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Foreword




    I wish to take this opportunity to say a word on the author’s behalf, whose reputation has been much maligned in recent years due to his unfortunate proclivity towards drink and other vices, the details of which are known to most, and need not be further discussed here.




    In defence of his occasionally peculiar or eccentric behaviour (if, indeed, a defence is even warranted) I should like to state that he has invariably and without exception exhibited the most extreme kindness towards his fellow creatures. Rarely, if ever, has he allowed his often immense mental disturbances to interfere with his unfailingly decent and gentlemanly attitude towards all.




    It is this quality, rather than any presumed literary ability (of which I confess I am quite ignorant), for which I salute him today.




    Sir Reginald Curtis




    Loyal servant of Her Majesty, and steadfast friend of Mr. Vincent




    Oct. 19, 2009




    Chiang Mai, Thailand


  




  

    
Rescuing Judy




    Time travel is fairly common these days. Well, I guess “common” isn’t exactly the right word. Maybe it’s comparable to the trips to the Moon the Americans made, in what they used to call the 20th century. Those rocket ships back then cost an awful lot of money; and after about four or five Moon shots the public’s initial fascination seemed to wear off. The missions turned into routine, ho-hum events. And when the results weren’t the least bit productive, well now, that really became a problem – and so the whole thing just petered out. People are people, even today, and that’s the way it seems to have happened here, too, with the Time Shots. Just too darned expensive. Not to mention the way things backfired on us once or twice.




    At first, of course, when wormholes were discovered, there was quite a lot of commotion – but I’m getting ahead of myself, because I wanted to first of all tell you about my best friend Frank.




    Frank is – or was, I guess – really a fine fella, a first-class gentleman. He had this, I don’t know, unforced air of nobility about him – straight out of a storybook, really. And that was even before he got rich and famous. Let me put it to you another way: he was the kind of man who, if he’d been a medieval knight, would have made a career out of saving damsels in distress. He was just that way; always ready to lend a helping hand, always rooting for the underdog.




    That might be part of the reason why he and I became friends. I always have wondered why he ever decided to associate with an ordinary guy like me. Maybe, in some way, he recognized a kindred spirit. Maybe he knew that later on he’d need somebody to tell his story. Or maybe it was a little bit of both. I’d like to think I’ve lived up to his expectations.




    Anyway, the fact is, he did become my friend, billionaire or not. I’m calling him a “billionaire” just so you can relate to how wealthy he is – was. Imagine John D. Rockefeller and Bill Gates rolled into one. See, I know quite a bit about 20th century history – it’s been a fascination of mine, just like it was for Frank – so I think I’m pretty good at using terms you’ll be comfortable with.




    And as for the way I talk, or write – you’ll probably look at it as kinda homespun and folksy – well, that’s just the style here nowadays. We feel like we’ve been able to take the best elements from all sorts of bygone eras and incorporate them into our own culture, and it – our dialect, that is – just seems to have evolved in that direction. We like to think of ourselves as friendly, neighborly, small-town – and our language reflects that, I think.




    But I was telling you about my friend Frank. He always liked to cultivate the image of being a tough guy, and he had most everybody half-believing it. But underneath that Humphrey Bogart act he really was a sensitive man – a true romantic, with the soul of an artist. And he was brilliant, too – a genius, actually, in every sense of the word. He was the one who invented the final component of what we call the Process. I won’t get into all that now, because it gets too complicated – but let’s just say that his invention has become pretty much indispensable, and it’s made everyone’s lives one heck of a lot easier.




    Well, after Frank made his billions, as we’ll call them, he could have chosen to associate with pretty much anybody he darn well pleased. But he still stayed friendly with me, for some reason only he would know – and he’s not around to tell us why anymore.




    Anyway, that’s how it ended up that I’m the one who’s sending you this story through what we call the ’09 wormhole – short for 2009, of course.




    I’m gonna tell you more about the wormholes in a minute; but before I do I want to say one more thing about why Frank chose me. That might not be precisely the right term – chose – but you get the idea. Maybe deputized would be more accurate. Or ordained. As I said before, I think he knew I’d be one of the few people – maybe the only one – who’d truly be able to understand what he did, and why. And as crazy as the whole plan might seem, I really do sympathize. Believe me, I do. And it’s important to me that I get the word out; to “spread the message,” so to speak. Frank would have wanted it that way.




    The whole idea of wormholes had been postulated for centuries. And no, I’m not gonna get bogged down with all the scientific details, because frankly you wouldn’t understand them anyway, and neither do I. But when the first one was discovered – the one we now call ~8 – well, as I said earlier, it caused quite a hubbub. There were a lot of questions that immediately needed to be addressed – both scientific and philosophical ones. But I can most easily sum them all up by telling you about what came to be called the “butterfly factor.”




    It so happens there’d been a story written once – entirely fictional – about how people had traveled back in time. And during their trip they were supposed to be really careful about touching or altering anything they encountered – because whatever they did might have some unforeseen effect on their world when they returned to the present. So, the story goes, this one guy breaks the rules and walks off the path everybody was supposed to stay on, and he accidentally steps on this butterfly. Just an ordinary butterfly. This is presumably in umpteen-million B.C. And when he and his companions return to the present, they find the world has gone all crazy and off-kilter. And all because this fella accidentally squashed this little butterfly.




    So the “butterfly factor” became the subject of a raging debate. Should wormhole-travel be allowed? Should we even be allowed to peek into them? Could even that produce some kind of cosmic Heisenberg effect, where simply the act of looking into the past would alter the expected future reality? Stop me if I’m going too fast for ya. Just kidding.




    Well, the whole question was resolved a few years later, when one of Frank’s old service buddies volunteered for what came to be called the First Time Shot. It was pretty much considered a suicide mission at the time. And after it became clear that the mission had been a success, a commemorative statue of this hero – yeah, I’m not ashamed to call him that, this hero – was erected right smack in front of one of the entrances to Tech Central.




    You see, the plan was that this fella would be shot through the ~8, which we were pretty sure led to a point only a few years in our past. It would be a one-way-ticket ride, so to speak. And once he got there – if he got there – he wouldn’t be able to communicate with us, except by performing some action that would alter the reality path we had taken since.




    So the decision was obvious, and even the science guys quickly agreed. (The simplest solution is almost always the best.) Once he arrived in the past he was supposed to kill off one of his clones. That kind of thing’s perfectly legal now, and has been for a number of years. Well, that was all well and good except meanwhile, the clone in question would be there in our mission control room, in the present, waiting nervously to see what was gonna happen to it. I’m sure it wasn’t a real pleasant experience, watching the clock for a couple of hours to see if it was gonna just “poof,” disappear, if the butterfly factor kicked in.




    But it didn’t. The clone survived with no ill effects. It’s still around today, in fact, and has a couple of kids.




    But then the real wait began, because we couldn’t be sure if the hero fella ever really made it through the ~8. The science guys needed some kind of proof – more than just the fact that he actually vanished into the wormhole, and that his clone didn’t “poof” away. To be absolutely certain, we needed a message, a “mission accomplished” type of communication.




    And all I can say is it’s lucky we didn’t have to wait a few centuries for another wormhole to come around. As it happened, a micro-wormhole opened up just a few months later – only big enough for a few bytes, certainly not travel. But it was big enough for him to send probably the most important message of the New Era: “Clone dead, all else same.” Those immortal words are inscribed on the base of the hero fella’s statue, and I still get the tingles when I read them.




    To you, they may not seem like much. But they proved the two key principles of time travel: that for one, the whole thing was possible; and two, that it would create a new, parallel universe, and not affect ours in any way (except the person leaving our universe couldn’t ever come back, of course). No butterfly factor, in other words.




    Now I know you’re probably wondering what my friend Frank was doing during all this excitement. Well, as surprising as it may seem, instead of getting involved with the planning and execution of the Time Shot, which would have been natural for him, he just began immersing himself more and more in his 20th century studies. It seemed to me and his other friends like he was almost withdrawing from the world – and at such a momentous time, too! We just couldn’t figure it out. Night after night, alone, just him and the vision screen. Sitting there with all his billions. And watching…well, we weren’t exactly sure what.
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