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INTRODUCTION
Escap}ng from Earth

Back when there were no such things as home computers, cell
phones, MTV, YouTube, or World of Warcraft, we found a way
to escape our boring, humdrum lives, a way to escape from the
Earth, a way to explore the other planets of the solar system
and even wander beyond them to the distant stars, to meet
aliens (sometimes fight with them, sometimes be them), to be
introduced to galactic vistas of immense scope and scale, to
visit landscapes of breathtaking beauty and strangeness, to face
danger and risk our lives in desperate gambits, to adventure—
and all without leaving our chairs.

It was called science fiction.

And, in those days, the gateway to science fiction was
the ordinary, brick-and-mortar building that housed the public
lib-rary—a place that, unbeknownst to most of our teachers and
parents, contained thousands of doorways into thousands of far-
away and dangerous places; and the most thrilling of all was that
exotic and wondrous place called the future.

Back then, our entry-level introductions to science fiction
were the so-called “juvenile novels”—today they would be called
Young Adult novels—of writers such as Andre Norton and Robert
A. Heinlein, ot the “juvenile” line of books published by Winston
that included novels by Jack Vance, Poul Anderson, Lester Del
Rey, Raymond F. Jones, Donald Wollheim, and Evan Hunter, or
the “Lucky Starr” series by Isaac Asimov, the “Tripods” series
by John Christopher, and even ostensibly “adult” SF novels, such
as Hal Clement’s Cycle of Fire and Ice World.
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These authors taught us how to navigate spaceships to
the stars, train to uphold the peace of the solar system, colonize
Mars, defeat aliens, travel to other dimensions, invent time
machines, and acquire pets the size of elephants from other star
systems. They also forced us to wrestle with the hard questions:
How do we measure bravery, friendship, patriotism? How do we
deal with fear, prejudice, love, death, authority? What makes us
human? How do we determine what’s ethical, what’s right and
what’s wrong? They demonstrated how people like us (and some-
times very different from us—Heinlein’s work was the first place
where many of us came across heroes who weren’t white Anglo-
Saxon American males—might come to terms with the profound
questions of life and love and death and courage. What we
needed, what we were hungry for, was a map of possibilities to
help guide us into the uncharted future, to help us think about
the future, to help us dream so that we might one day invent the
future.

Even today, if you want to give someone a good
“starter” SF book, you're mostly reduced to handing them one
of the Heinlein “juveniles” such as Red Planet or The Star Beast
or Have Space Suit—Will Travel: all excellent books, but all
books that were written and published in the 1950s or 1960s,
and so have inevitably dated over the past forty years—perhaps
too much so to appeal to modern readers.

The fantasy genre has maintained a strong YA tradition
throughout the decades. Is there anybody anywhere who hasn’t
heard of Harry Potter? AndJ. K. Rowling’s books are only one of
the many good series available. Fantasy readers continue to be
able to have a “gateway experience,” a passageway through
which they can progress from children’s to young adult to adult
material. But no such passageway has been available for science-
fiction readers in recent decades, forcing new readers to make the
transition to adult SF all in one jump, with no intermediate
step—something that has probably proven to be too difficult a
jump for many.
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The two of us have, over the years, edited many adult
SF anthologies. Where, we began to wonder, were the stories that
would be as exciting to young adults in the Oughts as Heinlein’s
“juvenile” novels were to us in the 1950s and 1960s?

With rare exceptions, much of the Young Adult SF writ-
ing that has been done in the past few yeafs has produced only
weak imitations of Heinlein juveniles, without the fun—dull,
pompous, and condescending stuff, usually stuffed to the gun-
wales with didactic propaganda.

The launching point for this anthology, then, was to
find stories that were fun'. That were fun as well as thought-pro-
voking, that dealt with that restless urge to explore, to escape
from the humdrum and everyday, to see what'’s over the next hill,
or in the next valley, that is an inextinguishable part of the hu-
man spirit in every generation. Stories that help us to escape from
the mundane limitations of Earth, stories that open up heretofore
unexpected worlds and vistas to new readers, stories that gener-
ate that quintessential Sense of Wonder kick that is at the heart of
the genre: gorgeously colored, fast-paced, richly detailed, lushly
imaginative, widescreen. Exciting, colorful, and fun. The kind of
thing that started us all reading science fiction in the first place.

This anthology is our attempt to provide such stories. It’s
our hope that if SF as a genre can provide stuff that newcomers
are actually eager to read, rather than having it prescribed for
them medicinally, then that will go a long way to assuring that
there will be people around who still want to read the stuff even
in the middle decades of the new century ahead.

And as the past, so the present—SF readers have always
been movers, shakers, and visionaries.

If you're reading this, you may well be one, too!

—Jack Dann
Gardner Dozois
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ESCAPE EPOM EARTH
by Allen M. Steele

Most kids dream about getting.away from home, from
their dull little towns and the boring routines of daily life,
of striking out into the unknown in search of adventure.
Some, however, get to go a lot further a lot faster than
they ever dreamed, and have adventures a lot wilder than
any they ever thought possible .. .

Allen M. Steele made his first sale to Asimov's Science
Fiction magazine in 1988, soon following it up with a long
string of other sales to Asimov's, as well as to markets such
as The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction and Science
Fiction Age. In 1989, he published his critically acclaimed
first novel, Orbital Decay, which subsequently won the Lo-
cus Poll as Best First Novel of the year, and soon Steele was
being compared to Golden Age Heinlein by no less an au-
thority than Gregory Benford. His other books include the
novels Clarke County, Space, Lunar Descent, Labyrinth of
Night, the chapbook novella The Weight, The Tranquility
Alternative, A King of Infinite Space, Oceanspace, and
Chronospace, Coyote, and Coyote Rising. His short work
has been gathered in three collections, Rude Astronauts,
All-American Alien Boy, and Sex and Violence in Zero-G.
His most recent book is a new novel in the Coyote se-
quence, Coyote Frontier. He won a Hugo Award in 1996 for
his novella "The Death of Captain Future," and another
Hugo in 1998 for his novella ..Where Angels Fear to
Tread." Born in Nashville, Tennessee, he has worked for a
variety of newspapers and magazines, covering science
and business assignments, and is now a full-time writer liv-
ing in Whately, Massachusetts, with his wife, Linda.
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I ALWAYS WANTED to be an astronaut.

I don’t remember when the space bug first bit me. Maybe it
was when | was six years old, and my dad took me to my first sci-
ence fiction movie. It was the latest Star Trek flick, and maybe
not one of the best—Steve, my older brother, fell asleep halfway
through it—but when you're a little kid, it’s the coolest thing in
the world to sit in the Bellingham Theatre” scarfing down pop-
corn and Milk Duds while watching the Enterprise gang take on
the Borg. It’s also one of my favorite memories of my father, so
that may have something to do with it.

Or perhaps it was when Mr. Morton moved away. Mr. Mor-
ton wasn’t well-liked in our neighborhood; he drank a lot, which
was why his wife left him, and once he called the cops on Steve
and me when he caught us skate-boarding in his driveway. So
when the Narragansett Point nuclear power plant shut down and
he—along with a few hundred other people who'd worked
there—was forced to look elsewhere for a job, no one was sad to
see him go. Mr. Morton packed as much as he could into a
U-Haul trailer, and the rest was left on the street for Goodwill to
pick up. His taillights had barely vanished when everyone on the
block came over to see what they could scavenge.

Amid the battered Wal-Mart furniture and crusty cookware,
I found a cardboard box of books, and among all those dog-
eared paperbacks | discovered two that interested me: A Man on
the Moon: The Voyages of the Apollo Astronauts by Andrew
Chaikin, and Rocket Boys: A Memoir by Homer H. Hickam, Jr.
| took them home, and read and reread them so many times that
the pages began to fall out. I was twelve years old by then, and
those two books whetted my appetite for space. Mr. Morton may
have been a nasty old coot, but he inadvertently did one good
deed before he split town.

But what really put the lock on things was the first time | saw
the space station. My eighth-grade science teacher at Ethan Allen
Middle School, Mr. Ciccotelli, was trying to get the class inter-
ested in space, so shortly after the first components of the Interna-
tional Space Station were assembled in Earth orbit, he checked the
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NASA Web site and found when the ISS could be seen from south-
ern Vermont. He told us when and where it would appear in the
evening sky, then as a homework assignment told us to watch for
it, and come to class the next day ready to discuss what we’d seen.

So my best friend, Ted Markey, and | got together in my
backyard after dinner. The night was cold, with the first snow of
the year already on the ground. We huddled within our parkas
and stamped our feet to keep warm; through the kitchen window
I could see Mom making some hot chocolate for us. We used my
Boy Scout compass to get our bearings, and Ted’s father had
loaned him a pair of binoculars, but for a long time we didn’t see
anything. | was almost ready to give up when, just as Mr. Cic-
cotelli predicted, a bright spot of light rose from the northwest.

At first, we thought it was just an A-10 Thunderbolt from
Barnes Air National Base down in Massachusetts, perhaps on a
night training mission. Dad was in the National Guard, so I'd
been to Barnes a couple of times, and we were used to seeing
their Warthog squadron over Bellingham. Yet as the light came
over the bare branches of the willow tree at the edge of our prop-
erty, | noticed that it didn't make the dull drone the way
Warthogs usually do. It sailed directly above us, moving too fast
for Ted to get a fix on it with his binoculars, yet for a brief in-
stant it looked like a tiny t moving across the starry sky.

I suddenly realized that there were men aboard that thing,
and at that very same moment they were probably looking down
at us. In that instant, | wanted to be there. Out in space, floating
weightless within a space station, gazing upon Earth from hun-
dreds of miles up. | didn’t say that to Ted or Mr. Ciccotelli, and
especially not to Steve, who had all the imagination of a cucum-
ber, because I thought it would have sounded stupid, but that was
when | knew what | was going to do when | grew up.

Some kids want to be pro athletes. They idolize the Red Sox
or the Patriots or the Bruins, and spend their afternoons playing
baseball or football or ice hockey. In my town, there’s a lot of
farm kids who follow the family trade, so they join 4-H and
bring the roosters, pigs, and calves they’'ve raised to the state fair
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in hopes of taking home a blue ribbon. Ted read a lot of comic
books; he drew pictures of Spider-Man and the Teen Titans in his
school notebooks, and dreamed of the day when he’d move to
New York and go to work for Marvel or DC. And, of course,
there’s guys like Steve, who never really figure out what they
want to do, and so end up doing nothing.

That night, | decided that | was going to be an astronaut.

But sometimes you get what you want out of life, and some-
times you don’t. Maybe it was impossible for Eric Cosby from
Bellingham, Vermont, to be an astronaut. A couple of years later,
I was beginning to think so. By then my father had been killed in
Irag, my mother was working two jobs, my brother had become
a poster child for DARE, and the night I stood out in my back-
yard and watched the space station fly over had become a fading
memory.

That was before | met the weird Kkids. After that, nothing
would ever be the same again.

It happened early one evening in late October. Just before sun-
down, that time of day when the sun is fading and the streetlights
are beginning to come on. | was hanging in front of Fat Boy’s
Music Store on the corner of Main and Birch, wondering what |
was going to do that Friday night.

Fat Boy’s was a block from the Bellingham Youth Club,
where I'd become accustomed to spending my free time until fed-
eral cutbacks for after-school programs caused them to shut their
doors. One more thing | owe Uncle Sam, along with sending my
dad to some hellhole called Falluja. The corner of Main and
Birch wasn’t so bad, though. It was in the middle of downtown
Bellingham, with the Bellingham Theatre just a half-block away.
I missed the foosball and pool tables of the BYC, but Fat Boy’s
had speakers above the door, and if you stood outside you could
listen to new CDs. The guys who ran the store didn’t mind so
long as you didn’'t make a public nuisance of yourself, and that
constituted blocking the door, leaving empty soda cans on the
sidewalk, or doing anything that might attract the cops.
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Which amounted to doing anything above and beyond
breathing, and that was why hanging out at Main and Birch
wasn’t such a good idea. The leaf-peepers from New York and
Connecticut had come up for the fall foliage, and the local con-
stables didn’t want ruffians like me loitering on the streets of Ye
Olde New England Towne. Once already a cop car had cruised
by, with Officer Beauchamp—aka “Bo,” as he was not-so-
fondly known—giving me the eye. If he’d stopped to ask what |
was doing here, | would’ve told him | was waiting for Mom to
pick me up.

Mom was still at the factory, though, and after that she’'d
only have an hour or so before she started serving drinks at
Buster’s Pub. Dinner was in the freezer: another microwave en-
tree, a choice between beef-this or chicken-that. I'd see her late
tonight, if | stayed up long enough. And if | stayed up even later,
I might catch the reappearance of Smokin’ Steve, Bellingham’s fa-
vorite convenience store clerk and part-time dope dealer.

So ask me why | was propping up a wall on the street corner,
watching what passed for rush hour in my town. I'm not sure |
knew, either. | told myself that | was waiting for Ted to show up,
and after that we’d grab a bite to eat and maybe catch whatever
was showing at the theatre—it looked like another horror flick
about evil children with butcher knives—but the fact of the mat-
ter was that | was trying to avoid going home. The house seemed
to have become empty now that Dad was gone, and every minute
I spent there only reminded me how much I missed him.

But it wasn’t just that. | was sixteen years old, and lately it
had occurred to me that | might be stuck in Bellingham for the
rest of my life. Only a year ago, my dream had been to follow my
heroes—Alan Shepard and John Glenn, Armstrong, Aldrin, and
Collins, John Young—and become the first man to set foot on
Mars. Heck, | would’ve settled for a seat on a shuttle flight to de-
liver a satellite to orbit. But the only person who’'d ever encour-
aged my ambitions was now six feet under, and no matter how
many times I'd bicycled out to the cemetery to have a talk with
him, he never answered back.
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Damn. If only Dad hadn’t re-upped with the National Guard.
If he was still around, he'd . . .

“Pardon me. Could you give us some directions?”

Wrapped up in my thoughts, | jumped when a voice spoke
beside me. Startled, | looked around, saw a guy ...

No. Not a quite a guy. Another teenager, about my own age,
give or take a year or two. Average height, dark brown hair,
sharp eyes. I'd never seen him before, but that didn’t mean any-
thing. Like | said, a lot of tourists came through Bellingham in
the fall.

Nor was he alone. To his right was another kid ... or at least
I assumed he was a kid, because his face was young. But only
once before I'd met a kid as big as he was, and although Josh
Donnigen was the quarterback for the Bellingham Pilgrims, this
dude would’'ve smeared Josh all over the scrimmage line.

Yet it was neither the kid who'd spoken nor the giant on his
right who attracted my attention, but the girl between them.
There were two or three gals at school who interested me; the
best of the bunch was Pauline Coullete, who I'd known since the
fifth grade, and whom I'd lately been trying to muster enough
courage to ask out for a date. Yet this girl—petite and slender,
with light brown hair and the most beautiful eyes I'd ever seen—
made Pauline look like she’d just finished shoveling out the barn.

“Yeah, sure,” | said. “Where do you want to go?”

“Umm ...” The kid hesitated. “It’s difficult to explain, but
could you tell us ... ?”

“We require guidance to the Narragansett Point Nuclear
Power Station.” This from the big guy, in a voice was that sur-
prisingly mild. “Topographical directions will suffice, but linear
coordinates would also ...”

“Be quiet, Alex.” The girl cast him a stern look, and Alex im-
mediately shut up. Which | thought was strange. If Pauline had
spoken to me the same way, | would’ve been embarrassed, yet
this guy showed no trace of emotion. Didn’t even blink. Just con-
tinued to stare at me, like . ..

“We're trying to find the nuclear ... | mean ...” The first
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kid stammered as if English was a foreign language, even though
his accent was American. “The Narragansett Point...”

“You mean the nuke?” | asked.

“The nuke, yes.” He exchanged a glance with the girl.
“That’s what we ... | mean, | ...that is, we .. He squared
his shoulders. “Can you tell us how to get there?”

That's when | noticed the way they were dressed . . . and | al-
most laughed out loud.

Go to a flea market, or maybe a vintage clothing store. Select
what you’re going to wear at random, relying on dumb luck to
get the right size. That's what they looked like they’d done. The
kid who couldn’t speak plain English wore plaid bell-bottoms
with a purple disco shirt under a Yankees field jacket. His pal
sported a patchwork sweater with camouflage trousers that rose
an inch too high above his ankles, revealing a pair of pointed-toe
cowboy boots. The girl had the best sense of style, but even then,
I’'ve never met anyone who'd matched a tie-dyed Grateful Dead
T-shirt with red pants and a faux-fur overcoat.

Their outfits may have been appropriate for a Halloween
party, or maybe a rave club in Boston, yet they were as out of
place in a small town in Vermont as a clown costume in church.
Maybe this was some sort of post-punk, post-grunge, post-what-
ever fashion statement, yet | had a distinct feeling that they were
trying to dress like American teenagers, but couldn’t quite get it
right.

And | wasn’t the only one who noticed. An all-too-familiar
police cruiser came to a stop at the traffic light, and | glanced
over to see Officer Beauchamp checking us out. He saw me and |
saw him, yet for once he was less interested in what | was doing
than in my companions. The two guys didn’t notice him, but the
girl did; she hastily looked away, yet | could tell that Bo made her
nervous.

She wasn’t alone. We weren’t doing anything illegal, but this
bunch was awful conspicuous, and the less attention | got from
the law, the better. Although my record was clean, nonetheless |
was Steve Cosby’s kid brother. So far as Bo was concerned, that
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alone made me a possible accomplice to every sleazy thing my
brother did. Time to get rid of these guys, fast.

“Sure.” | pointed down Main Street, away from the center of
town. “Go that way two blocks to Adams, then hang a right. Fol-
low it five more blocks to Route 10, then cut a left and follow it
out of town. Plant’s about ten miles that way. Can’t miss it.”

“Thank you.” The girl gave me a smile that would have
melted the ice on the school hockey rink. “You've been most
kind.” She hesitated, then added, “I'm Michaela. My friends call

me Mickey.”

“Michaela.” | savored the name on my tongue. “I'm Eric.
Are you from...? | mean, | know you're not from here,
but...”

“Pleased to meet you, Eric.” The big guy extended his hand.
“I'm Alex. His name is Tyler. We're . . .”

“Alex, be quiet.” Tyler swatted his hand away from mine,
and once again Alex went silent. What was it with them? Didn’t
they want Alex to talk to me?

The light changed. Bo cast one more glance in our direction,
then his car slowly glided forward, heading in the direction of the
theatre. | knew that he'd just swing around the block and come
back for another pass. It would probably be a good idea to be
gone by then.

“We must go.” Tyler apparently realized this, too, for he
took Mickey’s arm. “Thank you for the directions . .

“Bye, Eric.” Again, Mickey turned on her smile. “Nice to
meet you.”

I was still trying to unstick my tongue from the roof of my
mouth when Tyler led her and Alex across the street. He was in
so much of a hurry that he didn’t notice that they were walking
against the light. As it happened, a Ford Explorer was approach-
ing the intersection from Birch. The SUV blared its horn, star-
tling Mickey and Tyler; Alex, though, calmly stepped in front of
his friends, raising his hands as if to protect them.

For a second, | thought Alex would bounce off the Explorer’s
hood. Or maybe—just for an instant—exactly vice versa; Alex
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was utterly complacent, even as the SUV bore down upon him.
Yet as the Explorer skidded to a halt, Tyler grabbed Mickey and
yanked her across the street, while Alex lowered his arms and
sauntered behind them, ignoring the obscenities yelled at him by
the driver.

They continued down Main, heading, in the direction I'd
given them. Just before they passed Rumke’s Department Store,
though, Mickey glanced back over her shoulder. | thought she
smiled at me, but Tyler dragged her away before | could wave
goodbye.

I was still watching them go when Ted showed up. “Let me
guess,” he said. “You've just met the perfect girl, and now she’s
gone.”

Again, | jumped. It was the second time that evening someone
had snuck up on me. Even if it was only Ted, that was one time
too many.

“Forget it. They were just asking directions.” | looked up
Birch; sure enough, | could see Bo’s cop car coming our way.
“C’mon, let’s get out of here. Bo’s on my case tonight. Pizza at
Louie’s?”

“Sure. Why not?” Ted didn’'t need to ask why Officer
Beauchamp might take an interest in me; he knew my recent
family history. When the light changed again, we crossed the
street, then cut up Birch to an alley that would take us behind the
block of buildings along Main, a shortcut to Louie’s Pizzeria. “So
who were they? And who was the babe?”

“lIdunno.” I darted a glance behind us as we entered the al-
ley. No sign of Bo. Good. “Just some guys asking how to get to
Narragansett.”

“Oh, yeah. Right.” Ted snickered as he gave me a sidelong
look. “The way you were talking to her, | thought maybe you and
she . ..”

“Never saw her before in my life.” | caught the look in his
eye. “She was just asking directions, okay?”

Ted was my best and oldest friend, so | forgave him for a lot
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of things, not the least of which was being a total geek. We'd
both recently discovered girls, and were trying to figure out how
to deal with them, yet Ted’s interest in the other half of the hu-
man race was misinformed by comic books and TV shows. He
didn’t want a date that ended with a kiss at the door, but a hot
night with Lana Lang. He was no Clark Kent, though, glasses
aside, and until he learned how to degeekify himself, he had as
much of a chance of getting a steady girl as Brainiac.

“Sure, yeah.” But now his expression had become pensive.
“But why would they want to go out there?”

“I dunno.” We'd come out of the alley, and were walking
across a parking lot. “Maybe they were part of a school group
taking a tour.”

“On a Friday night?” Again, he looked at me askance. “And
since when did the plant let anyone inside?”

He had something there. At one time, New England Energy
allowed local schools to take field trips to the plant. But after
9/11 they closed the plant to the public, and it wasn’t long after
that when Narragansett Point was decommissioned. But though
the reactor may have gone out of service, everyone knew that the
spent fuel rods were still being stored on-site until they could be
shipped to the Yucca Mountain nuclear waste facility in Nevada.
So there was no way a school group would be allowed on the
premises.

“Maybe they were looking for a spot to go parking.” Even as
| said that, it sounded wrong. Sure, the old visitors’ parking lot
had once been a favorite make-out spot, but security patrols
around the plant had put an end to that before | had a chance to
borrow Steve’s car for my fantasized date with Pauline.

Besides, how would some out-of-town kids know about the
Point? And come to think of it, how where they going to get out
there in the first place? The plant was ten miles from town, and |
didn’t see them get in a car.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Ted said. “Unless they're .. .”

“You mean they’re not interested in the World’s Biggest Rock-
ing Chair? Or the Farm Museum?” Despite my own misgivings, |
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grinned at him. “Where’s your civic pride? Aren't you a proud cit-
izen of Bellingham, Vermont, the greatest town in ... ?”

I stopped myself. By then we’d come upon another alley, this
one leading from behind the Main Street shops to Winchester
Street, where the pizza place was located. A Chevy van was
blocking our way, though, so we had to go around it. As we
started to walk past, | saw that its side doors were open; within
the light cast by its ceiling dome, someone was fiddling with
something on a fold-down workbench.

A girl just a little older than Ted and me stood in the open
back door of one of the shops. She saw us coming, and raised a
hand. “Hey, Eric. How’ya doing?”

Sharon Ogilvy, who'd graduated from Bellingham High just
last spring. | knew her because she’d gone out with Steve for a
short while. Like a lot of my brother’s ex-girlfriends, she’d bro-
ken up with him because . . . well, because he was Smokin’ Steve,
and there were better dates you could have than guys who'd
make you walk home alone in the rain because you weren’t cool
enough for him and his crew. But she and | had remained friends,
although she never dropped by our house any more. Not that |
blamed her; | often wished | lived somewhere else, too.

“Hey, Sharon.” | strolled over to her, stepping around the
front of the van. The workman barely glanced up at me; now that
I was closer, | saw that he was a locksmith, using a portable lathe
to make a set of keys. “Just getting some pizza. What are you do-
ing?”

“Working here now.” She frowned. “Or at least | hope I'll
still have a job tomorrow, after what happened today.”

“Break-in?” Ted had noticed the locksmith, too.

“Yeah. Found the door open when | came in this morning.
Someone busted the lock ...”

“Busted, hell.” The locksmith didn’t look up at us. “What-
ever they did to it, they didn’t use a crowbar.” Before I could ask
what he meant, he reached forward to pick up the knob he’d just
replaced. “Damnedest thing | ever saw,” he went on, handing it
to Ted. “Like someone put an acetylene torch to it.”
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| took a look at it. As he said, the knob itself hadn’t been dam-
aged . . . but the bolt looked as if it had been melted. “Whoever
did this had a fine touch,” the locksmith continued. “No scorch
marks on the back plate or the door frame. You'd wonder why
they even bothered.” An apologetic look at Sharon. “No offense.”

“Well, if they thought they’'d find enough money ...” Fed
began.

“You kiddin’?” Sharon laughed. “What do you think this is,
a jewelry store? We barely make enough to pay the rent.”

“What do you . .. ?” I shook my head. “Sorry, but | must be
missing something. What is this place?”

“S’okay. You can't tell with the door open like this.” Sharon
stepped aside to half-shut the door. Now we could see the sign on
its outside:

SALVATION ARMY THRIFT SHOP
Deliveries Only—No0 Dumping
Please Take All Donations To Front Door

“Why'd anyone take the trouble to break into this place ...”
She shrugged. “I mean, we make maybe forty, fifty dollars a day,
and it gets deposited at the bank after we close up. If you want to
steal something, why bother? Most everything here would cost
you less than a Happy Meal at McDonald’s ...”

“So what was stolen?” | asked, feeling a sudden chill.

“Just a few clothes, so far as | can tell. Found the hangers on
the floor.” She glared at the locksmith. “You could’ve gotten here
earlier, y’know.”

“Sorry. Been a long day.” He finished with the keys, test-fitted
them into the new lock. “Had another break-in just like this at
Auto Plaza. Wonder who stole the welding equipment. .. ?”

I was no longer paying much attention. “Gotta go,” | said.
“Take it easy.” Then I nudged Ted and continued heading down
the alley.

“You've got something on your mind,” Ted said quietly, once
we were out of Sharon’s earshot. “Want to talk about it?”

“Maybe. | dunno.” Clothes stolen from a thrift shop. The
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same sort of clothes I'd seen some guys wearing only a few min-
utes earlier. The same guys who'd asked me the way to the local
nuclear power plant. “Let’s talk about it later. | think better when
I've got some food in me.”

Louie’s didn’t have the best pizza in town—that distinction was
held by Le Roma, out near the interstate—but it was the cheap-
est, if you didn’t mind a bit of grease. Ted and | ordered our
usual Friday night poison—a large pizza with Italian sausage,
mushrooms, and green peppers—and a pitcher of Pepsi, and
threw a couple of quarters in the pinball machine while we
waited. We'd tucked away about half of the pizza before either of
us brought up the guys I'd met an hour ago.

“What if they’re terrorists?” Ted suddenly asked.

I'd just taken a drink from my soda when he said that; it al-
most came out through my nose. “Aw, man ...” | forced myself
to swallow, then pulled a paper napkin from the dispenser and
wiped my mouth. “You gotta be jokin’. Terrorists?”

“Seriously. What if they’re scoping out the plant?” Ted stared
at me from across the table. “Look at the setup. It's perfect.
Closed-down nuke only about a hundred miles from Boston ...”

“A hundred and ten miles from Boston. Northwest and up-
wind ...”

“Whatever. It’s still a sitting duck. You break in, set a bomb
near the reactor, blow the thing ...”

Ted may have been my best friend, but there were times
when his imagination got the better of him. I glanced around to
make sure no one was overhearing us; we were in a corner booth
near the front window, and the waitress was on the other side of
the room. Still, 1 wasn’t taking any chances.

“Keep your voice down, willya?” | murmured. “Dude, the
containment is steel-reinforced concrete, twenty feet thick. It's
built to withstand meltdowns, earthquakes, airplane crashes ...”

“Yeah, but what if . .. ?”

“Just listen to me, okay?” | peeled off another slice of pizza.
“Even if you had a bomb big enough to crack the dome, how
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would you get it in there? You've seen what kind of security
they’ve got around that place. Chain-link fences, vehicle barriers,
checkpoints, TV cameras, motion detectors, vault doors with
keycard locks . ..not to mention a lot of guys with guns.” |
smiled. “I pity da fool who try to break inta dat joint.”

As always, Ted grinned at my Mr. T impersonation; we'd
grown up watching A-Team reruns on cable? “Yeah, but still...”

“Besides, there isn't any uranium in the reactor.” | took a
bite, talked around a mouthful of food. “Don’t you read the pa-
per? They started removing the fuel rods last spring, storing them
in casks outside the building . . . and don’t get me started on how
big those things are. Not only that, but...”

I stopped myself. Until now, | was feeling rather smug, being
able to rattle off stuff about the plant that | remembered from the
tour we’'d taken back in the sixth grade. What 1'd been about to
say, though, was so dumb that I swallowed it along with the
cheese and sausage.

“But what?” Ted asked.

“lI'dunno.” I shrugged. “They just didn’t seem like terrorists.”

“They didn’t seem like terrorists?” He laughed out loud.
“What do you think they do, wear little stick-on name badges?
‘Hello, my name is Osama . .."”

“You know what | mean.” Even as | said this, though, I
couldn’t help but remember the way Mickey reacted when she
spotted Bo. Sure, cops tend to make guys my age a little nervous,
even when we’ve done nothing wrong. If someone was murdered,
and the police were to round up five suspects—Al Capone,
Charles Manson, Saddam Hussein, Jack the Ripper, and me—
and put us all in a lineup, guess which one the eyewitnesses
would probably finger?

Still, Mickey had been awful skittish. So was Tyler. And
Alex . . . Alex was weird as a three-dollar bill.

Nonetheless, | shook my head. “Look, whatever they are,
they’'re not terrorists. Probably just some guys from out of town
who want to see the plant...”

“On a Friday night? C’'mon . .. this town ain’t that dead.”
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Ted started pulling bits of sausage off the pizza. | hated it when
he did that. “You saw the way they were dressed ...”"

“Yeah, right.” | rescued another slice before he could dissect
it. “This from the guy who wears a Fantastic Four T-shirt to gym
class.”

Fie glared at me. “Eric, no one dresses like that. .. not even
me. And don’t tell me it’s just a coincidence that the Salvation
Army store gets broken into, with nothing taken except some
clothes.” | started to object, but then he pointed out the window.
“Remember what that guy said? About a break-in just like it at
Auto Plaza?” ,

I remembered, all right. What the locksmith had told us
sounded odd even then, but I'd pushed it to the back of my mind.
Auto Plaza was the biggest car dealership in town; they sold
mostly new Fords and GM trucks, but also had a lot full of used
cars that they’d acquired as trade-ins. All makes, all models, best
selection in southern Vermont! the radio ads went. We've got hot
coffee for Mom and Dad, and free balloons for the kiddies! If you
were passing through Bellingham and, just for the hell of it, de-
cided to steal a car, this was the place to go. They even advertised.

“Look ..." I reached for the pitcher, refilled my glass. “Let’s
put this together. I run into three guys about our age ...”

“Whom you or | have never seen before.”

“Who dress funny ...”

“The same day a thrift shop has been broken into.”

“And they ask directions to Narragansett Point ...”

“Uh-huh.” Crossing his arms, Ted regarded me with the pa-
tience of a priest. “Go on. And they’re not quite right, are they?”

| paused. No, they weren't quite right. The way Tyler had
spoken, as if English was a foreign language. Mickey getting
twitchy when Bo cruised by. Both of them trying to prevent Alex
from talking to me. Alex stepping in front of the Explorer that
was about to run them down.

“Yeah,” | admitted, “they were acting pretty strange . ..”

“And how do they think they intended to get to the plant?”
Ted raised an eyebrow. “Walk? Or maybe use a car ... a stolen
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car . . . that they’'d parked behind a house or in an alley just a few
blocks away?”

“Yeah, but...” I let out my breath. “C’mon, man . . . terror-
ists?”

Ted said nothing for a moment. Clasping his hands together,
he idly gazed out the window. Night had fallen on downtown
Bellingham, all five blocks of it; the stores had closed, and there
were only a few cars on the street. Right now, Mom was serving
drinks at the local watering hole. At least she behaved like a re-
sponsible adult; Ted’s parents were probably whooping it up at
the same place. With any luck, they’'d get home without one of
them having to take a roadside test. Neither of us came from
happy, wholesome families.

“Yeah. Terrorists.” He said this as if it was a matter of fact,
not conjecture.

“Getreal...”

“Okay, then let’s get real. Let’s head down to the plant, see if
they show up.”

“Be serious . ..”

“l am serious. If I'm wrong, then I'm wrong. But if I'm
right...”

“If you're so sure, then call the cops.” | fished a quarter out
of my pocket, slapped it down on the table. “Pay phone’s over
there. Go do it.”

Neither of us had cell phones. Those are for rich kids. Ted
gazed at the quarter, a little less certain than he’d been a moment
ago. He knew as well as | did how the rest of this would go
down. Hello, Bellingham Police? Yeah, I'm calling to report a
terrorist plot to blow up the nuclear power plant. How do |
know this? Well, my best friend and | met just some guys who
asked directions how to get there. Oh, and they dress funny, too.
Who am 1? My name’s Ted Markey and my friend’s name is Eric
Cosby, and we're calling from Louie’s Pizzeria, and. .. Five
minutes later, Bo shows up to give us a free ride in a police car.
Mom would just love that. I'm sure Ted’s folks would be simi-
larly amused.
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“Yeah, well ...” He pushed the quarter back across the
table. “So what do you want to do tonight? Catch a movie? Or
go down to the nuke and see if these guys appear?” He shrugged.
“Up to you, man. Whatever you want, I'm game.”

Crap. He was throwing this in my lap again. Yet, | had to ad-
mit to myself, he had a point. This was a mystery, and a pretty
good one at that. And there had to be better things to do on a Fri-
day night than doze through another stupid horror movie . . .

“Maybe. But how do we get down there?” | wasn’t looking
forward to hopping on my ten-speed and peddling all the way out
to Narragansett Point. Not at night, and not for ten miles.

“You've got your learner’s permit, right?” Ted asked, and |
nodded. “Well, then, all we need are the wheels.”

It took a second for me to realize what he was implying.
“Oh, no,” I said. “Not on your life . .

But it wasn’t his life that he was willing to put on the line.
Just mine.

Steve was already home by the time Ted and | got back to my
house. | wasn’t surprised; my brother called in sick so often, his
boss at Speed-E-Mart probably thought he had tuberculosis.
Steve’s secondhand '92 Mustang was in the driveway; a couple of
his buddies had come over, but they’d remembered to leave their
cars on the street so Mom would have a place to park. Which
was fortunate, because it made what | was about to do that much
easier.

Ted and | came in through the kitchen door, careful not to
slam it behind us. Not that Steve would have heard the door shut;
from the basement, | could hear the sullen backbeat of my
brother’s stereo thudding against the linoleum. There was a half-
finished TV dinner on the kitchen table and Budweiser cans in the
garbage; Steve was still underage, but that didn’t stop him from
swiping a six-pack or two from work. He might get rid of them
before Mom came home, or maybe not. Ever since he’d moved
into the basement, Steve had come to treat the house where we’'d
grown up more like a hangout than a home.
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Once again, | wondered why Mom hadn’t told him to find
his own place. Perhaps she was still hoping that he'd eventually
clean up his act; more likely, she loved her older son too much to
throw him out. Not for the first time, though, | found myself
wishing that she would.

Ted said nothing. He'd been over to my house enough times
to know that my family had gone seriously downhill since Dad
died. And with two overage party animals for parents, his own
home life wasn’t that much better. So he quietly waited while |
looked around. Sure enough, Steve had tossed his black leather
jacket on the living room couch. | checked the pockets. Just as |
figured, there were his car keys. All | had to do was take them,
and . ..

No. | couldn’'t do that. My brother was a deadbeat, but he
was still my brother. Leaving the keys where | found them, | told
Ted to wait outside, then | went down to the basement.

The stereo was deafening: Guns N’ Roses, with Axl Rose
screaming at the top of his lungs. Steve had a thing for '90s head-
banger stuff: music by the dumb, for the dumb, so that the dumb
wouldn’t perish from the face of the earth. The cellar door was
shut, but I could smell the pot smoke even before | was halfway
down the stairs. Why these idiots couldn’t open a window and
put a towel against the bottom of the door was beyond me. |
knocked twice, waited a second, then let myself in.

Steve sat cross-legged on the mattress he’d hauled down from
what used to be his bedroom, a plastic tray he'd swiped from a
shopping mall food court in his lap. His two cronies were
slumped in the busted-out chairs he’'d taken from the junk heap
Mr. Morton had left behind; they were watching him clean the
seeds and stems from the pound of marijuana he’d just acquired
from his supplier, perhaps hoping to snag a joint or two before
Steve divided the motherlode into half-ounce Baggies that he'd
sell on the street. The old Sony TV my brother had “found”
somewhere was on, a rerun of Jeopardy! ignored by high school
dropouts who couldn’t have supplied the question to American
History for $200 (“He wrote the Declaration of Independence”)
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if a gun was pointed to their heads. The nude girlfriends of mil-
lionaire rock stars glowered at me from posters taped to the ce-
ment walls, as beautiful as the distant galaxies and just as
untouchable.

Everyone made a nervous jerk when | opened the door, and
relaxed when they saw that it was only me. “Oh, it's you,” Steve
muttered. “What d’ya want?”

“Can | borrow your car?” My voice came as a dry croak; |
was trying hard not to inhale. Anything that made Steve the way
he was, | didn’'t want to have in my system.

“No. Get outta here, you little twerp.” His friends snickered
and passed the bong they’d momentarily hidden from sight.

“Okay.” | backed out of the room and shut the door behind
me. Then | went back upstairs and took the keys from his jacket.

| felt guilty about doing this . . . but let’s be honest, not too
guilty. Besides, judging from the looks of things, | guessed that
he’d be in the basement for two or three more hours. Enough time
for Ted and me to make a quick run to Narragansett Point and
scope out the situation. With luck, 1'd be home before Smokin’
Steve and his smokin’ crew pried themselves from their hole.

Sometimes it helped that my brother was a loser. | consoled
myself with that idea as | backed the 'stang out of the driveway,
being careful not to switch on the headlights until | hit the street.
But | would’ve liked it a lot better if he didn’t call me a twerp
whenever he saw me.

Narragansett Point was located at the east side of town, on a
broad spur of land next to the Connecticut River. Built in 1962,
it was one of the country’s first commercial nuclear power plants,
and was thus smaller than the ones that followed it. All the same,
the plant once represented the pinnacle of technology, and at one
time had supplied Vermont with most of its electricity.

But that was when most Vermonters still said “a-yuh” and
Phish was something you pulled out of the river with a 20-test
line and a handmade lure. The accident at Three Mile Island
scared the beeswax out of a good many people, and it wasn’t long
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before a local anti-nuke group began protesting in front of the
main gate. Despite the plant’s good safety record, they believed
that Narragansett Point was a meltdown waiting to happen, and
it helped their cause when NRC inspectors discovered hairline
fractures in the reactor’s secondary cooling lines.

The plant was shut down for a while and the pipes were re-
placed, yet that was the first indication that the plant was getting
old. Nukes are difficult to run; once billed as being able to supply
energy “too cheap to meter,” few people truly appreciated how
much effort went into maintaining such a complex machine.
Shutdowns became more frequent, and after another decade or so
the repair work slipped the cost-benefit ratio over to the red end
of the scale.

By then, New England Energy realized that it stood to make
more money by purchasing power from Canadian hydroelectric
plants than from keeping Narragansett Point on the grid. Facing
pressure from various environmental and public interest groups,
and having failed to find a buyer for the aging plant, the com-
pany decided to close it down for good.

Truth be told, Ed never felt one way or another about having
a nuclear power plant in my backyard. It was just there, making
no more or less difference in my daily life than the occasional
nor’easter or the Pats going to the Superbowl! again. Dad used to
tell me that he'd taken Mom to a protest rally on their first date,
but | think it was mostly because Bonnie Raitt was doing a free
concert. And like every other guy who got his driver’s license be-
fore | did, Steve took girls to the visitors’ parking lot because it
was once the best make-out spot in town.

But that was before 9/11 caused New England Energy to hire
more cops to guard the plant, and in the interest of national secu-
rity they chased away the teenagers and low-riders. | kept that in
mind as | got off the state highway and drove down the narrow
two-lane blacktop leading to the Point. It wasn’t long before |
saw signs advising me that trespassing was strictly prohibited,
and that possession of firearms, knives, explosive materials, two-
way radios, alcoholic beverages, drugs, pets, and just about
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everything else was punishable under federal law by major prison
time and fines that | wouldn’t be able to pay off even if | mowed
lawns until I was seventy.

Not cool. Not cool at all. | was all too aware of the lingering
stench of marijuana in Steve’s car, and we'd already found empty
beer cans rattling around on the floor of the, backseat. No telling
what surprises might lie in the ashtray or in the glove compart-
ment. | was half-inclined to do a U-turn and head back, but I
didn’t want to wuss out in front of my best friend, so I ignored
the sign and kept going.

By now we could see the plant: a collection of low buildings
illuminated by floodlights, the containment dome that housed its
640-megawatt pressurized water reactor looming over them like
an immense pimple. Narragansett Point didn’t have one of those
big hourglass-shaped cooling towers that typified nukes built
later, but instead a long structure from which steam used to rise
on cold days when the plant was still in operation. Those days
were long gone, though, and now the nuke lay still and silent, like
some elaborate toy a giant kid had once played with, then aban-
doned, but had forgotten to turn off.

It wasn’t until we reached the visitors’ parking lot that we no-
ticed anything peculiar.

“Look sharp,” Ted murmured. “Cop car ahead.”

I'd already spotted it; a Jeep Grand Cherokee, painted white
and blue, with disco lights mounted on its roof. It was parked near
the outer security fence, blue lights flashing against the darkness;
beside it was another car, a red Ford Escort, its front left door
open. No one in sight; | figured that a security officer had pulled
over the driver and was now checking his license and registration.

With any luck, maybe the cop would be too busy to give us
more than a passing glance. The way the parking humps were
arranged, though, meant that I'd have to make a swing through
the lot before I could turn around. | downshifted to third and
tried to drive as casually as possible. No problem here, officer.
Just a couple of bored teenagers out for a Friday night cruise to
the ol’ nuclear power plant. . .
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As we drew closer, though, | saw that the Escort was empty;
no one was seated behind the wheel nor in the backseat. | caught
a glimpse of the chrome dealer stamp on the trunk above the rear
bumper: AUTO PLAZA, BELLINGHAM, VERMONT. The Jeep’s driver’s
side door was open, too, but I couldn’'t see anyone behind the
wheel . ..

“Hey!” Ted pointed at the front of the Jeep. “Look at that!”

I hit the brakes. Caught within the Jeep’s headlights was a
figure laying facedown on the asphalt, his arms spread out before
him. A guy in a dark blue uniform, his ball cap on the ground be-
side him.

“Holy . .. !” Without thinking twice, | grabbed the parking
brake and yanked it up, then opened the door and jumped out.

Ted was right behind me as | rushed over to the fallen secu-
rity guard. At first | thought he was dead; that caused me to skit-
ter to a halt, but when | looked closer, | didn’t see any blood on
his uniform or on the pavement. So I kneeled beside him and gen-
tly touched the side of his neck. His skin was warm, and | felt a
slow pulse beneath my fingertips.

“He’s alive,” | said. “Just unconscious.”

“Oh, man ...” Ted stood a few yards away, reluctant to
come any closer. “Oh man och man oh man ...”

“Shut up. Let me think.”

The night was cold, with a stiff breeze coming off the Con-
necticut; 1 pulled up the hood of my sweatshirt and looked
around. Now | saw things | hadn’t noticed before. A Glock .45
automatic, only a few inches from the guard. A hand-mike also
lay nearby, attached to his belt radio by a spiral cord. The situa-
tion became a little more clear; the guard had pulled over the Es-
cort, asked the driver to get out, then seen or heard something
that had given him reason to draw his gun while grabbing his
mike to call for backup.

Then he was knocked out. Exactly how, | hadn’t the foggiest,
but nonetheless it happened so fast that he hadn’'t a chance to
sound an alert. Otherwise, where were the other security cops?
Why wasn’t there . .. ?
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“Dude, we gotta get out of here.” Ted was inching toward
Steve’s car. “This is too much. We gotta ...”

“Yeah. Sure.” My own first instinct was to run away. This
wasn’t our problem. It was something best left to the authori-
ties . . .

Then | took another look at the fallen security guard, and no-
ticed that he was a young guy, no older than forty. About my
dad’s age when he’d bought a piece of Falluja. His buddies hadn’t
abandoned him, though; two of his squad-mates had taken bul-
lets hauling his body to the nearest Ffumvee. The soldier’s code:
leave no man behind.

How couldn’t | do the same? Like it or not, this was my re-
sponsibility.

“Go on,” | said. “Get outta here.”

“What?” Ted stared at me in disbelief. “What are you ... ?”

“I'm staying.” | nodded toward Steve’s car. “The keys are in
it. Motor’s running. Run back to town, find the cops...” |
stopped myself. Bo knew my brother’s car, from all the times
he’'d pulled Steve over. No telling what'd he’'d do if he saw Ted
driving my brother’s Mustang. “No, scratch that. Find the state
troopers instead. Tell 'em what we found.”

“But...”

“Go on! Get out of here!”

That woke Ted up. He almost tripped over himself as he
backpedaled toward the Mustang. He hadn’t yet earned his
learner’s permit, but he’d spent enough time in driver’s ed to
know how to handle five on the floor. Barely. He slipped the
clutch and left some rubber on the asphalt, but in seconds the
'stang’s taillights were disappearing up the road.

I watched him go, then | started jogging toward the front
gate. There wasn’'t much | could do for the guard. What | needed
to do now was make sure that plant security knew what had just
happened here.

Oh, they knew, all right. They found out, just seconds before
the same thing happened to them.

© S
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The front gate was wide open.

The concrete anti-vehicle barriers were' still in place, the tire
slashers raised trom their recessed slots beneath the roadway, yet
sprawled all around the gatehouse were unconscious security
guards, some with handguns lying nearby. My nose caught the
lingering stench of something that smelled like skunk musk
mixed with red pepper; someone had lobbed a tear gas grenade.
Even though the wind was carrying it away, there was still
enough in the air to make my eyes water. But someone had
walked through this as if it wasn’t there.

| stepped around the fallen sentries, cautiously made my way
down the driveway. About twenty yards from the gate, | found a
Humvee. Its engine was still running, its doors were open, and on
either side of it lay two more security officers. These guys wore
military body armor and gas masks; | spotted an Ingram Mac-10
assault rifle resting nearby. There were even a pair of Doberman
pinschers, looking for all the world as if they'd suddenly decided
to lie down and take a nap.

And above all this, an eerie silence. No sirens, no klaxons, no
warning lights. Just a cold autumn breeze, carrying with it the
mixed scent of tear gas and fallen leaves.

By now | was really and truly freaked out. Whatever hap-
pened here, the guys at the front gate had just enough time to call
for backup. Even so, at least a dozen men, along with two attack
dogs, had been taken down . ..and yet there was no blood, no
gunshot wounds.

Who could do something like this?

Calm down, man, | said to myself. Get a grip. This is no time
to panic . . .

Just ahead lay the employee parking lot. A handful of cars,
with no one in sight. Beyond it lay the administration building:
lights within a ground-floor window, but no one moving inside.
Another ten-foot chain-link fence, this one topped with coils of
razor-wire; its gate was still shut. Past that were the turbine
building, the control center, and the containment dome. So far as
I could tell, though, everything looked peaceful, quiet . . .
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No. Not so quiet.

From somewhere to the left, | heard voices.

I couldn’t make out what was being said, but nonetheless
someone was over there, on the other side of the row of house
trailers being used by the decommissioning crew.

For a moment, | considered picking up one of the guns
dropped by the guards. They hadn’t helped these guys, though,
so what good would they do me? Besides, it was only a matter of
time before Ted fetched the authorities and led them back here.
Did | really want to be caught with a Mac-10 in my hands when
a posse of Vermont state troopers stormed the place, along with
the National Guard and, for all | knew, the Army, the Air Force,
and the Marines?

No, | thought. You're just a kid, not Bruce Willis. Get a little
closer, see what you need to see. Then hightail it back to the Jeep
and wait for Ted to bring the cavalry.

(I didn’t know it then, but Ted had problems of his own. By
then, Smokin’ Steve and his buddies had decided to go cruising
for burgers. When he’d discovered that his precious Mustang was
missing, it'd taken all of five minutes—swift thinking,
Sherlock—for him to deduce who’d done the deed. So he and his
pals piled into another car and went looking for us, with murder
on their minds.)

(As bad luck would have it, they spotted Ted just a couple of
miles before he reached the local state police outpost. They
whipped their car into the right lane and blocked the Mustang,
forcing it into a ditch. Ted knew an ass-kicking when he saw it
coming; he abandoned the 'stang and lit out across a pumpkin
field. He managed to get away . . . but about the same time | was
trying to decide whether to pick up a gun, my friend was making
his getaway through next week’s Halloween jack-o’-lanterns,
praying that he'd survive the night with all his teeth intact. So
much for counting on Ted .. .)

Following the sound of the voices, | made my way among the
trailers, careful to remain in the shadows. Another ring of flood-
lights was just ahead; peering from behind the foreman’s shack, |
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saw that they surrounded a fenced-in enclosure. Within it was a
broad concrete pad, slightly elevated above the ground, and upon
it were rows of concrete casks.

I'd been paying attention in Mr. Hamm'’s physics class, so |
knew what | was looking at: the temporary repository for the
plant’s fuel rods. Sixteen casks, each thirteen feet tall and hold-
ing thirty-six rods, a half-inch wide and twelve feet long,
which in turn contained the uranium-235 pellets that once
gave Narragansett Point its oomph. After being used in the re-
actor, the spent rods—which now contained mainly post-
fission U-237, along with trace amounts of plutonium waste
and unfissioned U-235—were stored in a pool, twenty feet
deep and filled with distilled water, inside the containment
dome.

The decommissioning process began when the rods were re-
moved from the pool, one at a time, by robotic cranes, and placed
within carbon-steel drums three and a half inches thick. Those in
turn were transported by truck to the storage yard, where other
cranes lowered them into the casks, which themselves were insu-
lated with twenty-one inches of steel-reinforced concrete. Each
cask weighed 110 tons and, as the Bellingham Times had said,
they were “heavily guarded at all times.”

No doubt the last part was true. All the same, a half-dozen or
so guys lay on the ground near the storage yard. And standing on
top of one of the casks was Alex.

From the distance, it was hard to tell what he was doing. All
I could see was that he was bent over, and that a white-hot beam
of energy was coming from something within his hands. It lanced
straight down into the cask, causing it to spit pieces of concrete,
with molten steel drooling down the sides. He should have been
wearing welder’s goggles and gloves, yet it appeared that he was
both bare-handed and bare-faced.

Once again, | found myself wondering what kind of guy he
was. The Terminator when he was a teenager, with breaking into
nuclear power plants as his idea of a high school prank. And |
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thought picking up the basketball coach’s '69 Volkswagen and
carrying it into the gym was a hoot. . .

Tyler and Mickey stood at the base of the cask. Tyler was
watching Alex; he seemed nervous, because he restlessly paced
back and forth. Mickey was a little more calm, but she had
something in her hands that looked like an,oversize calculator.
She kept it pointed away from the cask, though, toward the plant
instead.

A motion detector? | didn’t know, but when she moved it in
my direction, | held my breath and froze, not daring to twitch a
muscle. She paused for a moment, then continued to scan the
vicinity.

Okay. Perhaps they weren’t your average Islamist terrorists.
But neither were they the sort of guys | liked to find at my neigh-
borhood nuclear power plant. Either way, 1I'd seen enough. | took
a couple of steps back . . .

Wrong move. | was still within range of whatever Mickey
was using to sweep the area. Shouting something that sounded
only vaguely like English, she pointed in my direction. Tyler
whipped around, drew something that looked like a weapon . . .

To this day, | don’t know why I did what | did. Maybe it was
because | didn’t want to be just one more guy found unconscious
at Narragansett Point. Maybe | was too stupid to be a hero and
too brave to be a coward. Or maybe | just didn’t know what |
was doing.

At any rate, instead of running, | stepped out from behind
cover.

“Hold on, guys!” | yelled, throwing up my hands. “It's me!”

Tyler stopped, his gun half-raised. Mickey stared at me in
disbelief. Alex paused in whatever he was doing and peered in my
direction. For a moment, | don’t think they recognized me. Then
Mickey said something to Tyler, and he took a step closer to the
fence.

“Is that you, Eric?” he called back, using plain English this
time.
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“Yeah, it's me.” | kept my hands in the air. “Don’t shoot,
okay? I'm harmless. Look ... no gun, see?”

Tyler didn’t seem quite convinced, but since he wasn’t aiming
his weapon at me, | supposed that | was getting through to him.
“What are you doing here?” he demanded. “Did you follow us?”

How to answer that? The truth was too hard to explain, but
a lie would have been obvious. So | settled for something in-
between. “Just wondered why you guys wanted to come out
here,” | said, thinking as fast as | could. “Thought. . .y’know,
maybe there was a party going on.”

Tyler said nothing, but I heard Mickey stifle a laugh. Who-
ever these guys were, whatever they were up to, they were still
teenagers all the same . . . and every teen who'’s ever lived knows
the attraction of a party. “Look, I'm coming up,” | added. “Just
don’t shoot, all right? I've got nothing.”

“You shouldn’t be here,” Tyler said. “Go away.”

I hesitated for a second, then decided to ignore him. His
weapon looked like something | could have bought at Toys “R”
Us, but he’'d managed to use it against a well-armed security
force. If he was going to use it on me, too, then fine, so be it.
Maybe 1'd wake up with a bad headache, but | knew already that
its effects weren’t fatal. And | was damned if | was going to sim-
ply scamper home. Maybe they weren’t terrorists—and judging
from what I'd seen so far, Ted’s theory that they were working
for AL Qaeda or Islamic Jihad was highly unlikely—but nobody
breaks into a nuclear power plant in my town and gets away
with it.

“Eric ...” Mickey watched as | approached the fence, step-
ping around the unconscious guards in my way. “Tyler’s right.
The less you know what we're doing, the better off you'll be.”

“Yeah, well, maybe. But...” The gate was half-open, and it
looked as if something had melted the lock. Now | knew what. |
pushed it open, stepped through. “Y’know, you didn’t leave me
your phone number, so how else am | going to ask you for a
date?”

This from a guy who would’ve never used that line on
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Pauline Coullete. Yet fear makes men accomplish impossible
things. Mickey’s face broke into that incredible smile of hers, and
| felt like James Bond"sinking Ms. Moneypenny with the best
wisecrack of all time.

“You're brave,” she said quietly. “I like that.”

Tyler scowled at me. For a moment, | thought I'd pushed my
luck too far. Perhaps I did, because he glanced down at his pistol,
as if remembering that he had it. Before he could do anything,
Alex called down from the cask.

“I've penetrated the seal, Lieutenant. Shall I remove the outer
cover?” !

Tyler forgot about me for a moment. “Go ahead and open it,
Alex.” Glancing my way, he suddenly became self-conscious.
“Resume prior communications protocols,” he added. “Use pe-
riod dialect from now on.”

Alex responded in the language I'd heard them use before,
something that sounded like a polyglot of English, French, and
Spanish. What made me more curious, though, was the formal
way Alex had addressed him. Lieutenant? Lieutenant in which
service? Whatever it was, it probably wasn’t the Coast Guard . . .

“You must leave,” Mickey’s voice was quiet. “Now, Eric.
Please.”

“Uh-uh.” | folded my arms together. “Not until I .. .”

Whatever | was about to say, | didn’t get a chance to finish it.
I was too busy watching Alex bend down and grasp the steel han-
dles on either side of the cask cover. It probably weighed two
tons, at least; there was the grinding sound of concrete surfaces
rasping across each other, then he hoisted the cover with little
more effort than it would take for me to pick up an armchair,
and tossed it over the side of the cask.

It hit the ground with a solid thump. Alex stood erect, looked
down at me, and smiled. I gulped. Whatever high school football
team he belonged to, | prayed that I'd never meet them on the
fifty-yard line.

Mickey was speaking into her pad, saying something urgent
in whatever tongue she and her friends used. By then, | was hav-
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ing second thoughts about being here. This was far too weird for
me. When the cops showed up, maybe I could pretend to be un-
conscious. Play possum, claim that | hadn’t seen anything . . .

I'd begun to back away, inching my way toward the gate,
when there was a howl from somewhere above us. Wincing, | dou-
bled over, gritting my teeth as I clasped my hands against my ears.

Then | looked up, and saw a spaceship coming down from
the sky.

198

The spacecraft was a little larger than a commuter jet, or about
half the size of a NASA shuttle. Sleek and streamlined, its broad
delta-shaped wings tapered downward at their tips, while twin
vertical stabilizers rose from either side of a hump at its aft sec-
tion that | took to be a drive of some sort; there were no rocket
engines so far as | could see. The bow canted slightly forward at
the end of a short neck, and wraparound viewports above a beak-
like prow lent the ship a vaguely avian appearance, like a giant
seagull.

I didn’'t know whether to laugh, faint, or wet my pants. | did
none of the above; instead, | stared at it with open-mouthed won-
der, and hoped that I didn’t look like some hillbilly who’d never
seen technology more advanced than Grandpa’s moonshine still.

The ship slowly descended until it hovered twenty feet above
the cask on which Alex was standing. A broad hatch on its un-
derside slid open; standing within it was a lone figure, wearing
what | took to be a spacesuit. Alex waved his right arm, motion-
ing for the craft to move further to the left. The pilot complied,
inching the craft a few degrees port until the hatch was directly
above Alex and the cask.

“Seen enough?” Tyler asked. “Good. Time for you to take a
nap.”

I looked down, saw that he’'d raised his weapon again. There
was nothing | could do; I stood still, and hoped that being zapped
wouldn’'t hurt. . .

“Stop!” Mickey suddenly put herself between him and me.
“You can’t do this!”
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Tyler quickly pointed the gun toward the ground. “What are
you ...?”

“You're right. . . he’s seen enough. Too much, in fact.” Still
shielding me from Tyler, she pointed up at the hovering space-
craft. “He’s the only witness. If you stun him now ...”

Tyler muttered something | couldn’t understand, but that |
figured was obscene. “But what else can we do if we don’t . .. ?”

“Take me with you,” | blurted out.

Tyler’s eyes widened, and Mickey glanced back at me in as-
tonishment. “Look,” | went on, talking as fast as | could,
“maybe this is none of ipy business, but. .. hey, if you just
showed me what this is all about, then maybe we can ... |
dunno, work something out.”

“Nice try.” Tyler raised his weapon again. “Stand down,
McGyver. That’s an order.”

“Don’t try pulling rank on me, Tyler.” Mickey glared at him.
“Remember, Captain Van Owen put me in charge of . ..”

She was interrupted by another hatch opening within the
spacecraft, this one on the port side. A teenage girl about our age
stood within the hatch, her arms braced along its sides; she made
an impatient gesture—c’tnon, hurry up!—and Mickey lifted a
hand to her right ear and ducked her head slightly, as if listening
to something hidden by her hair. A moment passed, then she
looked at me again.

“Do you know anything about the local air defense net-
work?” she asked.

“A little.” Which was the truth. | knew what everyone else
who lived around here knew, plus whatever else Dad had told me.
“Why, what do you ... ?”

Mickey muttered something in her own language, waited a
moment, then looked at Tyler. “Hsing says bring him aboard.
We'll let the skipper sort it out later.”

“But...”

“We're running out of time. Shut up and help Alex, or the
captain’s going to get this in my report. Understood?”

Tyler nodded reluctantly, then put away his gun and turned
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toward the cask. From the cargo hatch, two thick cables with
hooks at their ends were being lowered; Alex reached up, prepar-
ing to grab them once they came within reach. It was obvious
what they intended to do, but why ... ?

“You do know what you say you know?” There was appre-
hension in Mickey’s eyes as she turned to look at me. “You're
not...um, putting us on . . . are you, Erifc?”

“I'm no expert, but...” I shrugged. “I'll do what I can do.”

“Very well. Let’s go.” She hesitated, then quietly added, “I
just hope neither of us regrets"this.”

Again, she reached beneath her hair to touch something at
her ear, and murmured something in her language. A few seconds
later, the girl standing in the side hatch tossed something over-
board: a rope ladder, uncoiling as it fell. It snapped taut as its
weighted end hit the ground; Mickey grasped its rungs and began
to climb upward. | waited until she was nearly halfway up, then
followed her.

The girl at the top of the ladder was no older than Mickey or
me. Perhaps even younger; the baby-blue jumpsuit she wore
looked a little too big for someone who would’ve been a fresh-
man at my local middle school. The compartment was barely
large enough for the three of us; while Mickey had a short con-
versation with her, | got a chance to look around. Recessed stor-
age lockers, a couple of control panels here and there. Obviously
an airlock; an interior hatch on one side of the compartment lay
open, apparently leading forward to the cockpit, and on the op-
posite side of the airlock was another hatch. This one was shut.
But it had a small window. Figuring that it led to the cargo bay, |
was about to peer through the window when something caught
my eye.

Hanging within one of the lockers was a spacesuit, although
like none I'd ever seen before. Resembling a scuba diver’s wet
suit, it was made of some fabric that seemed impossibly thin,
with a neck-ring around its collar and sockets along its sides. A
helmet with an angular face-plate rested on a shelf above the suit,
and a small backpack was clamped to the inside of the door.
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But that wasn’t what got my attention. Above the locker was
a small sign; the language was indecipherable, but | know Roman
alphabet when | see if. Perhaps that alone should have been a
shock—wow, it’s not Klingon!—yet then | saw the mission patch
embroidered on the suit’s left shoulder, and | felt my heart skip a
beat.

At the center of the patch was an emblem that looked much
like a classic diagram of an atom—a nucleus surrounded by
electrons—until | realized that it was actually a tiny sun sur-
rounded by eight planets. And wrapped around the emblem was;

Solar Confederation Fleet

S.C.S. Vincennes

My knees went weak, and | grabbed for something for sup-
port. As it happened, it was the girl who'd helped us aboard. She
wrapped an arm around my shoulder to keep me on my feet, then
said something to Mickey. Following my gaze, she saw what Fd
seen. Giving me a sympathetic smile, Mickey pried me loose
from her friend.

“There’s a lot that needs to be explained,” she murmured.
“But not now. We have a job to do.”

The cockpit was larger on the inside than it appeared from the
outside; seats for the pilot and co-pilot up front, with six passen-
ger couches arranged behind it. The pilot was about Steve’s age;
looking away from his console as we came in, he frowned when
he saw me, and said something | couldn’t understand yet obvi-
ously wasn’t warm and friendly. Mickey gave him a curt reply,
and he returned his attention to the controls.

His hands were gripped tight around a T-shaped control bar,
and he was visibly making an effort to hold the craft in position.
No wonder; the wind was causing the deck to pitch back and
forth, and we had to hold tight to the seatbacks just to stay on
our feet.

“Just a second.” Mickey reached up to an overhead storage
bin and slid it open. The bin was stuffed with equipment I didn’t
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recognize; pulling out a small box, Mickey opened it to produce
something that looked like a hearing aid, except that it had a tiny
prong that curved to one side and a miniature wand that went in
the other direction.

“Put it in your right ear,” she explained. “Like this, see?”
Pulling back her hair, | saw that she wore an identical unit.
When | fumbled with it, she patiently helped me insert the thing,
with the prong fitting around my upper lobe and the wand nes-
tled against my throat. Once it was in place, she touched a tiny
button.

A double beep, then nothing. “I don’t get it,” | said. “What'’s
this supposed to do?”

“Oh, for the love of.. The pilot glanced at me in irrita-
tion. “Where'd you find this idiot, Mickey?”

My left ear heard the same weird language he’'d been speak-
ing before; my right ear heard plain English. “She found me on
the street corner,” | replied. “What's it to you?”

He glared at me, and Mickey hid her smile behind her hand.
An auto-translation device of some sort; now we could under-
stand each other. “It’s a long story, Hsing,” she said. “His name’s
Eric. He says he can help us. Give him a chance.”

Hsing hesitated. “Okay, kid. Come here and tell me what I'm
looking at.”

Not really believing | was doing this, | stumbled forward un-
til I was just behind his seat. His controls looked like nothing I'd
ever seen before: row upon row of fluorescent touch screens ar-
rayed along a wraparound console, with recessed holograms dis-
playing information | couldn’t even begin to comprehend. I'd
been inside cockpits before during air shows at Westfield, but this
one made the most advanced Air Force jet look like something
the Wright brothers had cobbled together from birch wood and
piano wire.

“What do you want to know?” | asked. As if | had anything
to offer. Me know spaceship, uh-huh. Me want to help . . .

“This.” Hsing tapped a small holographic display midway
between him and the co-pilot’s seat. It expanded, revealing a
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wire-frame hemisphere with a topographic map at its base.
“That’s SLIR ...” he pronounced it as sleer “. . . side-looking in-
frared radar. It works on the principle of ...”

“I know radar. Go on.”

Hsing glanced first at me, then at Mickey. “Got a mouth on
him, doesn’t he?” he said to her, then he pointed again at the dis-
play. “See those? They’'re coming at us from the south-southwest.
Now tell me what they are, smart guy.”

I looked closer. Three small red blips, near the outer edge of
the hemisphere and one-quarter of the way to its apex, rapidly
approaching a blue blip hovering close to the ground at the center
of the map. “How far away are they?”

“Sixty-two kilometers and closing. Altitude 6,300 meters,
speed ...”"

“Warthogs.” | felt something cold at the pit of my stomach,

Hsing looked at me again. “Repeat?”

“A-10 Thunderbolts . . . Warthogs, if you want to call them
that. Coming in from Westfield.” | pointed to the lowermost
right part of the holo, beneath the blips. “They belong to the
104th Fighter Wing, Barnes Air National Guard Base. They
probably scrambled as soon as NORAD picked you up on the
air-defense grid.” 1 gave him a sidelong look. “Guess they picked
you up when you entered the atmosphere. Right?”

Hsing didn’t reply, but his face went pale. “Do they pose a
threat to us?” Mickey quietly asked.

“Oh, yeah. You definitely have something to worry about.” |
took a deep breath. “They’re built for low-level runs against
tanks, anti-aircraft missile launchers, that sort of thing. Gatling
guns, air-to-ground missiles ...”

“Can they operate at night?” Hsing asked, and | threw him
a glance he couldn’t help but understand. “Oh, boy ...” he
murmured, then he glanced over his shoulder. “Tibbie, we have
a situation!”

“We've got the canister!” the girl yelled from the airlock.
“Alex and Deke are securing it now!”

“Then seal the cargo hatch and get back here!” Hsing
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tapped his headset wand. “Tyler, get aboard. We're ready for
liftoff.” :

“Make a hole!” Libbie charged in from the airlock, unapolo-
getically shoving me out of the way. She jumped into the right-
hand seat and yanked down a padded harness bar. “Cargo hatch
sealed,” she snapped, her hands racing across her side of the con-
sole. “Initiating main engine sequence ..."

“Let’s get you strapped down.” Mickey pushed me into a
couch behind Libbie. “We're going to be pulling a few g’s until the
inertial dampeners kick in, so Be prepared for some rough flying.”

I had no idea what she meant by inertial dampeners, but |
knew all about g’s. The harness was much like those on a ride at
Six Flags; it came down over my head and shoulders and clicked
into place across my chest. | gave Mickey a thumbs-up; she ac-
knowledged it with a brief nod as she secured herself into a seat
across the aisle from me.

“MEI green for go.” Hsing’s voice was tight as a wire. “APU
powered up. Main hatch . .. hey, why isn't the hatch secure?
Tyler, where are you?” Clasping his right hand over his headset.
“What'’s that? Repeat, please ...”

| peered over his shoulder at the SLIR. The three red blips
were very close to the center of the holo; they couldn’t be more
than twenty miles away. If we were going to make a clean get-
away, the ship would have to launch now . . .

“Aw, hell" Hsing yelled. “Tyler’s down!”

“What?” Libbie stared at him. “How did he . . . ?”

“1 don’'t know. He’s fallen off the ladder, says his knee’s
twisted.” The pilot glanced at the SLIR again, swore under his
breath. “We don’t have time for this. Libbie, prepare for liftoff.”

“You can’t do that!” Mickey grabbed the back of Hsing’s
seat. “He’s ... !”

“Those jets are almost on top of us.” Hsing jabbed a finger at
the holo. “We don’t have a choice. We're going to have to leave
him . ..”

Leave no man behind . ..

“Hold the bus!” Before | knew what I was doing, | shoved the



ESCAPE FROM EARTH 37

harness upward. Mickey stared at me as | leaped from my seat;
she raised a hand to stop me, but | was already halfway to the air-
lock. “Gimme a minute! I'll get him back!”

“No way!” Hsing shouted. “l can’trisk ... "

“They won't attack! Trust me!” I didn’t have time to explain;
I could only hope that the pilot would take ray word.

The side hatch was open, the ladder still lowered. Through
the cargo bay window, I caught a glimpse of Alex and the other
crewman, holding tight to bulkhead straps on either side of the
fuel-rod canister. They stared at me in mute surprise as | turned
around, kneeled down, and carefully put my legs through the air-
lock hatch. My feet found the top rungs; | grasped the ladder
with both hands and began to climb down.

Tyler lay on the concrete pad below me, clutching at his left
knee. He shouted something | couldn’t understand, so | chose to
ignore him. The ladder swayed back and forth; the spacecraft
was in motion, and for an instant | thought Hsing was about to
lift off. Then | saw that the distance between me and Tyler was
getting shorter, and realized the pilot was carefully maneuvering
his ship closer to the ground.

I jumped the last five feet, bending my hips and knees to let
my legs take the impact. Tyler saw what | intended to do; he
struggled to his right knee, wincing as he put weight on his left
leg. “Hang on!” 1 yelled, wrapping my left arm around him.
“We're gonna get you out of here!”

“You're out of your ... !”

He didn’t get a chance to finish before the rest was lost in the
roar of three Warthogs making a low-level pass over Narra-
gansett Point. Looking up, | saw the amber glow of their jets as
they hurtled less than a thousand feet above us. The A-10s
howled past us, then peeled apart from one another as they made
a steep climb above the Connecticut River.

“C’mon, move!” | hauled Tyler to his feet, carried him to the
dangling ladder. “Get your ass up there!”

Tyler didn’t argue. He grasped the rungs and began to climb,
favoring his left leg but nonetheless using it to balance himself. He

3
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didn’t have far to travel; Hsing had brought the craft within fif-
teen feet of the ground, its starboard wingtip nearly grazing the
top of the nearest waste cask. Looking up, | saw Mickey crouched
within the hatch, reaching down to help Tyler climb aboard.

I didn’t wait to make sure he was safe. | grabbed the ladder,
scrambled up it like a monkey on a coconut tree. The A-10s were
gone, but they'd be back as soon as the hog'drivers reported what
they'd seen. | had little doubt that whoever was in charge at
Barnes would give them permission to open fire upon the strange
craft they’d spotted hovering above the local nuclear power plant.
Nonetheless, | knew that they wouldn’t attack immediately, but
instead obey the chain of command. Thank heavens I'd grown up
as a soldier’s boy. Otherwise | might not have known this.

Yet the clock was ticking, but seriously . . .

Reaching up, | planted my hand against Tyler’s butt, gave
him a mighty shove. Mickey already had him by the shoulders;
she dragged him the rest of the way through the hatch. | scam-
pered up the ladder, then helped Mickey haul it up behind us.

“Clear!” Mickey slammed the hatch shut and twisted a lock-
wheel. “Main hatch sealed!”

“Copy that!” Libbie called back. “Hang on!”

Tyler had already limped to the nearest seat. Mickey shoved
me into another couch, then planted herself in the one across the
aisle. We barely had time to pull down our harnesses before the
spacecraft’s prow tilted upward . . .

“Go for launch!” Hsing shouted.

“Punch it!” I yelled. Mickey’s hand grabbed mine, and then
we fell into the sky.

Countless times, I've imagined what it might be like to be aboard
a rocket during liftoff. Although the closest I'd ever been to a real
spacecraft were the ones at the National Air and Space Museum,
where my father had taken Steve and me during a family vacation
to Washington, D.C., my fantasies had been fueled by film clips
of shuttle launches, movies like Apollo 13, and dozens of science
fiction novels. So I thought | was ready for the real thing.
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I wasn’t.

We went up fast. As the craft violently shook around me, an
invisible hand pressed.my body back into the couch. Blood
pounded in my ears as | gulped air and fought to keep down the
pizza I'd had for dinner.

“They’re after us, Van.” Libbie’s voice,was tight. “Range
three-fifty meters and closing.”

I glanced at the SLIR. Three blips following a blue dot
straight up the center of the hemisphere, getting closer every sec-
ond. On a small screen on Libbie’s side of the console, | caught a
brief glimpse of three smajl, angular objects, fuzzy and green-
tinted, a phosphorescent glow coming from their aft sections.
The Warthogs were right on our tail. If they managed to lock
on...

“Hang tight, everyone!” Hsing snapped. “I'm going evasive!”

Terrified, | instinctively turned my head away. Bad idea; the
same invisible hand caused my neck to twist painfully. Not only
that, but it was at this same moment that Hsing rolled the craft
180 degrees. Through a side window, Tcaught a brief glimpse of
my hometown, as seen at night from about 10,000 feet. A small
constellation of house lights and street lamps, very pretty . . . ex-
cept that it was upside down, and rapidly disappearing behind us.

“Easy. Easy.” Mickey clutched my hand. “Look straight
ahead, take deep, short breaths.”

I managed to pull my face forward, concentrated on breath-
ing. For a moment, | saw clouds, backlit by the lights of town.
Then we ripped through them, and suddenly there were only stars.
Pretty, but | was in no mood to admire them; the invisible hand
had become a fat guy who’d just come away from an all-you-can-
eat buffet, and decided that my chest was a fine place to sit down.

“They’re falling back.” Libbie’s voice was taut, but no
longer alarmed. “Range 400 meters ... 600 ...800...”

“We should be near the limits of their operational celllng
Hsing held tight to his yoke. “We're almost in the clear, guys.”

My guts were beginning to settle down, and it was getting a
little easier to breathe; the fat guy got up and went to check out
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the dessert bar. By now | could see the stars more clearly; they
didn’t glimmer and twinkle, as 1I'd seen them while standing on
the ground, but instead shined steadily . . . and all of a sudden, |
realized that there were far more than 1I'd ever seen in my life.

Carefully turning my head, | looked over at Mickey. She met
my gaze, saw that | was doing okay, and gave me a wry smile. |
was about to do the same when dawn broke.

As sunlight streamed through the starboard windows, |
raised a hand against the sudden glare . . . and then stopped my-
self when | realized what | was seeing. No, not sunrise . . . sun-
set, my second one of the day. Or at least it would be if | was still
in Bellingham, Vermont.

Yet | was no longer there, was 1? What | was witnessing was
the sun going down somewhere west of the Rockies. Out in Cal-
ifornia, some guy my age would be strolling the beaches of Mon-
terey, watching the sun paint the waves of the Pacific. And
meanwhile, | was witnessing the same thing, although from a
considerably higher perspective.

It was then—my body floating upward against the seat har-
ness, watching sunlight turn a vast curved horizon into a
crimson-hued scimitar, feeling my ears pop as | swallowed—that
I realized that | was no longer on Earth.

“Holy ...” I swallowed again. “I'm in space.”

Sure, it sounded moronic. It probably was. All the same, |
couldn’t get over what | was seeing. It wasn’'t a movie or a TV
show, it wasn’'t something I'd read in a science fiction novel, it
wasn’t even a particularly vivid dream. This was real. . .

Damn. | was in space.

“Really? No kidding?” From behind us, Tyler snickered.
“Wow, what a revelation. And here | was, thinking we were ...”

“Shut up.” Mickey looked at him in disgust, then her ex-
pression softened. “How’s your leg? Want me to break out the
med Kit?”

“I'll manage.” Tyler reached down to gently massage his
swollen knee. “It'll wait until we're back aboard ship. The doc
will take care of it.” He regarded me for a moment, then slowly
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let out his breath. “Thanks,” he added, albeit reluctantly. “You
didn’'t have to do that.”

“No problem.” | was having trouble staying focused. “You'd
have done the same for me if . . .”

My voice trailed off. No, he would not have, and we both
knew it. Yet Tyler wasn’t about to let me have the last word. “I
was thinking about dropping you off somewhere in China,” he
muttered, “but | guess we can’t do that now, can we?”

My face must have gone red, because Mickey grasped my
hand again. “You might try to be a little more grateful,” she said,
then she turned her attention forward. “How are we doing?”

“Fine. On course for rendezvous and pickup.” Hsing didn’t
look back at us as his hands roamed across the console. “Sorry
about the ride. We had to execute some high-g maneuvers to get
away from those planes.”

“S’okay. Think nothing of it.” 1 was no longer queasy; aston-
ishment had taken care of that problem. Besides, | couldn’t help
but feel sorry for the A-10 pilots we’'d left behind; they were
probably on their way back to Westfield, going kummanakum-
manahummanna and trying to figure out how to explain this one
to the CO.

Yeah, okay. Maybe the Massachusetts Air National Guard
had a mystery on their hands, and so did the Narragansett Point
security team. Yet 1 was only slightly less clueless than they
were . . .

I looked at Mickey again. “Look, | know it’s a lot to ask,
but. .. would you mind telling me what'’s going on here?”

She said nothing for a moment. Libbie gazed back over her
shoulder at her. “It's not too late to consider China,” she mur-
mured. “Maybe some remote village near the Tibetan border . .. ?”

“No.” Mickey’s voice was cold. “Set coarse for rendezvous
with the Vincennes. And re-engage the I-drive ... | want us there
in two and a half standard hours, max.”

Libbie and Hsing shared a glance. “On your orders, chief,”
the pilot said, then he pressed his fingers against his console.
“IDE in five . .. four . ..three ...two ...”
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“Hold on,” Mickey said quietly to me. “This may be ..

“One . ..zero.” !

Weight returned, as abruptly as if | was aboard an elevator
that had been plummeting down a bottomless shaft, only to have
its brakes abruptly kick in. All of a sudden, | went from zero-g to
one-g . . . and even if the rest of my body was ready for change,
my brain wasn’t, and neither was my stomach.

Particularly not my stomach. A Friday night special from
Louie’s tastes great going down. Coming back up again, it's not
so wonderful.

“Aw, for the love of...someone get a bag under him!”
Tyler snapped, while Mickey held my shoulders and let me heave
all over the deck.

Libbie tossed back a folded paper bag from a compartment
beneath her seat, but by then the damage was done. “Sorry 'bout
that,” 1 apologized to no one in particular, sitting up straight and
wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “If you’ll show me
where you keep the paper towels, I'll ...”

| stopped, staring down at where 1'd thrown up. The pool of
puke was disappearing, as if the deck itself had become a sponge
and was rapidly absorbing it. Looking closer, | saw what looked
like thousands of tiny maggots eating away at the edges of the
vomit. Gross . ..

“Decontamination nanites,” Mickey explained. “They auto-
matically activate when a foreign biological substance touches an
interior surface and convert it into inert matter. Keeps the shuttle
clean.” She touched my arm and stood up. “Come with me . ..
I've got something to show you.”

I followed her only too gladly; the nanites creeped me out.
Still feeling a bit rocky, | followed her back to the airlock. Tyler
watched us go, and | could feel his eyes at my back. Perhaps I'd
saved his bacon, but he still wasn't ready to accept me as any-
thing but a nuisance. Or maybe it was more than that. . . ?

Mickey stopped at the cargo bay hatch. She glanced through
the window, then stood aside to let me look inside. The fuel-rod
canister was snug within a pair of padded braces; Deke, the third
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crew member, wore a thick outfit that | took to be anti-radiation
armor of some sort, yet Alex was still wearing only the patch-
work sweater, cammie trousers, and cowboy boots he'd swiped
from the thrift shop. They stood on either side of the canister, pa-
tiently waiting for us to get to wherever we were going. Spotting
me looking in on him, Alex smiled, then raised his hand to give
me a happy, carefree wave.

“Aren’t you worried about him?” I asked. “I mean, no telling
how many REMs he’s taking in there.”

“You don’t need to worry about him. Alex isn't...”

She stopped herself. “He’s not human, is he?” | asked.

“No.” She shook her head. “Alex isn’t human. | suppose you
could say that he’s an android, although that’s an antiquated term.
His name is an acronym for Artificial Lifeform Experimental...”

“Right. Alex. I get it.” It explained a lot about him, but I
wasn’t about to let her off the hook so easily. “Look, Mickey,” |
went on, dropping my voice so that the others couldn’t hear us,
“or whatever your name is, or what it stands for ...”

“Mickey’s my real name.” Her face colored a little. “Alex is
the only artificial person aboard.”

“Great. You had me worried there for a second.” | paused.
“You might as well tell me the rest. I'm here, right? Either that, or
dump me in China or Tibet or wherever. And if you do that, you
ought to just hurry up and kill me, because all |1 have are the
clothes on my back, five bucks, my student I.D., and a Block-
buster Video card.”

“We're not going to do that.” She glanced back at the cock-
pit. “Don’t mind Tyler. He’s just sore because . ..”

“Sure. Whatever. Just tell me one thing ... are you guys
from the future?”

Her face went pale, and she stepped back from me. Before
she could say anything, though, | went on. “Don’t tell me you're
from another planet...”

“But we are.”

“Oh, yeah? Which one?”

“Mars.”
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“Sure.” | tapped the sign above the suit locker I'd spotted
earlier. “And | suppose that's Martian, and what you're speaking
is...”

“Martian.” She hesitated. “Or at least the Martian dialect of
what you know as English. That’s why we need the autotransla-
tors. In my time ...”

Once more, she stopped herself. “There it is again,” | said.
“‘My time’ . .. like that’s different from ‘your time.” C'mon, I'm
not stupid. Tell me the rest.”

She looked down, said nothing. From the corner of my eye, |
could see that we were no longer alone. Tyler stood in the hatch-
way leading to the cockpit, and behind him was Libbie. | had no
idea how much they'd overheard, but neither of them looked any
more happy with me than Mickey.

Mickey must have noticed them, too. Although she tried not
to acknowledge their presence, she was visibly uncomfortable. “I
just wanted ... I just wanted to show you that the fuel-rod canis-
ter was intact, and assure you that it wouldn’t be used to make an
atomic weapon. Since that’s your major concern, thatis . ..”

“Thanks.” She was stating the obvious; the real explanation
was still unsaid, but | was in no position to press the issue. “I ap-
preciate it.”

She nodded, then silently left the airlock, squeezing between
Tyler and Libbie. I let her go, then turned to look at her two com-
panions. “Okay, then,” | said, squaring my shoulders, “which
one of you Martians wants to tell me where we’re going?”

I was trying to be funny, but neither of them were the type to
take a joke. Libbie turned to follow Mickey, while Tyler gave me
a cold look. “You want the truth?” he asked, and | nodded. “Lu-
nar stationary orbit, on the far side of the Moon. We'll be there
in about two hours, twenty minutes, standard.”

“Aw, c¢’'mon. That’s . ..”

“That’s the truth. Take it or leave it.” Tyler started to turn
away, then stopped. “Thanks for rescuing me,” he added. “I ap-
preciate it. So here’s my payback .. .2337.”
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“Huh?” I shook my head. “What does that . . . ?”
“2337,” Tyler repeated. “That’s the year we left Mars.”

A little less than two hours later, we reached the Moon.

Stop and think about that for a moment. The Moon is ap-
proximately 240,000 miles from Earth. The first men to go there
were Frank Borman, James Lovell, and William Anders; in 1968,
it took three days for them to make the journey—from December
21, 7:51 a.m., when Apollo 8 lifted off from Merritt Island, to
December 24, 7:30 a.m., when they transmitted the first close-up
TV pictures of the lunar surface—and during that time they es-
tablished a new world speed record of 24,200 MPH.

I didn’t have a watch, so | don’t know exactly what time it
was when we made our getaway from Narragansett Point, with
three A-10s in hot pursuit. All I know is that, when | woke up
from a brief nap, | gazed out the window to behold the same awe-
some sight that Borman, Lovell, and Anders had first seen nearly
forty years ago. | didn’t ask anyone what time it was, so | have to
assume that Hsing had obeyed Mickey’s order to get us there in
two hours.

How fast had we traveled? Do the math, if you want; | didn't.
I was too busy staring out the window beside my seat, watching
the barren grey landscape as it rushed past only a few hundred
miles below us. Down there were mountains, hills, and craters
that only twenty-seven men had ever seen before with their own
eyes. A brief glimpse of Mare Tranquillitatis, where Armstrong
and Aldrin planted the flag back in '69, then we slingshot around
the limb of the Moon and were hurtling toward deep space be-
yond the lunar farside.

I didn’t realize Mickey was standing beside me until she said
something. “Beautiful, isn't it?” she asked, keeping her voice low
as she gazed past me.

“Yeah,” | replied, feeling something pinch my throat.
“It’s .. .it's awesome.”

“Uh-huh.” Only then did | notice that her hand lay lightly
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”

upon my arm, “This means something to you.” she murmured.
“Not just seeing the Moon . . . it’s personal, isn't it?”

“Yeah, I ...” | stopped myself. | didn’t want to lay my life
story on her; this wasn’t the time or place. “I've always wanted to
do this,” I said. “Y’know, be an astronaut. But I never thought
I... Imean, I didn’t think I ...”

I halted, looked away. “Never thought'what?” Mickey asked.
“That you could?”

“Yeah.” Then | shook my head. “lI mean, no...naw, |
mean ...” Tongue-tied, | let out my breath, struggled to articu-
late myself. “Look, it's something that...y'know, | once
thought I could do, but...”

“You gave up?”

I didn’t answer that because | couldn’t. Whoever these guys
were—Muickey, Tyler, Hsing, Libbie, Deke, even Alex—they'd
come from a time and place where the impossible had become
easy. You don’t tell a girl who's just stolen a few tons of spent
fuel rods from a heavily guarded nuclear power plant that you
quit believing that you could become an astronaut just because
your father’s dead, your mother works two lousy jobs, and your
brother’s a pothead.

Mickey waited a moment for me to answer. When | didn’t,
her hand left my arm. “Better strap in,” she said, returning to her
own seat. “We're coming in for rendezvous with the Vincennes,”

“Rendezvous with the ... ?” | was about to ask what she
meant when | looked forward, and saw something that made the
Moon seem like a minor attraction.

Fifty-five thousand miles beyond the far side of the Moon,
parked in lunar stationary orbit and concealed from all the tele-
scopes and radar systems of Earth, was a starship.

Nearly four hundred feet long, illuminated by red and green
formation lights on either side of its sleek grey hull, the SCS Vin-
cennes was a leviathan in space. Streamlined from the slender
cone of its bow to the stunted wings of its stern, it retained the
same basic design of its shuttlecraft, including the vertical stabi-
lizers that rose on either side of aft-section bulge. Yet there were
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significant differences: open-end nacelles, vaguely resembling in-
takes of enormous jet engines, lay on either side of the hull just
forward of the wings, while a superstructure that looked some-
what like a submarine conning tower was elevated above the
cylindrical mid-section leading to the bow.

An enormous hatch yawned open within the upper side of the
vessel’s aft section; | didn’t need anyone to tell me that this was
the shuttle bay. Yet as we glided closer, | noticed that most of the
portholes along the ship’s slender forward section were dark;
only a few were lit, along with those on the forward tower. The
Vincennes had gone dark; somehow, it looked less like a starship
than a derelict in space.

“Oh, boy,” Tyler murmured from behind us. “They’ve gone
to low-power mode.”

“Roger that.” Hsing gently coaxed the shuttle closer, swing-
ing it in a broad arc above the darkened vessel. “Command re-
ports all major systems except life-support and station-keeping
have been shut down. Docking will be manual.”

“Copy that.” Libbie’s hands moved across her console.
“Coming in on manual. All hands, stand by.”

“Does that mean we're in trouble?” | asked Mickey.

“Don’t worry,” She grasped the bars of her harness. “Just
means that Vincennes won’t be guiding us in on autopilot. Hs-
ing’s a good pilot, though. He'll get us down safely.”

She knew what she was talking about, of course, but
nonetheless | gripped the armrests of my seat. As the shuttle
glided into position above the hangar, | looked down to see a
broad circle blinking red upon the deck. A moment later, Libbie
cut the inertial dampeners; | felt my guts lurch a bit as we became
weightless once more. There was a thump beneath our feet, signi-
fying that the landing gear had been lowered, then the shuttle be-
gan to slowly descend into the mothership.

However, we didn’t touch down. Since the Vincennes own
dampeners had been shut down as well, the shuttle was unable to
land in a conventional sense. Instead, Hsing guided the craft un-
til it was just a couple of meters above the deck, then held posi-
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tion. Several crewmembers, wearing the same type of skin-tight
spacesuits I’d seen earlier, floated toward us, using backpack ma-
neuvering units to haul mooring lines into place. Once the shuttle
had been secured, the hangar doors began to close. From my win-
dow, | watched while an enclosed gangway telescoped out from
the hangar walk. There was a hollow thump against the hull as a
crewman mated it with the shuttle’s side hatch.

“All right, we're down.” Hsing let out his breath; he reached
up to push buttons along the overhead console. “Give us a sec-
ond to match pressure, then we’ll pop the hatch. Remember,
we’re on emergency discipline, so you know what that means.”

“What does that mean?” | whispered to Mickey.

“Zero-g,” she said softly, raising her seat bar, her hair floating
around her. “Just follow me, and try not to bump into anything.”

“Mickey, Tyler ...” Hsing gazed back at us. “Skipper wants
to see you both on the bridge, soon as possible.” He paused, lis-
tening to his headset, then glanced at me. “And bring your guest,
too. The old man wants to meet him.”

“I bet he does.” Tyler had already pushed himself out of his
seat. Grasping a rail running along the ceiling, he pulled himself
toward the hatch, his feet dangling in midair. “Sorry, but I'm not
taking the heat for this.”

“1 don’t expect you to.” Mickey’s voice was cool, and for a
second they shared a look of mutual animosity. Then Tyler
twisted the hatch’s lockwheel and pulled it open.

Cold air flooded the shuttle, and I felt my ears pop. Mickey
waited patiently while | pushed my seat bar upward; still, 1 found
myself reluctant to leave the safety of my seat. “Come on,” she
said, extending a hand to me while holding onto the ceiling rail
with the other. “It’s not that hard. You might even like it.”

“Sure. Whatever you say.” But it wasn’t weightlessness that
bothered me. It was meeting the captain.

54 O<d

Mickey was right: zero-g is wicked cool.
I'll admit, | floundered around for the first few minutes, feel-
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ing like a little kid in swim class who'd been taken out of the
baby pool and tossed into the deep end for the first time. The dif-
ference is that you're operating in air, not water, and there’s noth-
ing like zero-g to teach you some respect for Newton'’s third law.

Every action produces an equal and opposite reaction. That
means, when you bump into a bulkhead to your left, you bounce
to the right, and when you grab a railing above your head, if
you're not careful with your feet, they might swing around and
kick the guy in front of you.

To make matters worse, the Vincennes' passageways were
narrow. Even when there was internal gravity, there was barely
enough room for two people to pass one another without sucking
in your gut; in microgravity, it was like being inside a pinball ma-
chine. So | bruised my shoulders and elbows a couple of times,
and also put a lump on my head and put my foot against
Mickey’s behind before | finally got the hang of it.

But | can’t lie; it was fun. At some point, words like up,
down, left, and right lost their meaning; once | got used to that,
then everything else was a hoot. Crewmen who passed us in the
corridors stared in bafflement at the guy in blue jeans and hooded
sweatshirt who was laughing out loud as he performed somer-
saults that would have put him in the hospital back home. Mickey
finally had to grab my shoulders and get me under control; several
yards ahead, Tyler regarded me with disgust, as if | was a country
bumpkin who'd just used toilet paper for the first time.

Once | got over that, though, I noticed a couple of things.

First, the lighting within the passageways was dim. Much dim-
mer that it should have been; ceiling panels were dark, leaving only
recessed amber lamps here and there to guide our way. Not only
that, but as we passed hatches leading to various compartments, |
saw through their slot windows that they were without light. Not
only that, but the entire ship felt cold; it couldn’t have been more
than sixty-five degrees. | was bom and raised in New England,
where temperatures like that mean it’s time to put away to put
away the snowshoes and start wearing T-shirts and shorts, but
everyone | saw wore jackets above their jumpsuits, and some were
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wearing light gloves. If these guys were from Mars, then Mars in
the 24th century must have the climate of Daytona Beach.

And that brings me to the second point: they were young.

By young, | mean that almost no one | saw was older than
twenty-one, with the median age somewhere between fifteen and
seventeen. | passed one or two crewmen in their mid-thirties, and
spotted one geezer with a few threads of' white in his mustache
and crow’s-feet around his eyes. Otherwise, though, the guys
looked as if they just learned how to shave, and the girls . ..
well, not to be too specific, 'but most of them weren’t exactly
women yet.

A starship full of teenagers. Martian teenagers, at that.

“What's so funny?” Mickey saw the expression on my face.

“I dunno. I think I just fell into a Sci-Fi Channel movie.” She
gave me a puzzled look, not getting the joke. “Never mind,” |
added. “What I'm trying to say is . ..um, is everyone aboard a
kid?”

“No. The captain and senior officers are all adults.” She
paused to let another crewman slide past us; he couldn’t have
been more than fifteen, yet was as serious as someone twice his
age. “But, yes, most of the crew are between fourteen and
twenty. By Earth reckoning, that is . . . about half that if you use
the Martian calendar.” She smiled. “That makes me eight years
old, where | come from.”

“Eight. Right ...” | was having trouble dealing with this.
“Look, where | come from, you can’t even drive a car until you're
sixteen . . . eighteen, in some states. So you're tellingme ...”

By now we'd come to a ladder leading up a narrow shaft.
Without looking back at us, Tyler was already ascending it,
barely touching the rungs as he floated upward. “It's a long

story,” Mickey said quietly. “I'll tell you the rest later ... if the
captain lets me.”

“But...”

“Eric ..."” Mickey paused at the bottom of the ladder. “Do me

a favor and keep your mouth shut. Don’t speak unless the captain
speaks to you first. . . and be careful what you say. Understand?”
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I made a zipping motion with a finger across my lips. Mickey
nodded, then led me up the shaft. We ascended about thirty feet,
passing a closed hatch -leading to another deck, and emerged
through an open manhole. And that’s when | found myself on the
bridge of the Vincennes.

In many ways, it resembled pictures 1I'd seen of the control
rooms of nuclear submarines: a long, narrow compartment, with
officers seated at consoles on either side of a central aisle. What
appeared to be a plotting table rested in the middle of the com-
partment, except this one displayed a holographic wire-frame im-
age of the Earth-Moon system, with a tiny replica of the
Vincennes positioned beyond the lunar farside. On the far side of
the compartment, wrapped in a 180-degree arc, were five large
portholes; the center one looked out over the ship’s bow, and it
was in front of this window that | saw the commanding officer of
SCS Vincennes.

If 1 was expecting someone more heroic—James T. Kirk,
maybe, or even Jean-Luc Picard—then | was disappointed. Cap-
tain Van Owen looked no more intimidating than my high school
geometry teacher; short and narrow-shouldered, with barely
enough brown hair to keep his head from getting cold. He would
have looked better if he had glasses and maybe a mustache. One
look at his eyes, though, and | knew that this was one guy you
didn’t throw a spit wad at while his back was turned to you.
