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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





AN INTRODUCTION AND EXPLANATION



THIS BOOK AND TWO OTHERS TO FOLLOW WILL MAKE UP the saga known as The Wonderland Gambit. Unlike most of my books, the very nature of this allows people to read this book and get some resolution, although all the questions and a lot of the real fun is yet to come.


I’ve come across discussions on such diverse platforms as conventions, fanzines, and the Internet where people argue whether I write fantasy novels or science-fiction novels. Most people think I write predominantly fantasy, and in this they are wrong. What I do not write are engineering stories—hey, gang, let’s build a space station! Hey, let’s terraform Mars! Those are all well and good, and some folks do them well, but they are very much in the tradition of Astounding in the Campbell era, a magazine I am not going to ever denigrate but which, I think, told as many variations of engineering stories as I ever want to read.


Those kind of stories also pretend that they are predictive. Ah, yes—I well remember George O. Smith’s one-hundred-foot-tall vacuum tubes, the giant state-sized computers, the total lack of portable computers and desktop power (you’d think at least one writer would have predicted the word processor, wouldn’t you?). Stories with such wondrous vision—why, once we put a man on the moon, there will be space stations in ten years and moon colonies in twenty and missions to Mars and beyond! Uh-huh.


My late father was born two months before the Wright brothers flew their first plane at Kitty Hawk. He died twenty years after the last man walked on the moon, the last one that’s likely to walk on the moon or beyond in my lifetime. I pray not in my children’s lifetimes, but we are a world and a nation who seem to have lost our dreams and are spiritually dying for it. We can see that in the current generation (they hate the label “Generation X” but “war babies” and “baby boomers” hated their labels, too). It’s not a dumb generation, it’s not a generation wrapped up in fantasy like the late sixties, it’s not “lost” like the generation of the twenties. It’s just one without faith in institutions and an unshakable belief that things are going to get worse.


These are the folks who read cyberpunk; it’s the boomers who read the engineering stories and dreamed of terraforming Mars.


Me, I look in different places. I look in books and articles on the “new physics,” in arcane studies in biology, chemistry, and other subjects, and I keep bumping up against visions of the future that are often not terribly nice but hard to ignore. It doesn’t matter if some of my readers think it’s far-out fantasy (or some psychological hangup); nothing pleases somebody in my business more than getting equal fan letters from those who like epic adventures or complex sociopolitical works and from university physics and mathematics departments and the like. The only downer is increasing evidence as I get older that my own playing around with the human mind and form seem increasingly more likely than terraforming Mars.


And now I come to computers. Not today’s, of course, or maybe not tomorrow’s, but for all the wonders of cyberspace it still looks like cyberspace. Why should it? How good can it really get? Those who have run into me online know that I’m not a novice in this area and that I got my Junior Pournelle Merit Badge long ago. Nothing at the heart of the premise here isn’t being discussed and worked on right now. I think you should worry a little about it.


The basics come from a lesser-known and minor book by Philip K. Dick that I read probably thirty or more years ago and which had been written a decade before that. I’ve always felt an affinity for Phil Dick; after the four millionth question of “Why do you always do all that body switching?” I used to get upset and scream “Did hordes of people ever ask Phil Dick when he was going to stop writing ‘What is reality’ stories?” Well, I only knew Dick slightly, but I happened to mouth off this question at an SF convention within earshot of a number of people who’d known him well.


It turns out, yeah, they did.


Well, writers write certain kinds of tales. We’re best when doing so. It’s nice there are so many to choose from. Comfortable and basically optimistic old-fashioned SF of the terraforming-Mars variety is still being written, and if you’re of the “future is bleak” school we have cyberpunk as popularized by Max Headroom and perfected by William Gibson, and everything in between. I do write nontransformation tales, but while all these people who are made uneasy by what I do to folks say they want them, they don’t buy them.


Which brings us to the current project. Please be warned that absolutely everything is up for revision in The Wonderland Gambit, and I do mean everything. By the time we’re through, I hope we’ll make some people think, others will be offended, and we’ll be going places like we’ve never been before. Not in this book, though. This book simply establishes the premise, gives the background and some of our very large cast, murders a few people (but not necessarily permanently), screws around with identity and ego, contains a hookah-smoking caterpillar, a pipe-smoking dodo, an all-female biker gang and drug cartel, a cigar-smoking Native American woman who says she goes into a parallel universe via the trees, the Roswell saucer, at least two possibly alien races, a little antigovernment paranoia, a bunch of two-faced villains, and a lot of mind control.


We won’t get complicated until the next book.


Jack L. Chalker
Uniontown, Maryland
Summer, 1994





PROLOGUE
RABBIT HOLE NUMBER SIX



I wonder how many of us would still have gotten into the god business if we’d read the fine print and studied the job description more carefully?


I once knew somebody who said that the only rational definition of insanity was when you saw a different world run by different rules than anyone else, and that your alternate reality, whether pretty or ugly, good or evil, was therefore false because it was yours alone. When most everyone else saw the same things you saw, felt the same things you felt, and believed what you believed, then the one who didn’t was the insane one.


It was a scary, and eerily prophetic, definition of reality.


A SUDDEN BRILLIANT YELLOW-WHITE LIGHT EXPLODED into a hundred tiny beams, spreading out as they headed straight for me. I was ready for it; I ducked, rolled, and went down one level on the grid, coming up and firing back at the point of light as close to its firing at me as I could. Neither of us scored a hit, but I could see mine strike a bar and flare up, momentarily illuminating the area in a dull orange glow and revealing the three dark figures that were moving, almost like monkeys, along the grid.


They had the advantage of field of fire with those widespread needlers that were absorbed by inert matter and fried only living flesh. No afterglow. My single needler wouldn’t get more than one of them, and maybe not kill even that one, but it sure showed me the targets. I fired four shots in rapid succession and jumped back up to the higher level where I’d just been.


I heard a scream that seemed to go down and down until it finally got swallowed up in some infinite pit below. There was no faking that sort of thing convincingly; at least one of them had bought it. I hoped it was enough to take him completely out, but deep down I knew that I’d see these bastards yet again. This wasn’t like in the Worlds; the rabbit holes were less permanent if no less painful or difficult.


At least these forms were made for the holes. Perfect mobility in all sectors, a full three-sixty ability, balance like a cat or monkey—too bad they had exactly the same capabilities!


Or would you like to swing on a star … ?


Oh, lord! No! Get that out of my head. All I needed was to wake up as some singing priest in a bad Hollywood version of forties Chicago!


Not that it would be that simple. Not now. Not after all these transitions. They were getting harder, more sophisticated, and more alien each time. I bet I wasn’t the only one who thought we were a pretty sick bunch.




Oh, where have you been, Ragle Gumm? Ragle Gumm?


Oh, where have you been, Darlin’ Ragle?





Down two levels and to the left a bit. I knew somebody was there, but I also figured that they’d split up: the one I didn’t take would zero in on my flash. Damn! What the hell did the others owe Stark, anyway, or whoever or whatever he or she or it was, this incarnation? Might attracted the weak and disaffected, I suppose. It didn’t take much effort for the True Believer types to latch onto some extreme. Stark certainly offered that, a sense of strength and dedication to purpose. He was nuttier than a fruitcake, of course, but what did that matter?


If we only knew whether or not the universes kept on after we all got booted out of them! On the other hand, which one of us dared go back and find out, and leave the Ahead to the others? You’d never catch up, not if time had any correlation at all between inside and out.


I listened closely, trying to make out movement or breathing in the dark, and within a minute or two had the one I’d spotted before, a darker shadow against the overall blackness, still not too far below me. The other one—I was certain it would be dear Al—was completely still, somewhere out ahead and probably a little above, waiting.


I wasn’t about to wait forever. Two against one was still two against one, and I had no more hope that added enemies wouldn’t show up than I had hope that a horde of friends and allies would also appear. It was possible—hell, anything was possible, and at no time in creation had that been a truer statement than now—but not bloody likely.


But if I could move over, very slowly, very quietly, ever closer, closer, bit by bit, to that one near me, I might have a chance to even things up. Of course, if this one was Al Stark, then I was dead meat, but somehow I just couldn’t see him being this noisy or making himself this clear a target when it would benefit somebody else.


The problem in this particular hole was that we had only the rafters, a sort of glorified jungle gym going in all directions for probably infinite distance. The weapons were ones that we picked up along the way. No real illumination. By this point, however, I’d been able to pretty roughly calculate the distance between bars and levels and had found a nice little arithmetic progression. At this point, I was maybe one and a half meters from the next one in back of me and about two meters down. This distance would open a bit if I got closer to the target below me, but there was one “rail” that would stay almost perfectly parallel to the bar one below me. Moving down to that bar, then back to the next one behind me, was tricky without making noise, but I’d been in here long enough now that I had it pretty well down—or so I hoped.


Not so the target, who was clearly getting impatient and nervous, which was just where I wanted him to be. Now I needed to ease over, carefully, very carefully, until. … Yeah. One up from the target and so close I could hear the breathing and almost smell bad breath. Now the trick was to twist my body so that both feet and my left hand were steady on the rails but my gun hand could go down, right behind the target, just so. …


I fired up and to the right, getting a brief glimpse of a dark figure three levels up from me. He, however, had only a bright flash and he was ready, firing a full-spread volley right at the source of that flash.


The poor target, around whom I’d shot, never even had a chance to react, still turning toward me and raising his or her own pistol to fire when the partner, the stalker above, raked through the target body with all those little finely focused beams.


The target cried out—a woman’s voice!—as her body was almost split in two, and she tumbled and fell down, down into the endless oblivion below.


I, on the other hand, was wasting no time at all, heading across on the parallel beam toward the shooter but away from the former target, not as concerned about noise now as taking advantage of the accidental kill.


“That’s got to be you, Cory,” the shooter commented, the voice eerie and somewhat electronic-sounding, yet damped, with no echo. If this hole had walls they were much too far away to interact with us. “You and your video games again, I suspect.”


He was trying to entice me into firing, giving me in effect a free shot so that I would betray my position. No go, Stark. Not this time.


“I’ll win, you know. In the end,” he taunted, the cold and unpleasant natural intonations of the Al Stark voice coming through even the strange distortion of the hole environment. “You’re better at playing this, but I’m better at doing this for real,” he continued. “It’s different when it’s for real, even if, inside here, we know we won’t really die. There’s always that hesitation, that unwillingness to bet it all, that you’ve inherited from your own background. I cured it in myself. It was a weakness I could not afford. I cured it not only here, but long before I ever knew that there was a ‘here.’ Come on—take a shot. I’ll take one, if you like. I’m not trying to hide from you, because I know how little difference it makes. Are we in fact the first? The tenth? The twentieth? Do we know? Do you care? I don’t. I exist until I control again. That’s not difficult.”


I could see a spot in the darkness where I knew he must be, but the odds of me actually taking this looney out were no more than fifty-fifty, if even that with the single-beam pistol, while his wide needler had much better odds. I needed to get a lot closer to him before I could take him on with confidence.


“That was a nice move back there,” Stark commented, sounding like he really meant it. “Very neat. You’ve been improving consistently, I must admit. You know, this is getting kind of boring, though. Why not just have it out and then translate to the next plane?” He began to walk along the rail, but I began to detect a worried tone in his voice that hadn’t been there before.


“Cory? You are still here, I presume? Not trying to make a hasty exit below, I trust?” He listened a moment, then relaxed. “No, you wouldn’t. It isn’t like you. Hmmm. … Let me see. … Considering how much you’ve improved at this sort of thing, what would you be doing right now? Too far from me to be sure, and you want a sure shot, don’t you? That trick won’t work twice. Over two meters below me here, so that’s inconvenient for grabbing. That means you’ll try it on my beam, or on the beam above.”


Wrong, you fascist bastard! Right behind you! I lunged forward, striking his back with enough force to knock him over. The rail widened in an instant, and I was upon him without even thinking about it. I had forgotten just how strong he was, but I was too mad to care at this point. I wanted him, wanted him dead and out of there. Even more, I wanted him dead for real, but that didn’t seem to be possible in the rabbit holes. Only pain was possible, and lots of it.


He twisted around, and his knee caught me in the groin. The blow wasn’t as effective as it should have been, all things considered, but it still hurt and had considerable power behind it, making me slacken my own grip on him. He used this to twist in one neat motion, turning to face me while also bringing up his needler. I couldn’t see it but I could feel the twist and knew what he held in his hand. I saw no choice but to kick away and hope I hit the arm with the gun.


Instead, I kicked hard into empty air and lost my grips, my legs shooting out from under me and my ass landing right on his face.


The moment he realized what had happened, he bit it.


I slid back quickly onto his chest, and he surprised me by managing to actually sit up, while bringing up his legs to catch me in a kind of wrestling hold. I clamped my legs around him and held on, bringing up my own pistol and shoving it into his face.


He froze, then sighed.


“We’re going over together, Stark,” I told him. “You and me into the void.”


He chuckled. “I’m almost tempted, but not in these circumstances. That’s the difference between you and me, Cory. You have to win every time. I’m patient. I can wait until the perfect situation comes along. I bounce back quicker than most, you know. See you in the next Hell, sucker!”


Before I could do anything, he dropped back on his back and one hand came up, grabbed my gun hand, and deliberately pressed the trigger stud which was still aimed at his head. There was a flash of light, and what it showed, I would have preferred not to see.


I felt his body convulse, and I backed off him, having no doubts that he was dead. Although I should have felt triumphant, the fact was that I felt sick and depressed instead. Not only at the thought of yet another round, another Land, but also understanding full well that Al Stark had been right: there was no way I’d have the nerve to do what he did, even here. “The cowardly dictator” was a cliché; some Nazis had real guts.


So far the pattern had held true. We’d tended to come out in each Land as at least social counterparts of what had gone in, whatever that was at this stage. That meant that we’d meet again, and if one of us spotted the other first, there, out in the “open” as it were, then for one of us this might well be the end. At least if the Land was one of our own; God could not be denied, even subconsciously.


Then, again, it would help to know just how many others were actually along for this ride with us. I knew of seven so far, including Stark and myself, but at least one Land hadn’t fitted any of the obvious rules. How big a playing field we were actually on, how many “real” people there actually were in this, there was no way of saying. How could we know, when we didn’t really know about our own selves? Were we who and what we thought, or did we echo one of the Lands? Were we instead something else entirely, some sleeping dreamers of unknown alien origins? All the data of the Lands had to come from somewhere; if it came from any of us directly, it came at least partially from experience even if long forgotten. If it came from programs, even algorithms, somebody or something had to get that information down to that incredible detail and put it all in. Somewhere out there was a strong reality, where things were always just so and we were “real” as well. How did we get what we needed while our consciousnesses were elsewhere? Who fed us, turned us, cleaned us, cared for us? Or was it all automated?


The worst part was, I’d never been certain we’d recognize it if we saw it. Any of us. What was reality, anyway? Something firm and concrete? Hadn’t we all once lived in a personal reality we believed was just that? Was reality what the senses brought you? Hell, even in my last static persona we’d gone a good deal beyond that, to fooling the eye, the ear, the nose, all the senses. A simple flight simulator could convince you that you were plummeting ten stories to the ground when you were really falling only a few meters. Even a giant wraparound screen that filled the field of vision could give your sense of balance a run for its money. Cinerama, IMAX, those kind of things had been designed on exactly that principle. Then there were virtual-reality helmets and gloves, and—but, of course, that’s jumping ahead of and around the story.


I had to make this maze, traveling down, and see if I made it before anybody else. If I did, maybe, just maybe, I could end this thing if I could face my own mental quirks and demons. Maybe.


There had to be an ending, just like, sometime long ago, there had to be a beginning. Or was it long ago? Wasn’t time in many ways a sense as well? Was all this happening in the blink of an eye? My God—


Down and down I go, ’round and ’round I go. …


I still had to be careful. I hadn’t kept track of all of them, of course, and it was more than possible that some got past me.


There was a sudden, inhuman screech below and just ahead of me, and I began to smell a dank, dead flesh odor that grew more and more powerful.


There were Snarks down there ahead of me, too. There were always Snarks. That was why I might still be first in this new branch. These sounded furry, vicious, and full of rending teeth. I couldn’t tell their number.


Beyond them could be Boojums and even an ambush. I might still not make it. Probably wouldn’t, although at least I knew this time Stark wouldn’t have any more advantage over me if they did kill me. Not in the next incarnation.


I took some deep breaths, checked my weapons, and went forward. I was a god, not an oyster, and, like all gods, I, too, was insane.





CHAPTER 1



THE CATERPILLAR’S QUESTION


I DON’T KNOW WHAT SINGLE FACTOR HAD CONCENTRATED so much of the computer industry in Washington State, but most of the time I was glad of it. Winters could be a little unpleasant, but they were never grim, at least on the western side of the mountains where I lived, and while you could see the deep snow on the Cascades to the east and the Olympics to the west and particularly on the vision of Mount Rainier that always hovered like some strange home of the gods over the southeastern sky, it was usually above freezing in Seattle and the towns along Puget Sound to the north up beyond Anacortes.


As somebody who’d been born and raised in the northeast, I always got a kick out of Seattle-area people when it did snow or ice over just a bit. They hunkered down and bunkered down as if it were some horror like the winters of Duluth or Nome and waited it out, rarely venturing outside the confines of their metro area until it melted in a day or two and always driving through that one to two inches of slush as if it were forty feet of quicksand.


I’d been in the area about ten years, and if I hadn’t quite achieved my ambition to live on a luxurious houseboat moored in the lakes or canals like the rich yuppies did, I nonetheless had a pretty large house on a decent lot overlooking an arm of the sound over on the Bremerton side, and I was one of those contented commuters who went down to the ferry in the morning, read the paper and ate breakfast while it slowly crossed to the city, then hopped a trackless trolley north to my old offices. They had once put “super ferries” on the run, reducing the crossing from an hour to only thirty-five minutes, but we’d boycotted and protested and marched until we got those monsters slowed down to the old schedule. You couldn’t have breakfast and read even the leading stories in the paper in a mere thirty-five minutes!


I was a whiz kid in my grad-school days, sought by all sorts. I was recruited by IBM and DEC, all the biggies, but I always felt that I wasn’t cut out to work for one of those big monoliths. Nice companies, decent security and benefits, but suit-and-tie types all the way; bureaucracies so big that it was said that had the companies been oil tankers they couldn’t have turned in the middle of the ocean without going aground waiting for all the captains to make up their minds and sign off on the idea. Even Apple seemed to be losing its old image and going corporate then. No, I wanted in on a ground-floor operation, find and perfect some suite of utilities or some neat program that would knock their socks off and eventually cause one of the big boys to buy me out for a few million, after which I’d build my dream house, put in my dream computer, and spend my days doing nothing in particular unless I wanted to. I think they called it being an “independent consultant.”


I even got a job offer from the NSA and that had really surprised me. I mean, the National Security Agency had only been admitting it existed at all for maybe a couple of years back then, although anybody who was in any way involved in computers knew all about them. It was the most super-secret electronic spy agency the government had, or at least if there was one even more secret, then it was really good. You had to have super security clearances to even be looked at by them, and it’d be years before you got cleared enough to get where you really wanted to be. Also, the money was the usual GS government grade stuff, hardly what anybody good enough for them to want would consider a decent wage.


That said, you might wonder why in hell anybody would want to go to work for them. The answer is simple: they had a “black” budget, a budget that was totally buried in everybody else’s budget so nobody could tell how big it was, and it was never itemized. That meant they spent like drunken sailors on R&D, and that meant that they ran, developed, created, and subsidized the greatest, fastest supercomputers in the known universe. They were almost certainly years, maybe decades, beyond where anybody else was, and everybody in the commercial sector knew that they were playing with years-old NSA technological hand-me-downs.


It was said that by the early eighties they had achieved the Ultimate Paranoia—they could intercept and decrypt literally any message sent electrically anywhere in the world and they did. Think of it: every phone call, every digital transmission, satellite transmission, radio, TV, all bands, all waves, you name it. Countless billions and billions of them every day, any day, constantly coming in and constantly growing.


Of course, you already see what happened, right? Big Brother had all the answers George Orwell never dreamed of, but it never could figure out the questions. The government was drowning in an unstoppable and monstrous tidal wave of information that never ended and it still needed ESP to find anything. A sort of infinite, quantum version of my own office. That was why I had computers, even though they were a lot smaller and fit on desks. The computers were the only places I could stick information and actually find it again.


Provided, of course, I could wade through the junk and find the computer. I knew there were three or four in my office at any one time, but I never was able to find more than two at a particular moment. The junk just kept piling up, and after we got that wireless LAN. …


Okay, okay, enough shop talk. It doesn’t matter anyway, particularly not now. In fact, it seems lifetimes ago, but it still forms a part of what I’ve come to think of as my “core” self, and that’s all the reality I’ve really got left to hang onto.


Anyway, I went with this little startup in Seattle because I liked the area, liked the culture and the scenery. It was also a damned sight cheaper and cleaner than Silicon Valley, didn’t make me feel like I was undressed in somebody else’s church like central Utah, didn’t have New England winters or south Florida’s crime rate, and wasn’t the government.


We’d gone into a cooperative venture with a Canadian company to develop a really good, solid, fast wireless LAN and it was beginning to look like it was going to pay off. A LAN is a local area network, which is simply a fancy way of saying you want to string a bunch of small computers together to make one big one from which any data you want on any of them can be retrieved by any machine, just like mainframes. Networks were the big thing, of course, but running those miles of fiber-optic wires, installing hubs, drilling through walls or putting in movable panels just to shift machines, was a pain for small businesses. There’d been a lot of wireless schemes out there, but they tended to be too slow, too restrictive, or too liable to get garbled to bet your business on them, and it seemed like every time you licked one problem it raised the problems in the other areas. Kind of like the old arcade game of Whack A Mole—every time you hit one of the critters on the head with a mallet another one popped up somewhere else.


Not that we weren’t selling product—our Canadian subsidiary was doing well putting LANs into local and provincial government operations, and we’d done several major corporate installations in Washington, Idaho, and Oregon, but not a lot further than that. The problem was that we were too small and in too competitive an area to get the big-buck investors that would allow us to put a trained sales force all over North America and really push this system. We had a few thousand individual customers but not the big score. In fact, a lot of folks just hadn’t heard of us in spite of our becoming a corporation with more than forty million coming in.


Alas, all that wasn’t profit. In fact, most of it went to pay off old expenses and loans and to keep manufacturing going. It was a sober lesson in capitalism for somebody who’d slept through those classes in college. Gross versus net. It was frustrating. Here we had the best product on the damned market and we couldn’t get the word out!


Walt Slidecker, the man who’d recruited me, was one hell of an organizer, but he seemed to lack that supersalesman’s spark you saw in a Bill Gates or Steve Jobs or any highly successful business head. When I’d first met him, a few years back, he was only trying to build this business while running a Netware installation and consultancy business, and I remember he had this big sign in back of his desk then that I always thought said it all about a service business:


QUALITY! SERVICE! PRICE!
PICK ANY TWO.


Honest words to live by, but not necessarily words to sell with.


At any rate, it was in mid-spring, when nobody wants to do anything but go home and enjoy or maybe just sleep in, when Walt called me into his office.


“Cory, I’m afraid we got cash problems, period,” he told me, knowing it wasn’t exactly news. The next was, though.


“Sangkung has made an offer for our patents, stock, and copyrights,” he continued. “All debts covered, an infusion of fifty million in capital, and the guaranteed retention of our programming staff for at least one year. Sales gets a comfortable separation. Very comfortable on my personal end—five million cash and no restrictions on the future except that I’ll do no work in networking for five years after they buy. All manufacturing, of course, moves east. Thailand, I think.”


Even though I’d been afraid of it, had been waiting for it, I still felt shock. “Walt, you can’t do it! You know what that offer really means. They get all the creative stuff forever, send me their bright boys to explain the system and to Rob to learn the communications clearances and legal stuff, and then it’s bye-bye everything but a storefront.”


He nodded. “I know, but there doesn’t seem to be much choice here. The last gasp would be to land a really good GSA-type contract but that means hiring a Beltway Bandit back east and really putting resources and money into sales. We fail at that and they won’t have to guarantee us anything or pay us a dime—we’d be flat broke and picked up at auction. And several folks like Sangkung who do work with the feds even now will find it very much in their interest to keep us from being a success. You see where this puts me? Rock, meet hard place.”


I could sympathize with him and even see the logic of it, but emotionally I just couldn’t accept this. “Damn it! I mean, I’ve always thought of myself as liberal and all that, but a country that exports its raw materials and even its ideas and patents and imports tons of finished goods is a third-world and soon third-rate country.”


“You know the hardware comes from a half-dozen Asian countries and is assembled in Mexico for sale in the U.S. and Canada,” Walt pointed out not without justification. “Hell, all we do is make the software disks and seal them in the envelopes and do the alpha, beta, and general bug testing. The most American-made thing in this company is the manual.”


“Yeah, yeah, but that’s not the point. The business is ours. Right now, we created it and we control it. After this, it’ll be theirs and it won’t come back.”


“Would it make you feel better if the same offer had come from New York? Or Québec city? Or maybe London?”


“No, no, you know what I mean.”


He paused for a moment, letting me calm down, then said, “I think I do, yes. But, Cory, it’s not ours. We don’t control it. It’s mine. I admit it’s mine mostly because we had to cancel the stock offering after the terms looked like they would kill us, but it’s still mine. I have half. You have ten percent. I realize that programming can sometimes cause weird things to happen to the basic abilities, but surely you can still figure out that if you could get every living soul with a share you’d only tie. No, Cory, I’m sorry, but the ball’s entirely in my court. Always has been.”


I breathed hard. “I see. Sounds like you’re not telling me about an offer but about something already decided.”


“No, not yet, but I’ve been running things through the accounting people and it keeps coming up the same or worse.”


I looked at him. “What could possibly be worse?”


“Much worse. At least two offers came in bigger than this one, and both of them were pretty much domestic—at least, as domestic as we are. Want to guess from who?”


I didn’t have to. Which domestic companies with stakes in local area networks would love to buy us and just put us out of business because our product was eating into their inferior but far more profitable competitive products? Betamax was always the superior format in every way, but VHS had won the marketing war.


I wasn’t quite ready to accept it, though. “Damn it, Walt, the whole idea of this sort of thing, the idea behind our whole damned culture, is that if you build a better mousetrap you make a million bucks. Well, we did that. The Subspace LAN is the best damned technology on the market! Years, maybe two or three, beyond anything the competition has. And while we aren’t setting the world on fire yet, it’s in sight! Broaden the market, get a few Fortune 1000 companies and government installations, and we’ll bring costs down and eat the rest alive! And now you’re telling me that we’ve got to sell out? For peanuts?”


He shrugged. “As much money seems to be coming in, the bottom line, the net after all else, is pretty puny,” he reminded me. “One good nuisance lawsuit and we’re dead meat. Grow up, Cory. It’s never been that Young Tom Edison crap Hollywood sells us. Or, at least, it very rarely has. They sued Bell almost to ruin to steal the telephone from him, and he won as much from sheer luck and a fluke as anything. Edison invented a bunch of handy things that didn’t seem like much but built up a big nest egg so he was almost unassailable. Then Bell and Edison could go around suing other small inventors, right? I mean, there’s nothing in the Apple Macintosh that didn’t come out of Xerox’s Palo Alto Research Center in the early to mid seventies. Poor old Xerox. Let the copier market get away, never thought that the laser printer was a consumer item—brightest R&D and dumbest sales staff in the world. So what happens when somebody else clones the Mac? Apple sues, of course. Company founded by two guys who put in their own autobiographies how they came up with a black box to cheat the phone company that now sues somebody who puts a little trash can on their computer desktop. You tell me what’s right. You find me those Fortune 1000 customers. You find me some government contracts in the next thirty days, and I’m with you all the way. I’ll even increase your stake in the company and give you a better percentage. Hey—you think I want to do this? I started this, remember? I recruited you and most of the others here. We all worked like hell and we made something here. Now we’ve hit the wall.”


I sighed and got up to leave. “I know, I know. Well, I’ll look around and see what’s what.”


“Where are you going?”


“Out. Home, maybe. I’ve got some time coming, and there’s no tomorrow, so fire me.” And, with that, I left his office.


I knew I wasn’t being fair to him, that this probably hurt him as much as it did me, although his millions would ease the pain and my ten percent of what was left after the settlement would maybe pay the mortgage and food bills for the year if I ate sparingly. I knew the kind of accounting these things went through and who wound up with the pie.


Rob Garnett, our sales manager, saw me heading out and came out of his own office to intercept me. I knew the Sangkung people and so did he; those fresh-faced suit-and-tie conservative businessmen from the New Asia wouldn’t waste ten seconds laying off the co-chair of Seattle’s Gay Pride Parade. Rob’s sexual orientation had never given any of the rest of us a second thought, but those boys were famous for “image,” and if they closed down the whole place who could scream discrimination?


Rob wasn’t a born salesman, either, but he was a schmoozer, the kind of guy who could sit around a bar just talking to people and wind up with all of them picking up his tab, never quite figuring out why they did it. He was just a likable sort, and not one of those up-front queens. He was just another businessman facing middle age who’d just slipped on a rug he hadn’t known was there. Still, in a bigger setting with better capital and a larger sales force he might do wonders. He’d actually been headhunted by Novell, the big boy in networks, but he’d turned it down because it meant moving to Utah. He was quite comfortable most places but somehow he didn’t think there was a closet big enough for him in Utah; life was too short. That’s not to knock Utah or its people or its religion, but, face it, if Utah were a tuxedo Rob would be a pair of brown shoes.


“You just got the word, I take it?” he asked me.


I nodded. “Guess it’s time to check the want ads and the Good Old Boys, huh?”


He shrugged. “I smelled it. Smelled it the moment the patent passed muster. We came up with something everybody wanted and we couldn’t exploit. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out we were a target. I just thought it would take a little longer. I still think Walt’s paranoid with this lawsuit business; he should give ’em a few months, let us take a whack at Uncle Sam or maybe an OEM deal with HP or Compaq, get the price up real good and make it essential we get jobs or big payoffs. I wouldn’t mind so much if I got a big settlement and could loaf, or was younger and could pick up an equal or better position, but this is just the pits.”


“Yeah, well, I’m going home to open a beer or three and contemplate the sunset,” I told him. “Anybody runs into a software problem or starts getting Voice of America broadcasts on their LANs, tell ’em to see Sangkung.”


“You gonna stay on with ’em? They’ll get rid of me pretty fast for several reasons, including the fact that they hardly need a sales force, but they’ll need somebody to teach their clever programmers the ins and outs of that code. It’s a company patent, but most of it has your name all over it.”


“I don’t know,” I told him honestly. “Not enough contemplating yet. They want to come up with maybe a quarter mill for my services as teacher, adviser, consultant, and guru, fine. Not at what they’re paying me now, though, and even at that price only until I can get something better.” I looked around. “Hey, I’m gonna get and fast, Rob, before everybody else in the company comes up and we have this depressing conversation a hundred more times. You may as well, too.”


He shook his head. “No, I’m staying until the ink’s on the paper. I’ve got a lead on a Beltway Bandit back east and he’s got a couple of folks on a very nice hook, including the Defense Department.”


“I thought we weren’t doing military, period. That was from the start,” I reminded him. Jeez, we were left-wing nuts sometimes. No wonder the generation behind us was so far to the right!


“Cory, a solid, secure wireless system that’s so portable it can be fitted into any computer and compact enough so that data enough for an army can be carried in a suitcase—that’s our SS-220A. We’re talking about selling thousands of units to the customer who never asks about costs. Are you gonna say we don’t sell there when we can and maybe save the company? Go down on principle, then Sangkung comes in, picks it up, and wholesales it to everybody from our own military to the Iraqis, Libyans, Colombian drug cartels, you name it.” He paused a moment and eyed me steadily. “We’re too old for this, Cory. Hair is a bore.”


I shrugged. “Do what you have to, Rob. I’m going home.” And, with that, I left him there, heading down to the street and crossing to the bus stop to take me down to the ferry terminal.


The fact was, I was just paying lip service to the old principles anyway and I knew it. I hadn’t had a political thought as such in years, I drove a Porsche, actually owned a handgun—“for protection,” of course—and last time I voted Republican. It was just … well, so much of my youth and ideals had gone without a whimper, without me even noticing, it was next to impossible to drop this one without at least a token protest.


I needed something stronger than coffee but didn’t really feel like a lot of company, so I settled for some brew anyway, bought at the ferry’s cafeteria, and wandered out onto the deck. It was a nice afternoon, weather-wise at least, and while you needed a coat, the stiff winds that blew into you on deck much of the time were almost absent or at least comfortably bearable. As we left the skyline of Seattle, I took a look at it almost as if I’d never seen it before. We don’t generally look at where we live in the same way as a visitor might, for all that we love the place. The New Yorker who’s been to the top of the Empire State Building is still looked upon with awe and wonder; so is the San Franciscan who wouldn’t ride a cable car on a bet because it’s so full of tourists. It’s another thing when that comfortable familiarity is suddenly jerked out from under you, and the feeling of security shatters.


The truth was, I had a ton of debts, a massive mortgage, and I’d saved almost nothing. I could probably cover things with what I’d get from the sale of the company for many months, maybe up to a year, but I doubted if I could really cover everything I owed down the line. Plenty of time to get another job, but not one as comfortable a fit as this one, and almost certainly not in this neighborhood. In fact, it would be a lot tougher than most people would think, since my expertise was in networks, and if I took a job with a networking company, Sangkung would almost certainly sue me and the new employer for trade-secret violations, whether I committed any or not. They weren’t the only ones well known for doing just that, and they had their big-shot lawyers on fat retainers so the cost wasn’t through the roof for them to do it. If I went to work for a big fish, that wouldn’t be a major deal, but I just couldn’t see myself in that kind of environment, no matter how good the company really was. It just wasn’t my style.


Looking over the waterfront from the Space Needle north, I felt almost like I was looking at an old lover for the last time, one where the romance had just faded but not the memories.


I guess that’s why I hadn’t noticed her, although she was eminently noticeable. She was on the opposite side, sort of looking at the sights, but also, I had the strangest feeling, looking at me. Why I’d think that, I didn’t know. I mean, I was the average egomaniac in my comfortable areas—I basked in the genius label and I also thought I was a decent sort of guy and a good conversationalist, but I never fancied myself as the kind of man a woman who looked like that would be attracted to on sight. Forty-four, going bald and gray all at once, with a potbelly that indicated more sitting than exercising, I wasn’t exactly what I would think of as a prime catch. The same couldn’t be said for her, though.


She was maybe in her twenties, although which end it was impossible to say. She had a face out of an old Bardot movie, figure courtesy of Playboy centerfolds, strawberry blond hair in a kind of short Tinker Bell cut that went great with that face and form, all dressed in designer jeans that had to be sprayed on, high-top brown leather boots, fancy sweater about a size too small, and a fake silver fur wrap. I had to imagine the big eyes in back of the designer shades, but what I saw was more than enough. To say that she was the object of everybody else’s glance within range would be understating it; to say that she obviously enjoyed it might be equally true. In fact, the only turnoff about her was that she was smoking a rather fat cigar, standing just inside the windbreak on the back next to the remaining ash tray aboard these vessels. On the other hand, the way she handled that cigar was suggestive enough that no man would have even bothered to run out for mouthwash.


Rather incredibly, she seemed to be by herself, although she might just have stepped out to have that cigar and have someone waiting inside. Still, no, nobody I knew would leave her alone in wolf country.


Okay, I admit it, I was tempted to go over and introduce myself to her, but I also had a sense of reality about me and no desire to suddenly confront her boyfriend if such a person existed. He might not, but he somehow would materialize fully formed, I knew, if I made any moves in her direction.


Still, we made some sort of eye contact, as it were, the kind you feel rather than see, and then she smiled at me behind her dark glasses and turned and walked back around the corner of the boat. I looked back in the glass to see if and when she came in, but she didn’t, so I slowly walked over to her side and looked down the full length of the rail toward the current bow of the double-ender.


She wasn’t there.


Probably just went inside further on, I told myself, and went back inside. The chill and the massed smoke from the desperate few smokers around was getting to me.


When we pulled in at Bremerton, I looked around to see if she got off with the pedestrians, but she didn’t. Probably in one of those vehicles below now roaring off the vast deck and out into the real world. Ships that pass and all that. It didn’t really matter anyway. Any future with a girl like that was strictly male fantasyland anyway, and I had a comfortable and more realistic relationship going that was better for me all around anyway.


In fact, that woman probably was as much of an airhead as the stereotype, but it didn’t stop me from thinking of Riki’s persona inside that bombshell body. Nice combination, but then I’d have to arrange to be in the body of one of the Chippendales or at least a young Cary Grant—she always liked Cary Grant—to even it out, and then we’d both be too perfect for the world.


I expected she’d be home today, and pretty surprised when I walked in. We’d lived together for three years now and were pretty used to one another, and I never, never came home in the middle of a weekday, usually not even if I had time off, unless it was some kind of emergency. I realized now I probably should have called ahead, but by this point I was close enough to home to make it a moot point.


She’d been born Erika Francesca Wrzkowski—“Warchevsky,” she claimed it was pronounced—and she was proud of her half-Silesian ancestry, but she hadn’t gotten along well with her family in years and had long ago tired of having to spell or expect others to spell and pronounce that name. She’d started painting as Riki Fresca, and after her father died she legally changed her name to match. I thought it sounded too much like a soft drink, and maybe she’d agreed over time, but by then she was building a reputation and the name became worth something on its own, so she couldn’t change it.


Naturally, she’d always had visions of being the next Georgia O’Keeffe or a female Wyeth, but her fame came from the commercial sector, mostly—book jackets, game boxes, even movie posters and the like. She still did a lot of “pure” painting, and there was enough interest from small galleries in commercial art that she was able to bundle some of the pure stuff along with her more recognizable work, but, basically, she’d opted to live in moderate comfort rather than suffer in a garret and be discovered, maybe, after she died.


We’d run into each other on the ferry, in fact, and it was one of those things that just sort of came together over a period of weeks or months. We were both creative, though in radically different fields, and we respected each other’s work and talents. Watching her take a blank canvas, put in a few pencil lines as a guide, mix paints, and then, in a series of strokes, transform what looked like a childish random paint session into a sudden dramatic scene was fascinating to watch; almost a kind of magic that came so natural to her that she was amazed that few others could do it and couldn’t therefore explain it. I remember working on a part-time gig doing some video-game design during the time I was still shopping for a home employer, and how I’d had to work with this writer of the thriller the game was based on. How can you write like that? I’d asked him. Why can’t you write like that, or like yourself? he’d come back.


He could teach somebody craft, just like art schools and such could teach the craft of painting so you could do one a day and sell junk at the starving-artist sales, but art—that which was beyond craft and into a realm of magic, that he couldn’t teach or explain. Either you could do it or you couldn’t. If you could, then talk to him.


I’m not sure if my own talents were similar or more totally on the craft side. On the one hand, a programmer’s kind of like a mathematician, a puzzle maker, a cryptographer, and the work’s often collaborative like in movies or TV. Most of it is pure craft, but every once in a while something comes up that’s pure magic. The Russians who created Tetris, for example, or whoever it was who thought up Lemmings, strange as that person might be.


I admit, too, I was ready for something a little more permanent when we met. I was hardly a virgin myself, but the older I got and the thinner on top and paunchier on the bottom I got, the longer the gaps between dates, let alone anything more. I don’t want to make it seem like I decided on Riki out of desperation—at least not alone—but it certainly bent me more in that direction. I’m not sure what she saw in me—computer wonks are a dime a dozen around Seattle. Maybe she saw the Porsche and figured I was one of those senior vice presidents up at Microsoft with the zillions in stock or something.


No, we weren’t married, and, no, it wasn’t my choice, it was hers. I never quite got it straight whether it was because she was Catholic and took this seriously as a onetime thing—she sure didn’t take much else the Catholic Church laid down as moral behavior very seriously—or more a matter of old feminist principles or even just nerves, but I never pushed it. If we’d thought about kids, it would have been different, but if she had a biological clock, it was running real slow. Without kids, it didn’t really make much difference in practical terms, but I guess the idea that either one of us could just walk away scared me as much as it reassured her.


Well, some of the most solid relationships I ever knew, ones that went on for years, got screwed up when they finally decided to get married, so who knows? It certainly wasn’t from my experience.


I walked in and headed straight for the kitchen and the first of the beers, then I walked back into the small but comfortable studio Riki had set up, figuring she was working. I could hear the TV in there blaring some talk-show stuff. I never figured out how she could work with all that, but everybody has their own quirks. I know that I’d wind up watching the vilest and stupidest stuff and never concentrate or get much done.


She saw me and immediately had the expression of somebody expecting a telegram with awful news. She punched MUTE on the remote and called out, “Cory! What’s wrong?”


“Plenty, but no emergency,” I told her, taking a swig of the beer. “We’re gonna be sold, that’s all. The company’s kaput. A month or so from now it’ll be run from Singapore and you’ll need to translate into Sanskrit to instruct the workers.”


“But I thought that the patent was going to do big things!”


I nodded. “It did. It made Walt and several others millions of bucks and threw maybe a hundred and fifty people here out of work. I think they’ll make an offer for my services, maybe Jamie and Ben as well, since they need to have people who know what they’re doing walk them through. They may even offer us permanent jobs, but at the expense of being cogs in a machine run from halfway around the world. Whatever they offer, it’s going to have to be a lot to make me stay. Unless some miracle comes up, I think I’m going to have to let you support me in the manner to which I’ve become accustomed.”


She gave a grim smile. “I get the Porsche retitled in my name, right? No—it won’t work. With you around all day I’d never get any work done.”


I gestured to the TV, where a bunch of women were screaming at an audience all in blissful silence. “I can’t be any worse than that.”


“Oh, you’re much worse, although I got to admit that I was screaming back at that show today. ‘My Boyfriend Just Discovered I’m a Transsexual.’ ”


“I did?”


“Don’t get smart. I don’t care how anybody looks or thinks they feel, if you never had a period you ain’t all the way a woman, baby.”


“I’ll take your word for it.”


“So what are you going to do for the rest of the day?” she asked me.


I shrugged. “I thought I’d go out in the sailboat if the weather holds up, before I have to sell it.”


“Oh, come on! Things can’t be that bad! You’ll get some money out of this, and you have a little socked away. Besides, I’m not doing all that bad.”


“Last I looked I didn’t have a whole lot, and there are debts up the kazoo. We needed to make a quarter of a million a year between us just to break even, including taxes. You’ve been doing about a hundred and fifty grand and I’ve been doing the rest. We’ve been breaking even, babe. Take away my hundred thou a year and we got a deep hole. You can’t cover it and you can’t cover my debts, so that’s pretty bleak.”


“You’ll find another job by the time that happens!”


“I’m not so sure anymore. Well, look, I don’t want to think about what’s still in the future right now, whether it’s going off the edge of the world or bright sunshine and clover. I just want to relax. Let’s take the boat, go out for a while, and when we’re sick of it and windburned all to hell we’ll go to Chapparelli’s and have a really good meal with the works. What do you say? Then come back here, and if we aren’t too dead tired, lose our worries in mindless sex.”


She grinned. “I wasn’t with you until that last. You’re on. Let me get changed here and we’ll be off. Or, of course, we could skip all the preliminaries.”


“And go right to bed?”


“No, to Chapparelli’s, you dope!”


We were in her studio, so I didn’t dare throw anything at her.


While she changed, I went into my own home office and logged on to the Internet to download any email. It didn’t take long—I wasn’t all that popular today, it seems.


Riki decided she needed a shower because of the paint smell, so I sat down at the desk and read the messages. First one was a reply to a query I had on certain early Porsches. Second was one of those irritating plugs sent out shotgun style, this one for toner cartridges. Zap. The third one, though—it almost brought me up short.


“Cheer up,” it said. “Everything you think you know is wrong, anyway.”


I frowned. No signature, but there was always an electronic one. Just a number—anonymous, and probably hidden. Some jokers used this to bug people they didn’t like, and I didn’t like it much, either. Still, this had to be somebody who knew me, and, by inference, already knew what would be a small paragraph in next week’s Infoworld that we were being eaten. Kind of insulting, though. If everything I knew was wrong, why was it worth these kind of bucks to Sangkung?


Still, it bugged me, and I wanted to discover who the hell was into knife twisting. There was always an electronic trail, somewhere, when you sent this anonymous kind of email message, no matter how clever you were. It had to get here somehow.


I had a little program that might do the trick. I’d had pranks played on me before, and this was what I’d come up with: a program that was invisible if you just did things the usual way, but if you didn’t include a return address header so the sender could be identified, it stuck a little message to the sender that said that anonymous messages were refused and blocked them. It wasn’t any big deal; not nearly as tough or as much fun as the one I had cooked up after I got inundated with junk email, a program that tagged the senders and sent them their own message, backward, fifty times for every time they sent it to me. Talk about overloading a gateway. …
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