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I
"NO! NO! NO!" 

I don't usually lose my temper easily, but when he screamed like that I really felt like cracking, for the first time in my life. 

"So, you want access to my machine?" he continued, "Well, what makes you think I might give it to you? You of all the people in the entire blasted world! Mcneil, you were the first person to scorn my work and declare it a fraud. A FRAUD Mcneil! Not a scientific attempt, not a failure, but a fraud! So, why should I do you any favors?" 

"Because I need one" I replied, restraining myself, "you invented that machine to, and I quote your own words, 'help humanity get over some of its problems' and right now I am facing a grave problem that only your machine can help me solve, and if it wasn't too damn serious I wouldn't be here subjecting myself to humiliation." 

My face felt hot and my hands were shaking in anger. He, however, grew perfectly calm, eyeing me doubtfully. 

"What guaranties do I have that you will not try to experiment with it in order to expose my so called fraud and ruin everything?" 

"The guaranties of your own supervision" I shot back enthusiastically, "Professor Atkins, I am not asking you to give me the keys to your lab and go home! I am asking you to help me. Anyway, no one can operate that thing except you." 

Still staring at me suspiciously, he sat down and asked me in a crocodile voice what my problem was. 

Relaxing a bit, I sat down too. 

"Well it is very simple" I said, "I want you to use your machine to transport me two months into the past in order to rescue a human life". 

"MY INVENTION" Atkins blew suddenly, waving his arms around, "is NOT a time machine, as I have told you countless times before. It is a Space Time continuum Event Changer, or STEC. I cannot send you into the past, but I can change past events in order to manipulate future occurrences, thus controlling your life and destiny. I am not concerned with smalltime problems though, I only use it on large scale catastrophes." 

Pausing a second to catch his breath, he continued. 

"Look, have you ever read science fiction literature before? Don't answer, it doesn't matter if you have or have not. One of the greatest writers of SF is a man called Isaac Asimov. In some of his novels, he invented a new science that he called Psychohistory, or the science of studying the behavior of people in large masses in order to predict future events and work in the present accordingly. 

"Asimov declared that it is almost impossible to predict the behavior of one human being, but a thousand or more are more predictable, the greater the number, the more precise solutions the statistical equations of that science will yield. That, according to my own work on the subject, is quite correct. But, if psychohistory is applied to past events, where what a certain human being may do in a certain situation is already known, then the equations change from probabilistic equations to exact equations, since we tailor them to accommodate the known results. That I call Event Analysis, or Eventology. 

"Whether or not the science of psychohistory is possible to devise, I do not know, but I do know that the science of eventology exists because I invented it myself seven years ago. I applied it to many examples but no one, no one would believe that what I have done was not a hoax. You, Mcneil, you said that any science student can write a mathematical equation with previously known results. You declared that since my equations changed greatly from one analysis to the other, it meant that my new science was not an exact science, but, and I now quote you, a 'fabrication of logic that both physics and history scholars should do nothing about but scorn'. YOU requested my dismissal from the university on the grounds of scientific disqualification. I, professor Stephen Atkins, you called disqualified. 

"But no more" he panted, "no more shall I endure such humiliation. After seven years of relentless toil I have invented a machine that will demonstrate my theory. Now, any event could be fed into my computer and be subjected to extensive statistical analysis. The computer then would create the suitable equations that would mathematically model the event in question. The program itself is a wonder of artificial intelligence. It gathers all the information it requires from several data banks so that it is able to take all the historical details into consideration. Then the user is asked for a different path than that was actually taken in the past. The program calculates all possible effects that path would have on the present and allows the user to delete what he wishes and control the world he lives in in a way never before achieved. Do you realize that by doing so, we can create or wipe out anything at all. People, industries, cities, planets, stars, galaxies. The larger the problem the higher the energy expenditure of course! And no one can accuse you of murder, because that person you wiped out of existence never existed, as far as the world and he himself are concerned. 

"Do you understand now why my invention is so dangerous? Why, any person could simply annihilate the human race, or, given infinite energy, the entire universe as if it never existed, which, in a sense, becomes the perfect truth." 

He sat back, panting. I stared at the floor in silence and said nothing. 

After a few quiet moments, he spoke, "Well Mcneil, do you still want to do it? Do you still want to change an event that happened, what, two months ago and save that human life you spoke of?". 

"Yes" I replied firmly, "absolutely." 

"Well, it can be done with only a few thousand dollars worth of electricity. Who was the dead person anyway?" 

"My son. It was my son, professor Atkins" 

II

Sitting in front of his computer console, Atkins started to initialize the system. After a few seconds, he turned to me, and I was subjected to the most painful interrogation about the accident that took the life of my nineteen year old son. 

Every thing that I said was immediately synthesized by the computer and fed in as electric pulses that the computer could comprehend. I couldn't stop myself from admiring the system, which in itself, constituted a great breakthrough in the science of artificial intelligence. 

After a few minutes, Atkins sat back in his chair and stared with obvious satisfaction at the computer's screen as numbers and figures started to flash in the speed of lightning. 

"It is now processing the data." he explained, almost to himself, "In a few more minutes, the event equations will appear, followed by the relativistic space time adaptation equations, a humble addition to the theory of relativity of my own." 

Five more minutes passed, then the screen flashed with three obviously statistical equations, followed by another three equations containing geometric symbols that I recognized as belonging to Einstein's theory of general relativity. 

"Excellent!" he suddenly started. "Naturally, the equations allow us only two choices concerning your son's existence at that exact moment in space and time, either alive or dead, but in order to choose the living condition, the computer will have to calculate the changes that must occur in order to keep him alive." 

Saying no more, he typed a few figures. The computer came into animation once more, but this time not for long. The screen blurted out the following; 

PROJECT : THOMAS McNEIL Jr. DENOTED Z 

FATHER DENOTED X 

MOTHER DENOTED Y 

SUBJECT : Z OFFSPRING OF X AND Y Z = O(X,Y) 

LOCATION : (REFER TO SPACE COORDINATES ABOVE) 

TIME : 6/9/1988,1406 HRS, 34.867 SECONDS 

DEFINE E = EXISTENCE 

LIFE ORIGINAL CONDITION : DEAD E(Z) = 0 

LIFE REQUIRED CONDITION : ALIVE E(Z) = 1 

CONDITION OF FULFILLMENT : CAR BRAKES FIXED 

EFFECT ON PRESENT E(X) = 0 

END OF DATA 

END OF FILE 

END OF OUTPUT 

DECISION REQUESTED 

Everything was silent . The computer's output was perfectly clear. It simply told me that the effect of my son's existence on the present required my nonexistence. My son would emerge from the car accident unharmed, and sometime in the past two month his existence would cause my death so that I could not possibly exist at the present time. 

The choice was clear, it was either me or my son. 

I looked at Atkins. He stared back, his face expressionless. Then I retained my self control and started to think more clearly. 

My son is dead, I am alive. Would it hurt him if everything continued as it is? No one knows that I went to plead for my son's life. If I went through with it, no one will know that I made that sacrifice, no one will believe, not even if Atkins told them. 

So why tamper with nature, why try to change God's laws? It is not right, let the flow of events go its way. 

I stood up, still thinking to myself. I walked out silently, feeling Atkins' cold glare into my back. 

I walked out of the building trying to convince myself that it was the law of God that I tried to preserve by not going through with the process, that interfering with nature is a blasphemy, that life should go on without our intrusion on its laws. Yes, that was it. I didn't leave out of cowardice. God forbid! I didn't leave out of love of life. No! It was God's law that I tried to preserve not my own existence. I am not a coward! I am not a coward! I am not a coward! 
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