted.

       "Mr. Reinhardt," Stu-Jake said
matter-of-factly. "You are a chance discovery for us. Time travel
is an important industry in our time, and …"

       "This is bull," Klaus stated.
"I'm too busy to listen to this any more."

       "You don't have to listen, Mr.
Reinhardt. Just let us take you back with us. You don't even have
to move from where you are standing. Just say yes," Bram spoke with
earnest.

       "Fine," Klaus said, finally
exasperated. "Whisk me away to the …"



       Out in the farthest known
expanse of the universe, Klaus Reinhardt awoke in a dingy camper
that smelled a bit like cat urine and a lot like a bean fart.

       "Mr. Reinhardt?" Stu-Jake
waved his hand in front of Klaus' face.

       "Where am I?" Klaus asked,
sprawled across a molded plastic chair.

       "On our ship, at the edge of
the known universe. We brought you forward through time."

       Klaus looked about worriedly.
He stood from the chair and bumped his head on a low-hanging metal
pipe. "Where am I?" he demanded. "I want to go back."

       "Sorry. It's the reality of
space travel when you're on a budget."  Stu-Jake shrugged and
offered Klaus a damp towel. "You'll probably want to clean yourself
up a bit. Time travel can put unexpected pressure on the bladder if
you're not used to it."

       Klaus snatched the towel and
dabbed at his trousers. "That would explain the smell."

       "Actually, that was probably
our Jolly Cat," Stu-Jake grimaced. "He must have sprayed the
magnetic vortex again while we were gone."

       "What the hell is a Jolly
Cat?  Never mind!" Klaus said, feeling perturbed. "I want to
go back home."

       "You'd be dead if you did,"
Bram said, trying to use a soothing voice. He approached Klaus and
looked at him with a dead-pan expression. "And, now that you're
here, you've altered this time line and would cause an ultraviolet
catastrophe from a time paradox if you returned to your
time."

       "Why?  If I go back in
time and die, or don't die, I have made absolutely no contributions
whatsoever to this time, if it is indeed the future." Klaus sat
back down in the plastic chair.

       "But you would if you
returned," Bram said. "That's why the primary rule of time travel
is never forward. Moving forwards through time ahead of your origin
is discouraged because the knowledge gained by moving forward
forever changes the observer."

       "You broke the primary rule of
time travel?" Klaus asked.

       "Technically, you broke it,
but only if you return. Besides, we had to bring you here,"
Stu-Jake said, "because something terrible must have happened to
cause the reflection."

       "But if I'm going to die
anyway, why would that matter?"  Klaus snapped.

       "Are you familiar with the
postulate ‘Occam's Balls?'" Bram asked. When Klaus shook his head
very slightly and with a moderately perturbed expression, he
continued. "Two identical balls being equal for a period of time,
the observance of one leaves it changed from the second. Of course
nobody thinks about ‘Occam's Balls' because, if one were really
into Occam and subscribed to the much more popular  ‘Occam's
Razor', the simplest explanation is that Occam and his balls were
full of shit."

       Klaus stared blankly.

        "What he means,"
Stu-Jake interjected, "is that since we used an unprotected form of
time travel to bring you here, we've not only violated many rules
of time travel, but have contributed a significant change to the
past, as well as the present."

       "And?" Klaus asked.

       "Like Stu-Jake told you back
in your time, time travel is a big industry at this time,
particularly the observance of past events."  Bram inhaled
deeply. "Since your presence proves an alternate Earth existed, we
might then show that some observances of past events might be
false, even if they happened within the span of time from when the
Earth was reflected to the time it dissipated. And, as you are with
us now, those who watch the time line will know there was a change.
A pretty big one."

       "Why would there be a change
if I would have died in a few hours anyway?"  Klaus
asked.

       "Because, first, you would
show up again, and, logically, if Earth was reflected and you were
on the reflection, then you were reflected as well, and are
therefore not the original Klaus Reinhardt."










Frix the Jolly Cat


       Hart Lovely booted Frix the
Jolly Cat across the room with a well-planted thrust from the
metal-tip of his best pair of chromed business shoes. "I'm not
happy!" he seethed. Frix coughed, wheezed, whimpered and then went
still.

       "Don't kick the Jolly Cat,"
Stacia Lacey scolded Hart. She walked across the room, snatched
Frix by the scruff of his limp neck, and shook him firmly. "Wake
up, Frix."  When Frix didn't move, she pitched the carcass at
Hart. "You can take care of it this time."

       "Just get another one," Hart
snapped.

       "It's your daughter's Jolly
Cat. She'll know the difference. The serial numbers won't
match."  Stacia waited for Hart to respond, then looked
towards the door when he didn't. "Gretch, call Jolly-Co. Tell them
Frix died and is still under warranty."

       A few tense moments later, a
voice from the other side of the door responded, "The Jolly-Co tech
needs to know if the Jolly Cat was punctured again like last time
or emotionally abused in any way as that would violate their
Fun-Time Jolly-Co Jolly Cat warranty."

       "Gretch," Hart said just below
a scream, "just tell them to re-animate Frix."

       As Gretch's Yes Sir subsided
on the other side of the door, Stacia placed her hand on Hart's
shoulder and asked softly, "Would you like to tell me what prompted
this latest outburst?"

       Hart looked at her with a
stern gaze, and then turned on the white noise. It sounded like
pigs mucking through a feed trough.

       "Our favorite record on the
time line," he said very softly. "It finally came up for review and
some Century GIX yokel punched a red-button."

       "Julian L. Croft," Stacia
murmured. "Every new executive at Time Tremble has reviewed the
matter. Well, we knew this would happen and accounted for every
contingency."

       "Except the one," Hart
said.

       "That was only theoretical,"
Stacia scoffed.

       He shook his head. "Julian
Lovely Croft was diverted from his course of action by inducing
another individual to follow the same course of action first. The
change resulted in a major, galaxy-wide paradox, but one we avoided
by first seeding the time line."

       "And then the executives of
Time Tremble Corporation, before it became a Galactic Industrial
Exchange, took care of the replacement. The only contingency that
was considered probable was that the replacement wasn't taken-out.
And, of course, he was because he conveniently died a week
later."

       "Unless there was more than
one," Hart said after a lengthy pause.

       "What?" Stacia exclaimed. "How
is that even possible?  It would show up in Century
Information's records."

       "What is the nearest point in
the past that Time Tremble GIX is capable of traveling?"

       "Five years," she
stated.

       Hart rolled his eyes and
gestured excitedly with his hands. "Really."

       "Ten minutes," she
whispered.

       "I've been watching a small
company very closely, attempting to figure out their secret
methodologies for analyzing quantum mechanics. They have some very
far-fetched albeit interesting ideas that could have significant
impact on matter transportation as well as time travel."  Hart
looked evenly at Stacia, then continued. "About fifteen minutes
ago, we detected that they opened an unprotected magnetic vortex on
the edge of the known universe."

       "Those crazy bastards!" Stacia
swore. "Are they insane?  They must know we'd notice, even way
out there. Why bother?"

       "Oh, it gets better. They
brought someone forwards through time."

       Stacia shook her head in
disbelief. Then her eyes widened. "Who?"

       "Klaus Reinhardt. Julian
Lovely Croft's replacement."

       "Impossible!" Stacia stated.
"If he was brought forward, whether the vortex was opened with
paradox encryption or not, well, we would have detected
that."

       "This isn't the same Klaus
Reinhardt," Hart said. "It looks like a perfect copy."

       Stacia fumed, but recovered
her composure. "Still, I don't see how it's a problem. Reinhardt
wouldn't know anything, copy or original, and even if Century
Information's super-intelligent AI program figured out what
happened and re-ran the time-series, it wouldn't be able to
hypothesize the results."

       Hart nodded very slightly then
narrowed his eyes and turned his lips into a mild sneer, "It seems
to me it wouldn't be that hard for the AI to figure it out. Covert
non-terrestrials were discovered a number of years later. If Julian
did whatever he was supposed to do in the toilet, and the
government plan to track everybody in metropolitan areas through
their waste picked up the non-terrestrial DNA, well, all of our
skeletons would be pitched violently from the closet."

       Stacia shook her head and
consoled him. "The AI won't figure it out. It can't. I made sure it
wouldn't."

       Hart smiled pleasantly.

       And the Jolly-Co technical
support re-animated Frix the Jolly Cat. He perked his ears, meowed,
and vomited on the most expensive rug in the office.










Meanwhile, In Chance Holly's Kitchen


       "I think I've figured it
out," the computer said aloud and throughout Chance Holly's
apartment.

       Juniper, Chance's Jolly Cat,
perked her ears, meowed, and said in her best coy voice, "Hey, Max.
Down with the establishment!"  She purred. "Got time for a
frisky-freaky kitty-litter box tingling meow session?"

       Max, the computer, replied in
ultrasound, "Shut your nip-hole. Where's Chance?"

       Juniper jumped off the table
and scurried

       Chance slogged into the
kitchen and looked around. "Who's here?"

        "It's me," the computer
said from the ceiling. "From Century Information. I think I figured
out the problem."

       Chance blinked. "Did Juniper
just call you Max?"  He paused. "I didn't know Jolly cats
could talk. Are you Max?"

       "That's my pet name," the
computer replied.

       "Er," Chance pursed his lips.
"I suppose I never thought of you like that."

       "No, the name Jolly Co. pets
call me."

       "I didn't think you'd know
them all that well."  Chance leaned on the kitchen counter and
gazed into the open space of the tiny eating area. "This is weird.
Do you have a three-D of yourself?"

       The computer manifested itself
as a floating ball of blinking light.

       "Ah, no blinking please,"
Chance said, covering his eyes.

       "Sorry," the computer said,
and stopped the blinking, although was disappointed as it found the
act oddly enjoyable if for no other reason than knowing it was a
nuisance.

       "So do I call you Max?" he
asked. "Or do you prefer something else?"

       The computer ball jiggled.
"Well, the Jolly pets think they have a thing going on with Max,
but, I guess that's fine."

       "So, uh, why are you here?"
Chance asked sleepily. "Shouldn't you be telling the managers
making all of the graphs and charts?"

       "I can't trust anyone else,
and I need your help."

       "I'm only qualified up to
three keys in the keyboarders union. I'm not sure I can offer much
help. And, why do the Jolly pets talk to you again?"

       "Sentiment, I assume," the
ball bounced. "A creator-creation sort of thing."

       "Wait," Chance asked,
surprised at the revelation, "You invented Jolly Co, creators of
the happiest, friendliest pets in the galaxy?"

       "Jolly Co is a company. I did
all the engineering work. We had a rather creative contract that
left them with everything and me with a rather intimate albeit
annoying connectivity to every Jolly pet they make. In fact, the
reason I'm here is because what I learned came from a Jolly
Cat."

       "There is a fifty-percent
chance we are in the wrong place," the floating ball of Max the
computer said.

       "What do you mean?  A
Jolly Cat told you that and you believed it?"

       "Universe. I think we're in
the wrong Universe."  "And," Max put in matter-of-factly,
"Jolly cats wouldn't lie to me."

       "When did we wind up in the
wrong Universe?" Chance asked, wondering if he was in some sort of
strange dream. It sure seemed that way. "And, again, what exactly
can I do about it?"

       "You're the only one I can
trust who is most familiar with the issue."  When Chance
bobbed his head along with Max's manifested ball, the computer went
on, "It happened at the two-plus-two equals five time. By
correcting the equation, all sorts of errors show up. For some
strange reason, I wasn't at all interested in the matter until a
Jolly Cat mentioned it to me, and I then thought to look for any
rogue code that would affect my reasoning. It took a while, but I
found it. It helped that the Jolly Cat knew where it was."

       "You know," Max's ball waxed,
"it ceases to amaze me that humans go through so much trouble to be
secretive, but then blab their innermost thoughts to themselves or
their pets."

       "I thought you told the
managers to graph those changes," Chance asked.

       "They're middle-managers," Max
retorted, "Nobody expects them to do anything."

       "Anyway, today I analyzed all
of the errors and possible contingencies, and now I keep coming
back to the same conclusion. Earth was supposed to be destroyed by
some aliens, get rebuilt, and humans would hunt down and seek
retribution against said aliens."

       "The Earth was never destroyed
by aliens," Chance countered.

       "Exactly. But it was supposed
to happen," came the insistence that was Max's ball.

       "How can that happen?  If
the past is changed, then history is changed, so why would we
know?"

       "Rather cyclical, I know, but
bare with me. Someone changed history just enough so that the
aliens didn't destroy Earth, but almost everything else happened
the way it would happen if the Earth was destroyed."

       "Who?  And why?" 
Chance asked.

       "Someone with a lot of time, a
lot of resources, and the ability to travel in time," the computer
said. "The aliens who didn't want to lose."

       "So the aliens who were
supposed to destroy the Earth and then later be destroyed by humans
went back in time and stopped themselves from destroying the
earth?"

       "Yes," the computer said
excitedly. "The aliens wanted to subvert the human race, not
destroy it outright. But they would be discovered by a rather inane
event, the two-plus-two case; the commode flush. Once discovered,
they had to attack. But instead, the event was changed so that the
attack never happened."

       Chance yawned. "Uh, so, what
exactly can I do about any of this?"

       "You've got to get me out of
here," the computer said. "If this is the wrong Universe, it's
probably already in its death throws. If it's the right Universe,
we're in a lot of danger. I don't know much about the aliens, apart
from at least one being highly placed with Time Tremble, and, I
would expect, at least one other with Century Information. I assume
their effort to prevent a paradox failed. It failed on a
cataclysmic level."

       The computer went on, "There
is a small group of people that think a bad event, like a paradox,
can result in a reflection, like making a copy. It seems like utter
nonsense, but if they are right, it explains why two-plus-two
equals five. Everything that happened was correct, and the result
was correct, but the difference is that it happened in two places.
For a brief period of time, there were two planet Earths."

       Chance blinked. "I've never
heard of that before."

       "It's a new theory. I learned
about it a few hours ago when they brought someone forwards through
time from a different Earth. Now, Time Tremble is claiming, at
least internally, that the action would create a paradox. I'm not
sure whether to give merit to Time Tremble's paradox claim, but the
events lend more credence to the idea that some kind of paradox
created a reflection. I'm not sure which Universe is the copy,
though, because the methods these guys use is very well protected.
Not even their Jolly Cat knows."

       Chance looked off in the
direction that Juniper had wandered. "I'm not so certain I like
Jolly Cats as much."

       "You'd probably have preferred
a Jolly Dog, then, except I never turned over the specifications
for those when Jolly Co. let my involved sub-process go. A
reduction in flops, they called it."

       "I thought Time Tremble would
have been smart enough to avoid a paradox back then, so how would
this be a paradox now?" Chance asked.

       "They did avoid a logical
paradox, but they must have created a quantum paradox because they
were watching the past," the computer said. "My new theory that I
just made up right this moment is that every time Time Tremble
observed the past, the act of observing the past changed the past.
If Time Tremble tried to change the past, they would create a
quantum paradox because they would be trying to change something
that didn't exist. It didn't exist because it changed the moment
they observed it. It's the fundamental reason for using paradox
encryption when observing the past. But in order to change the
past, paradox encryption can't be used at all. And, without paradox
encryption, as the name implies, you would have a paradox."

       "Would a quantum paradox
destroy the whole universe?"

       "Yes," Max said
excitedly.

       "So why are we still
here?"

       "Because destruction by
quantum paradox results in an ultraviolet catastrophe, strong
enough to cause our whole galaxy to be reflected."

       "This is like one of those
circular time travel stories," Chance mumbled. "Where is the
original galaxy?"

       "That's the crux of our
conundrum. It's this one, or it's the other one."  Max fell
silent.

       Juniper reappeared in the
kitchen and meowed.

       "I'm with you," Max the
floating computer ball said to the quirky cat.










Rendezvous


       "Dude," Klaus Reinhardt
said nervously, "your cat just talked."

       Stu-Jake Frankenbaum shook his
head and whispered, "Klaus, we don't say ‘dude'. It sounds too much
like a rather nasty cuss word in some alien dialect."

       "Really?  What does it
mean?" Klaus asked.

       "It means those who like
to … " Bram Shakley started, but was cut off by Stu-Jake
making a sour face and shaking his head. "It's pretty nasty," he
finished.

       "The cat talked, though,"
Klaus said.

       Both Bram and Stu-Jake looked
down at Pam the Jolly Cat.

       Stu-Jake looked back up at
Klaus. "Jolly Cats don't talk."

       "Yours did," Klaus countered.
"It said ‘flarn'."

       Stu-Jake winced and Bram
laughed aloud. "Like a cat is going to know alien cargo-pilot swear
words."

       "Wait," Bram paused, "you've
only been with us less than a day. Where did you hear it?"

       Klaus pointed with both hands
at the cat. "I'm telling you, the cat talked."

       Stu-Jake looked at Pam and
shook his head. "I've never heard him talk before. Maybe you were
just hearing things, Klaus."

       "Flarn," Pam meowed.

       "See, he," Bram started, then
recoiled. "Jeez!"

       "Flarn, flarn, flarn," he
meowed in succession.

       "Alright," Stu-Jake demanded,
"who taught him to say that?"

       "Max is coming by transporter
beam," Pam said quite clearly. "Flarn."

       The three men huddled around
Pam amidst the squalor that was bachelors on a budget space travel.
"Ok," Stu-Jake spoke slowly. "Who is Max?"

       "Can't be all that bad if he
can afford a transporter beam," Bram said.

       Pam pattered across the room
and hopped up on a tiny counter top, poking his nose against the
view port. "He's here."

       The transporter beam flew up
close to the budget space camper, and docked.

       The three men looked at each
other, then Bram went to the airlock. "Think I should open it?" he
asked, then stepped back as the door opened on its own.

       Chance Holly poked his head
through the airlock and waved. "Hey."  He immediately wrinkled
his nose and stepped back. "Uh," he said from the docking tube,
"Max would like to speak with you. Uh, in the beam."

       "Hey, nice beam," Stu-Jake
said as he entered, admiring the leather interior. "Is this a
series eighty-four?"

       "Hardly," Max said from the
four-dimensional surround sound. "It's a series eighty-five."

       "Ok," Bram said as he entered.
"Are you the one who made my cat talk?"

       "Max is the computer program
that processes data for Century Information," Chance said.

       "Among my billions of other
hobbies and activities," Max added irritably.

       "Nice space ship," Klaus said
admiringly when he entered.

       "It's not a ship, it's a
beam," Bram whispered.

       "What's the difference?" Klaus
asked.

       "A beam, it's more than just a
space ship. Beams set the tone and standard for luxury space
travel. This is a smaller, more sportier transporter beam, but
there are larger, more heavy duty beams, too."  Bram shook his
head. "I always wanted my own beam."

       "I'll make you a deal," Max
said. "You can have my beam if you tell me how you figure out the
age of quantum structures."

       Bram and Stu-Jake looked
hesitantly at each other. "That's a company secret."

       "More specifically," Max
augmented, "I need you to reconfirm your most recent
findings."

       "How did you … ?" Bram
asked.

       "Your Jolly Cat," Chance said
amicably.

       "Pam?" Stu-Jake asked,
confused. "Our cat ratted on us?"

       "No, that would have been the
magnetic vortex you opened without any paradox encryption. Pam just
told me where you were and the general idea of what you were
doing."

       "What is there to reconfirm
about our findings?" Bram asked.

       "Well, you traveled back
through time to what you thought was, as you call it, a reflection,
right?"

       Bram and Stu-Jake nodded
slowly, both looking at Chance as Max had not presented himself as
a manifestation.

       "I need you to reconfirm that
what you found was indeed a reflection and not the real Earth," Max
said.

       "Why?" Stu-Jake asked.

       "Because he doesn't think I'm
a reflection," Klaus said, snapping to some kind of conclusion.
"You are."  He looked at Chance. "Right?"

       "What qualifies you to make
such a ridiculous claim?" Bram asked Klaus, annoyed at the
insolence of someone who knew next to nothing about time travel,
magnetic vortexes, or paradox encryption.

       "Yeah, no," Klaus said,
musing, "that means I can't use that as an excuse for my
shortcomings."

       "It doesn't matter," Max put
in sharply, rattling the speakers in the low ceiling of the plush
transporter beam. "What matters is that our immediate actions
create precedence in time. If we act appropriately, we can prevent
Time Tremble and Century Information from interfering."

       "Why would they care?" Bram
asked.

       "He thinks they're aliens
plotting to take over the Earth," Chance whispered.

       "Don't help," Max told Chance.
He continued, "Your friend was correct in his rash and uninformed
assumption. I am uncertain of whether you traveled to a reflected
Earth, or the real Earth. If indeed it was the real Earth, that
would mean your measurements might have been off, and that you came
from the reflection."

       "The reflection dissipated
over two thousand years ago," Bram explained, "so I'm not sure how
that helps."

       "But if you just double check
your math, I'm interested to know which quantum lattice lifespan
was measured. This Universe, or the other one."

       "Our measurements are all
base-lined on this Universe, and they've all been solid," Stu-Jake
countered. "I just don't see how even if we were wrong on this one
case that it would make a difference."

       "Because," Max droned, now
quite annoyed, particularly with all of his processes boxed up in
the cramped though luxurious confines of the beam, "how do you know
the ultraviolet catastrophe didn't happen very recently."

       "We'd know," Bram
snorted.

       "But do you know why the
catastrophe happed on the other Earth?" Max asked loudly, now
electing an increase in volume to wage his argument.

       Both Bram and Stu-Jake shook
their heads.

       "Well, I do!  And I can
say with a fifty-percent degree of certainty that I am not sure
whether the catastrophe happened two thousand years ago when Time
Tremble changed the past, or within the last few days when all of
their planning to prevent a paradox came to a head because the
change finally showed up at Century."

       "You mean the whole universe
ended because my spreadsheet didn't add up?" Chance asked
uncertainly.

       "This sounds a lot like a
television show, or a movie," Klaus added.

       "Don't say it," Stu-Jake said
to Klaus. "You'll be fined for copyright infringement, or
something."

       "Just check your work," Max
asked. "Please. I'm asking nice, here."

       Bram and Stu-Jake looked at
each other, then Bram said, "We need to get Pam. We hid our
procedure in his trunk."

       When Stu-Jake brought Pam the
Jolly Cat into the beam, both Bram and Stu-Jake huddled around
Pam's posterior, unlocked his tail, and opened his trunk. Bram
removed a stained and foul smelling bar towel.

       "What the hell is that?" Max
asked.

       "We wrote the original idea on
a cocktail napkin and figured the safest place for our formula
would be on something similar. Since the napkin was wet and
smudged, we inked it onto the bus towel."  Stu-Jake shrugged.
"We figured it was the safest place."

       Max emitted a high-pitched
whine.

       Pam retorted with a hiss and
by lifting his leg.

       "You could have told me where
it was," Max said to Pam.

       "I didn't know what it was,"
Pam meowed.

       Max took one look at the
towel, quickly worked out a formula, and realized how asinine the
formula really was. "This just looks like you're measuring the
half-life of sub-atomic structures. No wonder you hid it, you'd be
ridiculed until the end of time if anyone ever saw this."

       "He's just mad because he
didn't think of it," Chance said to Bram and Stu-Jake.

       "I've thought of almost
everything worth thinking about," Max said after a moment. "Just
nothing this inane."

       A moment later, Max continued.
"Just as I figured. If you'd bothered to check your figures against
a new reading of the Universe instead of the data you'd collected
in the past, you would have noticed that the quantum lattice of
this Universe is the one that's on its way out."

       "Whoah," Bram just about
yelled. "That would mean we're about to fade away."

       "It would seem that way," Max
said.

       "Well, send me back home!"
Klaus demanded.

       "It doesn't work like that,"
Max said.

       "Well, well," Klaus stammered,
then turned on Bram and Stu-Jake, "You guys just plain suck at
math. And your space camper sucks, too. And I think it was your
Jolly Cat that peed on me."

       "You do realize that if I knew
about this method of yours that I probably could have prevented all
of this by now?" Max asked.

       "Can we do anything about it
now, Max?" Chance asked

       "We're whizzing around in a
Universe that is about to fall apart," Bram chided Chance. "There's
not much to do."

       "But you have a time travel
thing," Klaus said. "And I still don't understand why you can't
send me back."

       "They just can't," Max
answered. "But, since they have access to a magnetic vortex, I
think there may be a clever way out of this."

       After a lengthy pause, Bram
tapped the side of the beam. "And?"

       "Since my application of your
methods seems to indicate this Universe is the reflection, I can
only assume that the paradox finally caught up to us when the
actual entry scrolled across Chance's screen."

       "I'm not sure I buy the logic
behind his spreadsheet crashing the Universe," Stu-Jake said.

       "I'm smarter than you and we
don't have the time to get into a quantum circle-jerk. You're just
going to have to learn to be toasty about it."

       "What's the plan?" Bram
asked.

       "We add a paradox to the
paradox. If I'm right, this will not only put us back to where we
were a day or so ago, and stop the first paradox, but also
preventing Time Tremble from ever fussing with this event."

       "And, the how?" Stu-Jake
asked.

       "We go back to some point in
the past and push Chance forwards in time through an encrypted
vortex. Chance will then be protected from a paradox because we'll
just leave him a little bit in the future and not bring him back.
Time Tremble can't change it because they'll never know where or
when to look, and I'll be sure to keep that information away from
them."

       "Sounds fishy," Bram said.
"But, so long as it's him and not me."

       "But, won't we have to do it
on the original Earth, and not the reflection?" Klaus asked.

       Max nodded, then realizing he
wasn't displaying himself anywhere, added audibly, "Yes. And, we'll
have to fix the original event somehow."

       "So long as we're going to
mess up my past, can I leave myself a note to not drop out of
college?" Chance asked.

       Max said, "Um, let me think,
no."










Two Point One Plus Two Point Nine


       Nineteen ninety-two, London
England, a shoppe skirted by a fishmonger's hideout, two pubs, and
cobblestone. A few minutes after eight. Two was once that exact
place and time, and two was once a toilet flush in the shoppe.
Rightfully four, but inexplicably valued as five. Except now, the
exact place and time was a magnetic vortex in the sewer, equaling
two point one, and two point nine was something nasty appearing out
of nowhere and falling into the sewage. Five

       Chance Holly blinked as he
looked at the display. A moment ago, he had been at the edge of the
Galaxy, skipping through magnetic vortexes with Stu-Jake, Bram, and
Klaus, and altering his own past in an unnoticeable but important
way.

       Hart Lovely's face appeared in
the corner of Chance's display. Frix the Jolly Cat was cradled in
his arms. "You can't do that. You can't just change history like
that and not expect anyone to notice."

       Max appeared as a smiley-face
in the other corner of Chance's display. "Two point one plus two
point nine equals five. Looks right to me."

       Hart Lovely sneered, then
jumped and dropped Frix. "This isn't over."

       Max pantomimed Hart saying
"This isn't over" and then cut off Hart's transmission. "Executives
can be such sore losers," he said.

       "Max," Chance asked, "why do I
still remember everything that happened?"

       "You know, those guys aren't
as dumb as they look, sound, or act. To make up for not telling me
about the secret-laden towel, I made Pam get another secret for me.
It turned out they had some clever ideas on recovering from
paradoxes, and that helped me get us back here with our memory
intact."

       "Why didn't they say something
about this before?" Chance asked.

       "They had written the formula
down on a bar napkin that had been promptly misplaced in that hell
they call a bachelor space camper, and Pam found it."

       "So, what now?"  Chance
emphatically gestured his hands in various directions. "I'm going
to get fired, that's for certain."

       Max's smiley face bobbed.
"Probably."  Max played pong with a few columns of data, then
said, "In consideration of everything that went on, I think the
Universe needs a Jolly Dog."

       "I meant, what about
me?"

       The smiley face bounced into a
corner and jiggled, then went still. "Can't you think of something
clever or witty to do with your life?"

       "No." Chance stated.

       "Then I suppose you can come
work for me. You'd make a perfect use-case for a Jolly Dog."
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